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PART 1: A PLAN
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1: Honor


Khoti paused his pacing to study the pass from the mouth of
the little cave where he’d sheltered Asteria but two moons ago. What took Chati
so long? This second day of a cold-moon thaw crept into his blood, teasing him
with the rushing sound of snowmelt. A south wind wafted into the snug cave,
hinting that mountain winter might end early, taunting him with a false hope of
sweet fruits and fresh greens.


He poked at the small fire he’d set and smoothed the painted
hide holding a picnic feast. He had no time to idle, and since becoming the
duke’s aide barely the time to prepare for his next scouting duty.


At last, he heard Chati’s cheery greeting over the sounds of
snowmelt as the new Guard apprentice led Asteria’s mount to a picket beside
Khoti’s own Fidra.


“I’ll be out here,” Chati said with that same lecherous grin
Geleg always sported as Asteria peeked in, giving Khoti a quizzical smile. 


“My Lady.” Khoti executed a theatrical bow and gestured for
her to enter the cave.


“What are you up to, Khoti?” 


She settled on a cushion beside the fire as Khoti pulled a
small bundle from his gear and knelt in front of her.


“What is this all about?” She laughed as she examined the
picnic of wine, cheese, dried fruits, bread and meats spread out on the hide. 


“You really don’t understand our ways, do you?” He chewed
his lip a moment. “Among my folk, when you pursue a lifemate you don’t post it
and put out a call for all comers like your people do, as if your fa were
taking bids.” 


She watched him, breathless and smiling. The scent of the
thaw clung to her. 


“A Taschian man’s first supposed to prove he can provide his
share in a household, and the rest is just mutual likes.” How could he explain
traditions no one bothered to question? They just were. Heat rose in his face. 


She covered her mouth with one hand. Her cheeks flushed as
she waited for his explanation, expectant, as if she barely kept herself from
speaking or breaking into giddy laughter.


“This feast is a tradition,” Khoti continued. “And a nice
one, I think. I had to wait so long because with that crowd in the Val there’s
no place for privacy, and your people don’t like us even meeting alone, as is
usual. And, well, it takes time to do these things right. See, I shot and cured
the meats myself. The fruits came from stores, but the cheese I helped prepare.
I ground the wheat for bread from Shiadin grain, and used my mother’s method to
bake it. I think there’s something symbolic in that, but I don’t remember the
tale now. It’s supposed to show I can bear some responsibility.” He gestured at
the cave. “This is all I have. But I should treat you in the home I’d offer as
bridegift and we’d have a hearthstone from one of our parents, if there were
hearths to pry them from.” He held out the bundle in his hands. “And with
shelter and sustenance proven there’s the other needs of life. Clothing for
warmth, I already gave you the dagger for protection, and what small things of
pleasure I can give.”


With trembling hands, he unwrapped the bundle. Certainly, this
all seemed silly and crude to her, as if anything he made compared to a noble’s
gems or fine gowns.


First, he held up a necklace of stellan discs strung on fine
metal threads wrapped along the length of a hide cord. Pounded leaf thin, he
had impressed patterns on each disc: the image of a tawnkat on one, a fair
likeness to Sefresal on another, the silhouette of the four mountains
surrounding the Val, a pair of hands holding tera sticks, and an imprint of a
star set in a stone the shape of the pendant Khoti still kept in his breast
pocket. The necklace chimed as he held it up and tied it around her neck.


Her eyes had grown moist. “It is beautiful.”


He held up the remaining bulk of the bundle. “I chose the
best hides,” he said as he displayed a hide tunic similar to the outfits worn
by many mountain women. The accompanying trousers had room in the knee for
riding and tied just above the calf to cover boot tops. He’d woven a fringe
along the neckline of the tunic and decorated it with buff-and-pewter-colored
beads. The hemline fringe sported green and beige, the colors long associated
with Tasch-el.


She examined the seams, the sewing, the beading, the
thickness of the hide. “You made this? It is so finely sewn. A little loose in
front perhaps.”


He tried to stop a sputter of laughter from escaping. “There
must be room in front. I’ve never known a woman to wonder why.” He chuckled as
the color deepened in her cheeks.


“Then mountain men make their lifemates’ wardrobes?”


“Only this bridegift,” Khoti admitted. “The aim is to show
you cared enough to try to make a gift more beautiful than others’.”


Asteria stroked the soft hide. “I wish I knew such customs
better. I steal its magic to expect an explanation.”


Khoti shrugged. “It’s only a tradition, a promise. Like your
custom for waiting so long.”


Again, he caught the scent of freshness, of thaw, of mountain
wildness carried on the wind, clinging to Asteria’s hair and cloak. Around him
spread the comforts of the idle. He yearned to escape into the wild again, for
the thrill and challenge of the hunt.


“It is a good tradition to wait,” Asteria said. “Others can
name reasons why the suit is inappropriate. There might be a better match, or
the suitor’s character or debts are in question. Perhaps the man is unaware of
some dishonor to the woman. If no one contests the suits, the woman is then at
leisure to decide.”


Khoti shrugged. “We’re in my world now, not Sefresal. It
should be about love, not rumor. After all, you’re selecting a lifemate, not a
brood mare.”


She studied him as if she could read his impatience, sense
his desire to again take up the chase and challenge his mettle against their
enemies. The headiness of the thaw, the freshness like dawn on the south wind,
quickened his breath, awoke the sleeping warrior heart within him.


She touched the scrub of beard he now sported. “I will try
to show my father his traditions are impractical, and that your way is the
better,” she murmured. “But this,” she tugged at the sandy beard curling about
his chin, “This must go.”


He chuckled and pushed a chunk of dry apple into her open
mouth. “Already you’re trying to change me!” He tugged the hide table closer to
reach for bread and cheese as she stroked the tunic in her lap. 


“I would love to see how it fits,” she mused.


He gave her Geleg’s favorite grin. “Let me help you.” He
yelped when her hand came up. Scrambling beyond reach, he scampered from the
cave to drink in the thaw, gulping deep breaths of the south wind, the wind
that stirred in him the call, again, to battle.
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When Khoti and Asteria rode into the Val side-by-side, Chati
trailing behind them, Eithurdon faltered in his discussion with Tait, the new
Mayor of Eilime, the young successor to the mayor who fell in the battle for
the pass. He noted Tait’s sudden scowl when he spied them. His daughter wore a
coy smile, her head cocked to one side as Khoti spoke animatedly, one hand
gesturing into the air as if he spoke of something rising up into the afternoon
sun of the Val. She had dressed in the outfit of a mountain woman with some
trinket at her neck glittering in the sunlight. He felt relief to see his aide
nearby again, a tremor of something deep inside – his blood yearning for the
spirits in Khoti’s blood – something he hated to admit.


“Eithur, you have your daughter dressed up like a
goatherdess,” Tait sputtered.


“I do not decide what fashion she chooses.” Indeed, she
appeared more Taschian than shawnsi.


“It’s unseemly, the way you allow her to gallivant around
with him, a Guardsman!”


“Second in command of the Guard, an officer,” Eithurdon said
easily, not at all in the mood for suitor’s games today.


“You want your daughter joined with a career warrior? Hardly
the type to fit into court life. And her now even closer kin to the king! How
can you imagine her with an uncouth miner’s son, a fighting man? He’ll have her
toothless and old before she’s thirty. You can do better by her, Eithur. She would
do well by me.”


Eithurdon sighed loudly. Asteria spent more time with Khoti
than he liked, but always an appropriate chaperone accompanied them. Time
remained in which to select the best suitor. Certainly, the two would soon tire
of their infatuation with the other’s differences and seek companions within
their own culture. At least Tait knew the proper way of approaching a suit,
with deference and the spirit of a match. Asteria barely acknowledged the man.
Tait’s, too, seemed an unlikely suit.


“Konner returned,” Eithurdon called to Khoti. “We will meet
in the common to hear Aibak’s response.”


Khoti nodded, touching Asteria’s hand as they parted. His
aide appeared ignorant of the baleful look Tait threw at him as he preceded
Eithurdon and Tait into the caverns. Indeed, Khoti didn’t stand a chance in
such a match.
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Those Arshal called the King’s Council gathered at a long, rough-hewn
table in the common, seated on rickety stools hacked from stumps. The tiny
cavern that served as both community area and Arshal’s receiving hall collected
the echoes of crying babies and the stench of cookfires, a mockery of Sihmad
Shal’s sumptuous halls that he had so disdained.


“Aibak says they’ve no proof we got a king as can do
anything,” Konner said, his words echoing. “They’re still too afraid Minaria
will pressure them if they aid us.”


The council shifted awkwardly at Konner’s statement, a few
mumbling aloud their rebuttals as the small room suddenly grew stuffy.


“That’s ridiculous. We know Minaria won’t settle for just
Shande,” Arshal returned sourly. Six weeks a king and he had no progress to
show for it.


Konner shrugged. “Says he begged King Keyen to help us.”


“Maybe he can help in another way,” Khoti mused.


Eithurdon leaned forward. “Such as?”


“Well –” Khoti began.


“Such as more food stuffs?” Tait interrupted. “Well, that’s
no use to us. We need –”


“I was about to say, maybe they would work with the Pladde.
If they arm the Pladde and keep them supplied, their resistance will continue
to draw the –”


“Help the Pladde? Don’t be stupid, boy. This foolish talk
just wastes our time. We need the arms. Our country’s the one occupied. The
Pladde have had their little uprising for four months now. There’s been nothing
–”


“Because they need arms, Tait.”


Arshal studied the Guard Lieutenant, whose patient tone
barely hid irritation. Tait always seemed to have an argument against anything
Khoti suggested, and too often these council debates ended in a shouted
stalemate. If Arshal didn’t need the link to Eilimean cooperation he’d never
allow him in the room. Arshal hated to admit regret that he’d spent so little
time in his father’s court learning politics and how to shut up the worst
offenders.


“They can’t have an effect without weapons,” Khoti
continued. “They’ve got to regroup and resupply all the time so when they do
get an advantage they lose it because they’re ill-equipped. If they had
weapons, some help from the Shiadins, they could strike a pretty nasty blow,
tie up the Minarians on their own turf and leave us more room to maneuver.”


“That’s a good point, Khoti,” Arshal said as Tait glared at
the Lharan officer.


“I think it’s a bad idea,” Tait returned. 


Arshal sighed. His war would never leave this valley at this
rate. 


“We should be concentrating on our own needs, not counting
on some miracle out of Minaria,” Tait stated. “You let some reckless rustic
with no background in strategy cloud the issue with crazy ideas meant only to
bring him glory and to support a rebellion with his father’s name on it. That
little Tawnkat foray brought us more harm than good. Look at how many good folk
have died in the retaliations! He’s just worried the blame will fall on his father’s
house. Well, it’s foolish counting on the Pladde. They’re deserving of the
station they’ve got –”


“You’re being a fool, Tait,” Khoti said with a growl. “Think
twice before you question my family’s honor –”


“Begging your pardon, Your Grace, but look! See how his head
is all grown big with all the laurels these fools have heaped on him? He doesn’t
even know his station. He can’t even recognize the truth of the Tawnkat’s
failure. He doesn’t belong at this table, Lord, but on the hillsides guarding a
flock. And now this council gives this reckless boy too much leeway because of
the inflated tales of his glory. You’d think he fought back the Minarians
single-handedly the way he tells it –”


“Tait, that is enough,” Arshal interrupted.


In one swift glance the king could see how Konner had
straightened and gone red at the insult to his heroes and his people, how the
Guardsmen in the room stiffened as the mayor publicly denigrated a favored
leader, how Peshal and Zopher had dropped their hands to rest on the daggers at
their belts, how Khoti himself barely held himself steady, his face a brilliant
crimson beneath his tawny beard. Arshal knew he should throw Tait off his
council this moment. Yet he couldn’t risk further tribal division. How could a
land beset with destruction remain so stuck in its ways?


“Forgive me, Your Grace, but mark me, he’ll talk us tight
into trouble. Already he proves his worth. These people think he can do no
wrong. Well, he can. Hasn’t he already shamed the duke’s daughter? Of all men,
he shames the one who gave him a boost up from his mean stock, a chance to better
himself among decent folk –”


“What are you blathering about Tait!” Eithurdon demanded.


“Eithur, I’ve hesitated to speak up out of respect for her
honor. But this goes too far. I saw him sneaking about with your daughter
myself. Coming out of his rooms, or hers. And there’s talk that when the king’s
people were in the pass your favored aide spent the night with your daughter
when he could have been tracking the enemy who killed King Ebon. And you let
him have his leave? This willful youth is the one whose counsel you think is
prophecy?”


“You make grave accusations, Tait.” Kefta’s tone rang
perilous. “We’re discussing Shiad’s place in our defense, not your slanted
method of pushing your suit for a woman.”


“I merely call attention to the fact you are all so swayed
by his past prowess – no doubt exaggerated – that you are unwilling to hear reason.
He’s impetuous enough that he’d dally with the duke’s daughter, yet you’d think
his very words prophetic. It sickens me the way you cater to his vanity.”


Khoti stood, his stool tilting back to slam onto the stone
floor. His eyes reddened with a rage that made those gathered lean back. Khoti’s
hands twitched at his side.


“Excuse me, Lord.” He nodded to Arshal. “I must leave before
I bloody my knife on the Mayor of Eilime.”


“That’s right, boy. Leave this table in shame. You should be
red from the things you did to a man that trusted you, gave you position. I
don’t hear you denying it. And you used that position for your own selfish
aims. You should leave.” As Khoti strode from the common, Tait smiled. “Shows
you can’t trust these hill people. Should we get down to business?”


When Konner, Zopher and Peshal, and a handful of observers
bearing the marks of Tawnkats all rose to follow Khoti, Tait turned to Arshal. “Lord,
may I make my case?” he demanded.


“I think you made it sufficiently,” Arshal returned. “This
is not a forum for suitor’s games, Tait. We’re talking about the welfare of a
nation.”


Tait held out his hands, palm up. “I’ve done nothing, Lord,
but bring up a matter that needed addressing. This is a matter of strategy and
security –”


“I believe the Mayor of Eilime has forgotten who at this
table is king. I will hear no more from you.” Arshal rose and departed, leaving
Eithurdon alone with his daughter’s suitor.


Too much needed to be done to be wasting time on such silly antics,
the games of a land at peace, perilously foolish in a war. Arshal scowled as he
made his way back to his alcove. Not just a suitor’s game, it picked open unhealed
scabs. Clearly, the undercurrent of distrust and tribal rivalry, supposedly set
aside in Dynfearn’s time, remained. He could accomplish nothing unless they saw
themselves as Shandeans first. It made him long for the boring councils his
father called among people who couldn’t imagine something close to a tribal
rivalry but would fight for hours over a point of protocol. Gods, they had only
one true enemy, yet no one could agree on how to deal with it.


He slowed his pace. If he returned to his room, Cree would
badger him about his ‘powers.’ Since their arrival Cree had beset him like a
miner attacking a lode, always digging and delving to learn more about the
power that called the fog into the Harbor. Even knowing such power existed made
Arshal break into a nervous sweat.


Peshal waited by the alcove entry. “I suggest we follow
Khoti’s plan,” Peshal said. “And Zopher agrees with me. I hope you didn’t hear
any of that filth Tait spouted about Khoti –”


Arshal cut his brother off with an impatient wave of his
hand. Zopher and Khoti worked together to build a network of spies and scouts
that daily brought trickles of valuable information back to the Val,
information they needed for success. Zopher had easily turned to Khoti to learn
the craft of one born to these elements. And Peshal seemed drawn to the odd
young Guardsman, who seemed to have the same dark side Peshal had discovered in
himself. Arshal didn’t doubt both easterners would remain loyal to Khoti under
any circumstances. The Taschian seemed to inspire devotion in all who worked
with him, like Esthen, the kind of leader Shande needed.


Arshal had to admit even he felt something around the
mountain man, something he couldn’t name. Perhaps he only saw the oddity of a
true Shandean warrior. Such sense led him to name the young man to his council.
Khoti had his people’s respect and appeared more conciliatory than dour Tsevon. Arshal had no regrets, until now.


“I don’t need this, Pesh,” Arshal said with a sigh when
Peshal seemed about to give up on him. “I’m sick of Tait using every
opportunity to turn discussions from the matters at hand. I’m tired of him
stalling decisions and arguing each point. And his talk of negotiating with the
enemy to stop the retaliations just makes me ill. And I’m tired of this
in-fighting among my council! We have a country to retake and here we have
people squabbling over a woman. That Eithur puts up with this –”


“He’ll kill Khoti if he believes anything Tait said.”


“If it’s founded, Khoti deserves it.”


Peshal shook his head as they entered the narrow alcove.
Cree looked up from his books; the brothers ignored him.


“Our forces are nothing without Khoti,” Peshal protested. “He’s
the energy, the heart of our resistance –”


“They once said that of Esthen, and now he’s dead.” Arshal
didn't mean the comment to have such a bite that it stung even him.


“He has this uncanny map in his head: of where every spy or
scout is, of enemy locations and strategic strongholds. He looks at a battle
plan and instantly reads its weaknesses. We need a man like Khoti more than Tait
–”


“Pesh, I’m sick of it. I don’t want to hear –”


“Arshal, he is your army. Your best. Why else does even that
stubborn stick of a duke indulge his every whim? Please, intercede if you can.
You need him. You need these people united.”


Arshal sighed. How could one man win such a following? 


“He is good,” Arshal conceded. “We also need to avoid tribal
war. I promise nothing.”






2: Premonition


Asteria cleared her throat on the other side of the curtain
into Khoti’s alcove, tentative, regretting already her decision to come. The
curtain flung back to reveal Amhese. The woman’s smile as she appraised Asteria’s
garb raised a warm lump in her throat.


“I didn’t know Khoti had such patience in him!” Amhese
exclaimed with a laugh, motioning Asteria to a seat at the alcove’s plain
table beside a scowling Tsevon. “You’ll be the envy of every mountain lass in
the Val. Even Tsevon didn’t present me with one so fine! You must’ve won his
heart indeed.”


Rising from the table, Tsevon nodded at Asteria, and
disappeared behind the curtain into the niche where he and Amhese slept. She
could hear him working a knife on a whetstone with a rhythm that grew like a
presence, a beat that matched the throb in Asteria’s chest. 


Amhese sat, hands folded on the table before her, exuding an
aura of infinite patience as she waited for Asteria to begin.


“I have no mother, no one to speak to of these things.”
Asteria touched one of the discs on the necklace that chimed with her every
movement. “Your kinswoman Latra sent me to you. She has helped me adjust here,
to learn things so I am a help and not a burden, talked to me of,” she sprouted
a shy smile, “Men.”


Amhese giggled. “My poor boy if Latra’s your teacher!” 


Amhese motioned Asteria closer so they could speak, out of
Tsevon’s hearing.


“Khoti should seek a woman of his own kind!” Tsevon grumbled
from behind the curtain. “There’s plenty of ‘em, gawkin’ at his every move.”


Asteria rose. She’d been a fool to come among those who
hated her. Amhese shook her head and put a hand on Asteria’s arm.


“Don’t listen to him. He can’t accept any mixing of mountain
people with other folk. It’s a strange thing I could lure him from Tasch-el to
take a Staphian lifemate. You’ve been good for Khoti. You make him think. He’s
always been rash. Now he’s got reason to be careful.” Amhese cocked an eyebrow.
“You’re frustrated.”


“By many things: not knowing if Khoti will be patient and
wait a proper time or if he will come back to me when he is away.” She plucked
at the beads on her hem, biting her lip. How could she tell Khoti’s mother what
had brought her here?


“The customs are different,” Amhese conceded in her patient
tone. “That’s because lives here are short and intense compared to the lives of
the shawnsi. What harm comes from waiting a few moons, learning more of each
other? Here we know each other a lifetime. I lived in another village, yet
Tsevon and I knew each other from our first memories, gathering at festfires
and playing children’s games. Time gave us an invaluable knowledge of who we
are. Maybe you’re afraid time will change your minds. We’re at war. Maybe it’s
better not to encourage distractions. If Khoti’s thinking about the trivial
worries of courtship, he won’t be thinking about his sword. If you’re worried
he’ll lose interest, maybe the interest isn’t genuine.”


“Amhese.” Asteria hesitated. How would this sound, like the
fears of a reckless girl? She tugged at the beads at her hem. “It is not merely
interest so much that concerns me. Latra sent me because you also read dreams
and she thought you should hear mine. Have you ever known in advance misfortune
was about to fall?”


Amhese sat back, nodded. 


“Khoti is in danger. I know it. I keep seeing him coming
home dead, bloody, broken. In another dream I see him leaving, not returning, a
tragic parting. We cannot be separated because.... It is all so confusing. I
dream that somehow his life depends upon me; if not for me he will die.” She
shook her head. “I know they are just dreams. But the feeling that something
terrible is about to happen is like a presence I can almost touch. My father
insists tradition be followed to maintain honor, yet if Khoti leaves without me
–”


“Yet you’ve already risked your honor,” Amhese said in a
tone that made Asteria falter. Amhese laid a reassuring hand on Asteria’s. “How
else could Khoti present traditional gifts? You take many risks. A mix of
culture is hard, especially now. Like Khoti, you’re reckless.”


Asteria tried to rise. She should never have come. Amhese
grabbed her hand and forced her to sit again. 


“We can’t afford to have hard feelings between our people
and yours.”


“But these premonitions –”


“You can’t stop what’s meant to be, Asteria. You see him
dead then see him dying again, later, because you aren’t there. Maybe you don’t
understand what you see. Premonitions are common here, honored. You may be
making more than’s meant. Your father won’t yield. You have no choice. Perhaps
separation’s a good idea for you. As a noble, Asteria, you’ve an awful lot to
risk by your behavior.”


Tsevon yanked open the curtain into the niche. “My son
dishonors the Duke of Lharan’s daughter?” His voice coiled with menace. She
wanted to flee, but could only stare down at her hands in shame. Where could
she go?


“They’re innocent,” Amhese stated. “Rumor’s the enemy.”


“Among Eithurdon’s folk? Innocence to them’s a man learning
his lifemate’s name the day they take hands. The duke grants suit, he says, but
it’s others of better line that’ll claim the prize. It’s a game, and Khoti’s
the toy kicked among the players. The duke’ll learn of this and the rumors get
an ear. I refuse to face a shamed father seeking to kill my son!”


“If they stop seeing each other now, there’ll be no problem.”


“This foolishness will bring shame on both our houses! The
boy should learn his station and end it now!”


Asteria wanted to fade into the cavern walls, to melt into
one of the hard puddles of wax spilled on the floor of the niche. Among Khoti’s
people their meeting had been innocent, but it wouldn’t be in her father’s
eyes. What possessed them when they knew the consequences, and the suspicion
between their peoples? Tsevon spoke true. Her father would never accept the
shame if he learned of it. No matter their innocence. A mountain boy might
steal a kiss from the neighbor girl. But an heir to a duke? Would he learn of
their unchaperoned night together? What if she must face her shame alone
because her premonitions came true and no one would listen? She could only sit
silent between Khoti’s parents as their argument waged on, her hands wringing
the green and beige beads at her hem. What had they done?
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Eithurdon flung back the curtain to Tsevon’s alcove and
pushed his way in.


“Where is he?” Eithurdon’s voice rang out as he filled the
alcove with his anger. He found his daughter, as he’d feared. Asteria took a
step back, shielding herself with Amhese, who took on the posture of a hen
herding chicks beneath her wing. 


“Is there a problem?” Tsevon demanded, stepping forward to
block the duke’s way. Had all the world come to meddle in his role as parent? “What
brings you barging into my home like this, as if this were your hall, not
mine?”


“Your son shames my house.” Eithurdon peered around Tsevon
at Asteria. “You will promise Tait.”


“I will not.”


Where had she learned such insolence? Khoti? “I cannot
accept as son a man who would dishonor me, defy me, use me.” Eithurdon choked
on his words. An image came, unbidden, of Khoti surrounded by spirits,
absorbing his duke’s pain. He forced the memory aside. “That I trusted him!” he
said. “I gave him rank in my Guard, set him above men who have given me years
of loyal service.”


Asteria grasped Amhese’s hand. “Tell him, tell him! I did no
wrong! You cannot make me accept someone I hate merely to get even! It is my
life you are selling! Tait is a pond worm. Worse! He lies to press a suit. It
is unjust that you believe him without hearing Khoti’s defense.”


Amhese stared at Eithurdon, defiant, still shielding
Asteria. “You call Khoti who’s risked his life only to help you, who gave you his
blood, a man without honor?”


“Asteria is my –”


“Aren’t there enough problems in war without such nonsense?”
Amhese demanded. “What’s the harm of young people talking of hopes and dreams,
dispensing with tradition, when they can’t even know if they’ll live through
the next day?”


Eithurdon’s mouth opened, but no words came. What was
tradition, but the foundation of everything he was? 


“How could you –” he stammered.


“In a time of war there’s worse things than impetuous young
people and rumors to fear. Would you prefer a death? That’s already augured.
Khoti’s no different now than before this Tait spilled poison in your ears –”


“I refuse him,” Eithurdon stated. “It was never meant to be
and I never would have allowed the match. I did not think he would risk my
honor, my daughter. I thought only to keep the peace until he went away to
battle.” Eithurdon spoke in a dry whisper. What had he just said? Khoti’s
parents, Asteria, stared at him as if upon a ghoul. Certainly, they saw the gods
had designs on Khoti that exceeded mere mortal hopes for the youth!


“A game then, a lie,” Tsevon stated in a tone like Khoti’s,
righteous and wronged. “Is this how you repay loyalty and trust? It proves you
still think the mountain people who bleed and die for you are worth nothing.
Shame’ll come, Duke, if you drive your daughter from you and bring a feud into this
valley to destroy alliances. Khoti’s got many friends who won’t stand to see
him treated this way. All this because of Tait, jealousy, and a custom with no
place in the Val.”


Eithurdon had never heard Tsevon so bitter, nor restrained.
The Tawnkat’s veins stood out on his temples, ridges on arms reaching from
clenched fists. A brief memory came to him of the man Khoti had trailed deep
into the mountains in search of his captive people.


“What’s more,” Tsevon went on. “I’ve never known women’s
foresight to be wrong. The lady sees my son returned to us dead. If that’s so,
then indeed you’ll have shame on you. Though the greater loss might be to your
Guard, the scouts, his people.”


Khoti dead? Eithurdon faltered. “You believe such visions
and that it is right to try to cheat a fate the gods devised?”


“It’s foresight that sent me to Minaria,” Amhese said. “I
never questioned the woman who told me to go. No one there could perform my
task. The Tawnkats might have failed.” Tsevon nodded as she spoke. “Was it
fate?” She shrugged. “I heard your daughter’s tale and fear what she sees. The
spirits are strong here, Duke. You find our medicine alien, but to us, it’s
natural. The spirits are in us. We live closer to them. If you didn’t reject
Khoti’s blood you’d know that.” Amhese took Asteria’s arm and guided her behind
the curtain into Khoti’s niche, already laying claim to his daughter.


Eithurdon stared after them a moment, his words stuck in his
throat. He turned his back on Tsevon, the Tawnkat fuming and hateful. Was it
his fault or Khoti’s that a rift deepened?


He barely noticed people’s stares as he went to his own niche.
The rumor had raced through the Val like wildfire, so quickly it had beaten him
to even Tsevon’s rooms. Custom entitled Eithurdon to challenge Khoti to a
contest to the death or wounding. Or, more commonly, as Lord of the Province of
Kishma, he could judge and banish the Taschian. Would he challenge Khoti to a
contest, the youth win only to heal him of the wound? The Duke of Lharan couldn’t
die frivolously. Banishing Tsevon’s son would gain nothing but the enmity of
Khoti’s people. How could he even think such thoughts of the loyal aide who
proved the old suspicions should have been quenched long ago? Yet if even a
small portion of what Tait claimed proved true.... He could only blame himself.
He should never have permitted such a hopeless suit. The welfare of his people
must come before his daughter’s suitors. As wronged as he felt, Eithurdon had
to care what happened to this warrior he had made. The mountain folk practiced
strange arts. Perhaps Asteria’s premonitions did come through Khoti’s medicine,
the youth’s blood crying out a warning the giver couldn’t hear. 


“Geleg!” He shouted at the curtained doorway to the outside
hall. Geleg stuck his head in. “Where is Khoti?”


Geleg’s gaze narrowed. “Why?”


“Do not be insolent with me,” Eithurdon warned. “I know
where your loyalty lies. I will not harm him. I am told he is in danger. I want
to ensure he stays in the Val for now.”


Geleg shook his head. “He’s already left for Sefresal, Lord,
as if Ghyldus himself chased him.” 


“Get him back here, now!”


As Geleg spun away, Eithurdon let his head fall on his arms.
Had Tait exaggerated? Khoti never answered the charge. Eithurdon had too many
concerns to let affairs of the heart, affairs of honor, distract him. The king,
if a more seasoned sovereign, wouldn’t have put up with Tait interrupting the
council so often, or so successfully. He himself should not have given Tait so
much leeway to denigrate his officer. Yet, Eithurdon felt helpless to stop
listening, stop thinking about it. Ground into him from birth, he guarded
revered traditions like a family treasure, like a title, a
castle or a crown. Khoti once told him that Sefresal was just a pile of rock
and that his concerns should be with people. He’d seen that wisdom then. But
how much more of his identity must he yield? Regaining Shande should be his one
priority; must they destroy it to save it?


Eithurdon realized he had few options. Indeed, as Tait claimed,
they had given Khoti too much power, let his glory exceed him. Now they had
loosed something too powerful to contain. Eithurdon felt it in his blood, in
Khoti’s blood in him, in some niggling warning from the ‘spirits.’ He sensed winds
of change coming, the carrion-fell winds of war. And Khoti would be at the
center of the maelstrom.






3: Messenger


The call came so loud it forced Nali awake. Kicking aside
his sweaty blanket, he sat up and stared into the dark. His stomach grumbled
for the short rations of life in occupied Sefresal, loud against the quiet of
the pre-dawn city outside his tiny window. The dark silence gave him an eerie
sense of isolation, though Bertal’s breaths came soft from a pallet beside him,
undisturbed by his fa’s restless sleep. 


Every night for the two weeks since they arrived in Sefresal
these blasted visions made him toss in his sleep. They grew only louder,
warning him, urging him to act swiftly. He must find Arshal. In his dreams he
felt naked, as if revealed to a pursuer he couldn’t escape. Yet the pursuit – likely
some agent of Ghyldus or Fyraer – didn’t seek Nali in particular, but some
unidentified threat it needed to dispatch before it could come into its
strength. Arshal? Cree claimed Fyraer and Ghyldus lost their visionary powers
when One exiled them, as had Cree when he remained behind. They no longer saw
all that occurred in the present. Yet, more powerful than Cree, certainly
Ghyldus and Fyraer recalled visions of the future shown to them then, and knew
the portents for Arshal. Doubtless, as greater gods they retained some godly
power that might allow them to sense the danger of someone guided by the true
gods of Ea.


Rising from his sweat-soaked pallet, Nali felt that moment
of ache he knew each morning without Olna beside him, her scent absent from his
pillow, no sounds of Kia and Rena giggling over breakfast cakes. He wallowed in
the silence a moment, staring at the deeper shadow of sleeping Bertal and let
the memory sting him alert.


He needed to act now. The nightmares came as urgent as those
preceding Nali’s meeting with Arshal. Then, they had barely roused him in time.


As he pulled on the black tabard of his occupation, he grimaced
at the odors no washing could remove. The Minarians had assigned ‘Jani Hostler’
to serve in Sefresal’s dungeons, the one-time cellars of Eithurdon’s Hall. As
Jani, Nali fed the occupation’s prisoners, emptied their waste buckets, and when
brutal interrogators went too far, finally removed their bodies. The stench of
death and fear clung to the cloth. After a few days of such work, he no longer
complained about the meager rations allotted the Hostler household. It made him
fear even more for Olna. Did she and Nalel languish in the Eilime lockup in
such a place as these dungeons? Did his daughters comfort her? Or did they now
labor for his enemy? The familiar tight fear for Bertal’s safety wormed its way
up his gut. How long could he keep such a boy cooped up in a shuttered house,
pent in a dank cellar when he might be seen? He slipped from the room, pulling
shut a creaking door to the main room. 


“Up early,” Rathil Hostler mumbled when Nali shuffled to the
table and sat, plumping his elbows on the table with a weary thump.


Nali leaned forward to peer at Rathil, still feeling the
urgency of his dream’s call and the hopeless fear he’d felt as his enemy
pursued him. It was dangerous to ask just what Rathil knew. Thus far, Nali had
spurned the veiled offers to help the old farmer’s friends. He feared losing
his son, or dying on some foolish raid just for organized hoarding, costing
Arshal a trusted counselor.


“Rath, remember my concerns about Sefresal?”


Rathil’s eyes narrowed. He nodded. 


“The folk I’m looking for aren’t here and I’ve heard no hint
that they ever were. I’ve got to find out what happened to them, get a message
through if they’re still around.”


“It’s important?” Rathil shrugged at Nali’s nod. “I’ll see
what I can do. It’s hard prying. What’s the message? It’s dangerous to know
anything.”


“Just one word: Kedtair. They’ll know what it means.”


“The Demonstar?” Rathil’s eyebrows rose into bushy gray
question marks. When Nali didn’t elaborate, the old man studied his hands. “There’s
any number of folk holed up hereabouts. I can’t wander about randomly hoping to
strike on your people. How would I know them?”


How to say it without revealing too much? “An easterner.
Young man. He traveled with many,” Nali muttered, hoping he hadn’t said more
than he needed.


Rathil leaned back, not hiding his shock. Nali knew
instantly the old farmer drew connections, conclusions. Certainly, Rathil
remembered all the lists on which Nali Drulson had appeared. That he knew
exactly who Nali meant, also told him Rathil belonged to something bigger than
hoarding. Nali thought he would choke on the lump in his throat.


In the hour before Nali must report to work, he watched
Rathil approach a burly, scar-faced man lounging in the square. The two spoke a
moment, beyond Nali’s hearing. Then the man gestured toward a fair-haired young
peddlar offering various wooden wares and bone items, the man fawning when
Minarians neared, only to stare after them with an icicle gaze. He didn’t try
to sell any of the needles, hinges or other odds and ends displayed on his
little hand cart. Most of the time, the man scanned the square, studying all that
passed with a covert gaze.


Rathil approached, casually examining the wares, digging in
his pocket for one of the flimsy tin coins struck with the face of the governor
of the Minarian Protectorate of Shande on it. Nali didn’t even see Rathil’s
lips move, but suddenly the wood-crafter’s gaze pierced Nali, jerking Nali’s
breath from him. Something ... had he seen this in a dream? Why couldn’t he
remember if he’d dreamt of friend or foe? The man nodded, handing Rathil a pack
of needles, then returned to his quiet scrutiny of the square. 


“Who was that?” Nali asked when Rathil joined him on a sunny
bench sheltered from the wind. 


“Best you don’t know,” Rathil warned. “Forget you ever saw
him. He’s usually not so bold as to show here. Too risky, as he’s well-known
here-abouts. The Minarians strung up one of his best friends with that last
reprisal. I imagine he came to pay his respects. Be sure, your message is as
sure as delivered.”


Nali shivered as that gaze briefly touched him again, a
shiver like when Arshal first looked on him. Nali sensed – not sure how – that
with this one query he had recast the future. The thought chilled him. What
power did he have when he tossed that pebble in the pond Cree warned them
about? What fate had he altered when he fled his home?
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Khoti logged the look of the man in his memory alongside
Rathil’s cryptic message, knowing all too well to whom it referred. He wouldn’t
have trusted this eastern stranger if his spy network hadn’t long ago found
Rathil Hostler a wealth of information, and trustworthy. Hadn’t he heard talk a
while back about Rathil taking on some refugee from the east, someone prominent
on the Minarian lists? Anyone on that list was a friend of Khoti’s. Something
about the stranger gave Khoti a shiver of second sight. The Taschian had no
time to consider any of it. Geleg conveyed orders to return to the Val and
Khoti couldn’t refuse. He imagined Eithurdon evicting him from the Guard,
banishing him. Surely the duke could not believe Tait’s charges! The duke would
recognize the differences between the two peoples and the close quarters of the
Val that made contact unavoidable. Khoti didn’t want to face the man who had
given him so much, made him, and admit to breaking a trust.


By the time Khoti left his cart to another man and slipped
from the city, he had gathered news that made his blood boil up within him, the
warrior heart. Another traitor, another act of treason had been detected. How
many now since word of Mol Azezial’s death came to Sefresal with the order for
reprisals? The Minarians exploded, rounding up forty former defenders and
burning them alive as tribute to Ghyldus, who now openly sat upon the Minarian
throne. While the Pladde insurrection drew forces from the ranks of Minarians
in Shande, reprisals continued and Shandeans suffered for their neighbors’
deeds as well. The destruction of Lagdche had done good, but at a great cost.
As Khoti had predicted, fear now led once faithful Shandeans to sell their
knowledge for safety, extra rations, life. He couldn’t tolerate treason. It
would destroy everything. Ordering Geleg to kill a Shandean was hard. They just
couldn’t allow the man who betrayed Toban to go unpunished. Seeing Toban’s
good-natured face twisted with agony in his death throes, his body left on
display in the square where scavenger birds gathered.... Khoti hoped Geleg left
the traitor suffering for hours in a lonely death.


Khoti found Fidra waiting, rested and content, in a hidden
cleft near the bottom of the pass. Though Geleg stressed urgency, Khoti rode
slowly, ever alert for Minarian patrols and natural hazards. He felt no need to
rush to trouble. 


Kedtair, what did it mean? 


As he picked his way back up the pass the anger in him
abated. Eithurdon might expel him from the Guard, but he remained a Tawnkat. He
touched the Tawnkat tattoo at the base of his neck. What need did he have for
all the royals and rulers crowding his simple world? Pretense, protocol and
etiquette had no place in the mountains. He had no time for suitors’ games. He
should have listened to his fa and kept to his own kind, stayed out of these
outlanders’ lives. If Asteria’s interest in him went beyond more than flirting
to stave off boredom or trifling with the forbidden, wouldn’t she have ended
this all by now and told her father she would consider no other?


Khoti wanted action. Idleness brought them all this trouble.
They awaited something from the young king: powers the king hesitated to use,
but apparently needed.


Kedtair. The easterner had looked at him so oddly, as if he
knew him.


Shande needed time, information, an army, and organization.
At least Khoti had a role in the most necessary aspect. The plans, the
decisions they made, every action would hinge on the information Khoti and
Zopher’s spies and scouts gathered. They had no time to trouble with dishonored
fathers and the games of lovers.


Kedtair. What could the demonstar mean?


Khoti looked up at the sky and scowled. Another storm grew
in the northwest. It brewed in the damp wind, blustered in the roll of the
clouds. Hoping to reach the shelter of a cave before the weather turned, he
sped Fidra’s pace. He didn’t think of his spy network or Eithurdon or even Asteria.
Rathil’s message, the word Kedtair, echoed in his mind, like an urgent cry, a
plea, a warning. 






4: The Stone


As winter grew old in the mountains and the easterners
settled into life in the Val, Cree forced Arshal to face that thing he had
hesitated to examine since the night so long ago when ships entered Sihma
Harbor. Arshal knew he needed to master that power, some gift from the gods
that they clearly intended him to use. And if he must face Ghyldus, as Cree
claimed, he would need to project a lot more of himself than a fog that just
about killed him.


Arshal had hoped to name some champion as the kings of old
had. Though a scrapper, Arshal certainly didn’t have the makings of a warrior. And
no mortal champion could face a god with a sword and hope to come away
victorious. Cree insisted he must learn to use the powers the gods granted him.
It seemed Cree would have him die trying. 


Though a bitter cold day, the wind coiling in strong drafts
deep into the caverns, Arshal sat drenched in sweat at a table in his alcove,
so weary he couldn’t move. Shards of powdered pottery surrounded him on the
table and floor. He couldn’t control the power in him. It had him drained, and
terrified. Even the minor efforts Cree called for resulted in massive amounts
of energy and strength. Cree asked him to concentrate on lifting a mug of ale
from the table. As Arshal imagined moving the mug a little, it smashed into the
wall. Just that little effort made him dizzy. How could he ever harness this
power as Cree said he must? He grew certain Cree knew less than he proclaimed. 


“Arshal, I have it!” Cree announced from the doorway of the
alcove. The old seer’s excitement made his eyes even more piercing, more
powerful, more like that awful visage in Arshal’s dreams. 


Arshal rubbed his blood-shot eyes and felt the hazy edge of
hopelessness that always accompanied any use of the power. Cree claimed that
weakness came because the power took its strength from the spirit. To use it
destroyed the will. With such encouraging words, Arshal must prepare himself to
meet a sorcerer that would steal his will away. Arshal thought them both fools
for imagining he had any weapon with which to challenge a god.


“Your power is too strong for you. When you unleash it you
cannot control it.”


Arshal rolled his eyes and let his head fall on his arms.


“We need a vessel to hold it. It was done before, long ago.
If we lock the power inside something, then only a minor effort would wield it
efficiently.”


“Put it into something?” Arshal lifted his head, trying to
imagine what Cree described. “You mean it’s something we can actually pour or
place somewhere?”


Cree shook his head. “You must see. If you can project your
thoughts into space to move an object,” he gestured at the powdered fragments
of the mug. “Then you can project them into something sealed. Leave them there.
With a slight effort you call on them to act through the vessel. Then they will
not be drawn from within you, using your spirit as their home.”


“How can you put thoughts into anything, as if they were a
physical thing?”


“A fragment at a time. Like you thought the fog. Think of
the power entering the vessel then lock it inside. Imagine how you would call it.
It should be there at need.”


“How can I think a fragment at a time? You forget how these
small tasks have backfired.” 


“Think of the fog as a large task, the mug as a small. Put
the energy of a mug into your thoughts.”


“Cree, I don’t think in terms of energy,” Arshal sputtered. “I
say to myself move the mug, and the mug flies into the wall. I thought, conceal
the harbor, and a fog came. I can’t control it!”


Cree pulled a small box from a shelf above his cot. He dug
among the objects in it, at last holding up an opal the size of his eye. Its
depths glowed a deep blue among many colors. 


“Here. We will use this.” He laid it on the table.


“How?”


Cree remained silent a long time as if he flipped back
through pages of his life in search of a memory. “It must be close to your
skin, blood, part of you, so you can fuel it with your intent, but not have to
risk sharpness of thought and concentration. See, the power is in your mind.”
He plunked Arshal on the forehead with a finger that felt hot with the
Visionary’s excitement. “That is where the energy, the drive comes from, from
your spirit. If the power is already concentrated, then a mere thought can wield
it.”


“I doubt this will work, Cree. What can I expect? How do I
go about it? Will I be hurt? What if the power’s irretrievable? If we pierce
the stone to mount it –”


“I was thinking of inserting it.”


“Inserting!”


Cree held up his palm. “King Dynfearn had a sapphire placed
in his palm. He could blind his enemies with his powers without weakening
himself in battle, able to remain sharp, astute.”


“Dynfearn also had powers fresh, not lost over time.”


“He made it work. I was not with him when he empowered the
stone. It was another Visionary from my line, too distant to call upon if he
remains undiscovered. You must try. It is my only hope for you to manage the
gift. Your energy is indeed strong. That is what hinders us. Yet, King, I
believe you will need it if you will help Shande.”


For hours Cree dredged all he knew of how Dynfearn had used
his stone: how he had placed it, tidbits of lore about the powers Dynfearn once
wielded and how he managed them, how he had to think in detail – not broadly – to
avoid unleashing a tempest. Finally, as the day grew old and a storm raged
outside, Arshal decided he could be no more ready. 


The stone lay on the table in front of him, the flicker of
the candle firing its multi-colored depths. Wanting to know each flaw, the
nature of each fleck of color, the shape, Arshal had studied the gem these long
hours while Cree unearthed his memories. He hoped he would not merely bust the
beautiful gem to fragments, but tried to ignore his reservations. Cree repeated
his warning: doubt threatened control.


Staring intently into the stone the sweat dripped from his
face as his eyes swam with flickers of royal blue, emerald green, fiery red,
amethyst and gold. He imagined power flowing from him to the gem, a path, a
slow filling of the opal’s minute recesses. A rivulet, a stream, a river of
energy ran from his mind into it. His head ached, his eyes, every part of him.
What kind of energy did this river suck from him, from his spirit, his will?
What if he again lost himself in the room inside his mind? The glimmer of fear
broke his concentration, disrupted the pattern, the image, the flow. The river
became a torrent as he struggled to control the power now raging from him into
the stone, at last firing its colored depths. 


The opal flared, a spectrum of light, blazing, brighter,
brighter.


With a sudden blinding flash like lightning striking the
table before them Arshal shouted and flew back in his chair, and crashed to the
floor, the darkness complete, his eyes unseeing.


Cree froze.


The stone on the table glowed on its own for a moment, then
faded back to the blue-green surface of an ordinary opal. The King in Exile lay
in a sprawl on the floor, his eyes and mouth open wide, but still. True terror
filled the Visionary, an emotion he had never felt among men. What had he done!



He bent and felt for Arshal’s lifebeat. Nothing. He peered
into unseeing eyes, shaking the king and calling his name. He pressed his hand
to the man’s forehead. No spark, no sense that anything remained of the king.
He had called him back from near death before, leading him from that inner
room, but that door stood locked fast against him. Cree sagged. 


He heard a hiss of breath and turned to discover Eithurdon
staring down at Arshal’s lifeless face. 


“We are lost,” Cree said. “He is gone. We must prepare him
for the rites. Call for Peshal. We must prepare him to be king –”


“No,” Eithurdon returned, bending to hold his hand before
Arshal’s lips. “He lives yet.”


“But I cannot help him! No spark remains. He has gone too
far! I have no power to bring him back from this. I have failed us all,” Cree
wailed. “Peshal will –”


“You old fool! How can you bury a man before his time!”
Eithurdon shouted.


“You would leave him lost in nothingness for eternity, lost
in a world of empty rooms he cannot fill! We cannot bring him back! We must try
to prepare Peshal to stand in his place. The gods were in Arshal’s blood! If we
draw his blood for the rites, offer it, we might empower Peshal in his place.” Cree
bent to slash Arshal’s neck as Eithurdon struggled to shove aside the stronger
Visionary.


Cree cut deeply, but no blood flowed. 


Cree leaned heavily on a chair, trembling, terrified by his
terror, his ineffectiveness. He had been a god! “The gods must know he failed –”


“Ytri!” Eithurdon shouted. The Guardsman dashed in, took in
the scene, drew his sword and straddled Arshal’s body. “Keep this seer away
from him, even if you have to kill him.”


“You do not understand,” Cree protested. Eithurdon pushed by
him, his face a pale mask of lost hope.






5: Kedtair


Khoti brought with him the scent of fresh air and cold as he
brushed a few flakes of snow from his hair.


Ytri stood guard over the king, who lay in his bed. The one
they claimed a fallen god sat, dejected, at the alcove’s little table, fumbling
with a large opal Khoti learned caused the king’s malady. Princess Resala
tended her brother, the woman as pale as the king’s white streaked hair. To pin
a kingdom’s hope on a single man cursed with the frailty of mortality seemed to
Khoti a bit rash in a war.


“It will do no good,” Cree mumbled. “Leave the man his
peace.”


Khoti’s glance silenced the words the old seer’s lips
continued to form.


Khoti took in the bloodless gash on the King’s neck and the
vacant stare in the man’s eyes. After searching in vain for a lifebeat, he at
last brushed his fingers across his forehead. He sensed a faint spark of life. “What
was his injury? The wound hasn’t bled –”


“Cree meant to bleed him,” Resala whispered.


Khoti scowled. “He’s still alive.”


“Cree claims Arshal’s locked in a room and no one can
release him. He thought bleeding him for the rites they might somehow transfer
Arshal’s powers to Peshal. He only thought to help.”


Khoti considered his own ‘room,’ that place the spirits took
him when he’d over-extended his medicine. So perhaps this king did have powers
and, like Khoti, must learn his limits. What did Kedtair mean, this word that had
dogged his days in the pass? 


When Kefta built up the fire the king’s room grew smoky as
poor ventilation forced most of the smoke back at them instead of finding its
way along the ceilings and out into the Val. Khoti’s eyes already burned and
itched. Kefta set Khoti’s knife in the fire as Khoti dug his tera sticks from
the bottom of his pack. He hesitated as he pulled them out, felt the touch of
the wood against his fingertips, the strong wood of spirits. Resala brought a
candle closer as he again examined the king. This was not like tending a
visible wound. He considered what he remembered of Konner rescuing him from the
spirits. He touched the small scar Konner had placed on his forehead. A
rustling told him Cree had moved closer: he ignored the Visionary. 


“The neck first, or he’ll bleed to death,” Khoti muttered.


As Khoti applied his medicine to the king’s neck – the room
filling with the spirit music of his sticks, the symphony of mountain stone and
forest – he wished he’d availed Konner of the teaching he’d offered. He hadn’t
wanted to be a part of this brotherhood of healers, to be called upon like some
festival jester to perform for the spirits. Perhaps he should send for his fa,
who might know more of such injuries. The cold in the king’s skin told him he
had little time to spare. They’d delayed long enough searching for Khoti rather
than seeking Tsevon or Konner. He closed the wound on the king’s neck, the
spirits light in his hands.


Khoti then took a deep breath and cut a small mark in Arshal’s
forehead, tracing it with his stick, and placing his bloody hand on it. He
called the king’s name, the shawnsi so far gone, so distant, so near lost
forever that he seemed unable to hear Khoti across the vast distance. What had
been the significance of Kedtair? Khoti said the name aloud, Kedtair, the word
so prominent in his thoughts, insistent.


The king’s eyes closed; his chest lifted with a deep breath.
Khoti continued his plea, pouring all his hopes for Shande into that odd
message he carried. The spirits flooded him, more intently, rushed him.
Something passed through Khoti, cool like a breath of breeze in mountain
spring, yet more. Khoti gasped. It felt stronger than any touch the spirits had
ever given him, a burst of something that made him want to weep, made him want
to cry out with a passion deeper than any he’d ever felt. He ached. Everything
within him ached for the breath of a moment, longing, passionate, like Ea
itself gasping for breath above the blood soaking her soils.


The king’s gray eyes opened to gaze on his healer, a
haunting depth in them like wet-laden clouds on a hot spring day. 


“I trust you,” Arshal whispered. 


Resala cried out in relief as Cree gripped the princess's
hand, staring at Khoti as if looking upon a vision. 


“Strange first words, Lord,” Khoti said. 


“Terremar’s in you,” Arshal breathed. “I know him. He’s in
you.”


“Terremar is strong in this man,” Cree agreed, leaning
around to peer into Khoti’s disbelieving face. “The lost powers in a mountain
tribesman. How is it so?”


“It’s my fa’s medicine. He passed it to me. No strange thing
here. We’ve always had healers. The spirits bring the medicine.”


“It was different this time, Khoti,” Kefta said. “Your music’s
a comfort. This time, there was something more. Like you weren’t here and
someone else –” Kefta stammered to silence.


Khoti shivered to recall the breath that passed through him.
What had happened here? 


“Why did you name Kedtair?” Arshal asked, his words thick on
the edge of sleep. 


“It’s the message of a man in Sefresal seeking you. An
easterner. Dark-haired, bearded, a raptor’s gaze. Looks a bit of a ruffian,
with a limp –”


“Nali!” Arshal tried to sit up.


“He goes by Jani. I wouldn’t trust him from his looks, but
he’s vouchsafed by a good man. He had a one-word message for one he said was an
easterner, young, who had traveled with many. He said merely to tell that man
‘Kedtair.’”


“That could only be Nali. How did he know to be here now?
How did he know I’d be –”


Khoti pressed on the king’s shoulders. Arshal lay back
without resisting. “He seeks you. Rest, King, you’ve a land to reconquer and we
need a strong king.”


With a nod, Khoti took his leave and hurried to Asteria’s
rooms. He needed to know how the duke had responded to Tait’s allegations. For
some reason Khoti didn’t feel as exhausted as he expected. He should need rest,
a deep and dreamless sleep. Perhaps, as the Visionary suggested, more worked in
him, and the king, than either knew, some purpose guiding them. He didn’t like
the sensation. So, if he had these arts for a purpose had he fulfilled them now
by sparing the king? Would Eithurdon now say he’d fulfilled his role and thus
should be banished? He hadn’t seen the duke yet and didn’t want to. He only
knew he wanted to control his future, his actions, who he healed and fought,
and why. Perhaps now his strength would wane, no longer be needed. He sensed in
it a vain hope.


While not exhausted, he did feel a weariness growing in him,
a slow overtaking as his limbs grew heavy and his pace slowed. For all his
desire to put aside Asteria, he needed to see her now. She’d be alone, as she
shared her alcove with Resala. Just a moment to see what the duke had said,
then find his rooms and sleep. Tomorrow he could face Eithurdon. 


Though he woke her, Asteria looked at him clear-eyed when he
touched her hand. He stroked her forehead, feeling a light fever there, sensing
illness beneath his fingers.


“It is nothing, just a cough,” Asteria said. She took his
hand, touching the sticky palm where blood still congealed in the wound. Her
touch should have stung, but it didn't. What magic of the spirits had filled
him? She sat up, peering at him in the darkness as if she could read his tale. “I
sensed something would happen. Are you hurt?”


“The king. He’ll be fine.” Tension charged her hand. He
smelled it on her breath. “What is it Asteria? You may be more ill than you
think.”


Her head shook in the darkness, her hair falling across his
arm to raise gooseflesh. “I have this terrible feeling something is about to
happen to you, Khoti. Something horrible. And I ... I am afraid.”


Khoti chuckled. “With all the trouble I get into? I don’t
think you need to worry. I’ll take no more unnecessary risks. I promise. I have
enough battle scars and nothing more to prove.”


“My father,” she began. 


“Tomorrow. Tomorrow I’ll deal with that.” He sighed. “That’s
a deep wound. I can’t forget my role.”


He brushed his hand against a hot, wet cheek, wishing
instead he could crawl in beside her and comfort her fears, hold her, soothe
her, feel her breath against his neck. As he left, her gaze bored into his
back. Something had her worried. A premonition. Khoti couldn’t think about it
now. As he drifted to sleep in his bed, his mind went from Asteria to the
strangeness of healing the King of Shande, and the name Kedtair he found
himself calling with a voice, not his own.


He woke to the old Visionary poking him in the ribs with a
bony finger. He hadn’t slept enough. He now felt the weariness of a healing
aching in him, a lethargy that took his edge. He knew outside the day remained
dark with pre-dawn as Cree led him to Arshal’s rooms. There, Cree demanded
Khoti insert the gem in the flesh of Arshal’s hand, then mend the wound so the
king would suffer no pain or fever. In spite of his protestations, even this
one who claimed kinship to the gods didn’t seem to understand that the medicine
took his edge. Or didn’t care. 


Not enough that he healed the king a second time, already
medicine-weary, the Visionary then ordered him, on behalf of the king, to
Sefresal to retrieve this fellow Nali. The king knew this man who appeared no
more than a scraggly beggar. Yet, something about the man wormed into Khoti’s
thoughts, his dreams. At least it would delay an encounter with Eithurdon.
Still, so much medicine in so short
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