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JAL'S EYES RAKED ACROSS the myriad stalls set up in Ferna's market.  One could find everything from pots and jewellery and tapestries, to livestock and fruit and fish in such markets.  Boots and rucksacks nestled next to saddles, tack and horse blankets.  Large hard-eyed men armed with cudgels watched over swords, daggers and light bits of armour displayed by both the merely competent and the most highly skilled of blacksmiths.

Every colour of the rainbow—and some harder to come by in nature—vied for attention amid the overwhelming scents of produce, people, and animals.  Occasionally pleasant, often pungent, the combination wove together with the unfamiliar brine from the nearby bay to sting Jal's nostrils.

Used to more arid conditions where the clean bite of sand borne by desert winds dried one's sweat before its odour could offend a companion's unprepared nose, the golden-skinned Gobani girl did her best to ignore the tangle of aromas while keeping a sharp eye on her surroundings.  The din of traders and those who'd come to purchase their wares, the clashing colours of displays and attire, the mix of races she knew from similar market places back home, all vied for attention.  The pervading humidity and air heavy with the stink of salt and fish took some getting used to, even after four months skirting the edges of Merveah.

Born in the Gobani desert, the third of five children, Jal, once named Ajala, had always known she didn't want a typical desert life.  Nomadic, yes, but not one tied to a man's family, expected to play the role of a docile and subservient wife and mother.  Her father, recognising her martial rather than marital leanings, had supported her, promising that she would follow in the ways of a warrior and not a wife.  Both her sisters had little desire for anything beyond the womanly arts, and Jal's training with sword and arrow, spear and pike, saved Father from the necessity of setting aside a third dowry.

But Father had died, and her elder brother Olbaehn made his displeasure with his middle sister known.  He wouldn't accept a woman nearly twenty summers old living without the influencing hand of a man.  Her elder sister Zania, oldest of the women of the family since Mother's death seven years ago, couldn't gainsay Olbaehn's decision to wed Jal off to another tribe in return for payment.  Zania had no power over Jal's future since her own marriage nearly four years ago.

Jal's younger sister Teagan certainly had no say, nor any interest in the fate of a sister who didn't aspire to matrimony as she did.  And Nolbaehn, the youngest, though he would have sided with Jal in almost anything, had no authority over their brother.  While Jal and Nolbaehn had trained together since Nolbaehn could hold a weapon, he had barely seen fifteen summers.  Although strong and well on the way to becoming a fierce warrior, Nolbaehn couldn't stand up to a brother full grown and eight years his senior.

But in the end, Jal didn't need anyone to fight her battles for her.  She had outstripped Olbaehn's prowess in arms by her last name day.  He could overpower her with brute strength, but she had better technique and far more cunning.  So when Olbaehn came to her with an ultimatum, Jal had simply stopped by her tent long enough to gather her weapons, pack some clothing and a bit of food, taken the monies Father had given her in the event that Olbaehn tried to force her hand, and walked away.  Leaving Nolbaehn behind remained her only regret.

She did not regret changing her moniker to Jal.

With her rusty shoulder-length hair worn in a tail and a simple helm to hide her features, coupled with her warrior's clothing cloaking a well-muscled, athletic build, Jal could pass for a man.  Only her short stature and slightly curved chest gave her away.  Her breasts she could hide with padded armour; her short height she suffered with stoicism.  Not that such a simple disguise would fool Olbaehn should he come looking for her, but she expected the expense and hassle of chasing his errant sibling would curb any such efforts—assuming he bothered to search at all.  Jal didn't think he would.  He had, after all, declared her outcast.

Still, she carefully surveilled her surroundings wherever she went, even now in far off Merveah, north across the briny sea from the Gobani desert.  Olbaehn could never force her back home, but she had no wish to encounter her brother—or anyone he might send—unprepared.

Add that to the care one must take in any town, keeping light fingers away from coin pouches and travelling bags, watching for those who would prey on the weak or solitary traveller, Jal cast a wary eye over everyone and everything to stave off unpleasant encounters.

The clash of swords rang over the cacophony of the market in Ferna, drawing Jal's attention.  Stowing the food she had just purchased in her pack and securing it over her shoulders, she followed the din of battle to an open square.  The locals used the space to display livestock, the raised wooden platform at its end used in the barbaric northern practice of slave trade, both thankfully empty at the moment.  In front of this ugly platform, ringed by curious onlookers, Jal watched the unfolding of an uneven sword fight.

Two men with fair skin—one tall and brawny with pale hair, the other shorter with light brown hair escaping from its loose tie—faced six dark haired, swarthy sell-swords, enough alike to share a similar heritage.  Their two opponents—perhaps ten or twelve years her senior—fought as one, negating the advantage of numbers of their foes with superior skill.

Jal pushed to the front of the crowd and watched in fascination the ease with which the pair held off their attackers, seeming almost bored in their easy defence.  She had seen enough fights break out in such trading villages, confrontations often turning deadly when tempers soared, and as now, the northern penchant for turning the possibility of seeing bloodshed into an entertaining spectacle instead of running for cover surprised her.  This fight, however, deserved some appreciation.

The six men foolishly thought they had the upper hand judging by their exuberant expressions and fierce assault.  Jal snorted  at their misguided arrogance.  Numbers didn't always matter if met with true skill, and the two fair-skinned men seamlessly wielded their weapons in a beautiful dance, deflecting blades and not causing any real harm.  They clearly had a gift.

She wondered if either might deign to train her when they grew bored with the six amateurs stumbling over themselves in their haste to feel the blunt edge of a sword smack against arm, leg or, in one case, backside.

A slight breeze caressed Jal's cheek as the light around the larger man shifted, growing somehow more dim and yet also gaining a shimmer.  Jal blinked to clear her vision, surprised to see a mirage so far from the desert sands, but the shimmer didn't fade.  It grew to encompass the man, and Jal heard a woman's voice—low and sensuous yet cold and deadly—emerge from the eerie light, her words reverberating with awful strength and hatred.

"Here your glory ends, Phatomar.  I will not allow you to take our due.  You will not supersede our powers."

Jal glanced to her neighbours, but no one paid any heed to the voice from the light, focused only on the spectacle of the fight.

"I take from you your most cherished gift," the voice continued, drawing Jal's attention back to the strangely glowing man.  "I take your courage."

Again, a breeze brushed past Jal, one which, she noted uneasily, touched no one else.  She shivered as the tall man suddenly lost focus, his pale eyes growing wide as his movements turned sluggish.  A second, more sonorous voice thundered from the dim light, this one belonging to a man.

"And I take your identity.  Your memories of past deeds belong to me now, as does your name.  A trifle soon forgotten in this world."

Their laughter mingled in malicious amusement, then faded, as did the glow surrounding the warrior, who even now began to tremble, his sword lowering and leaving him open to attack.  One of the six men, seeing his confusion, sprang forward, sword raised.  The smaller man blocked the thrusting blade and pushed the man away, sparing his stunned companion.

He called out something to his friend, though Jal only caught the words Phatomar, Dearn and sword.

Phatomar—his name had a familiar weight, though Jal didn't place it immediately—stared in horror at the weapon shaking in his fist, then at the men confronting him.  His sword fell to the ground with a dull clatter.  He could no longer fight, not without courage, or the knowledge of how to wield a blade.  Jal realised that his shorter comrade didn't understand the new danger; no one seemed to.  Why no one else heard the voices, she didn't know.

She acted on instinct, refusing to let thugs slaughter a frightened man that no one else knew needed defending.  Reaching over her shoulder to the sword strapped to her back, Jal wrapped calloused fingers around the hilt and drew her weapon, leaping in front of Phatomar in time to deflect another strike.  Phatomar dropped to a crouch, arms hugged protectively around his legs and head hidden against his knees.  His sword lay abandoned at his feet.

His enemies, faces briefly lit by elation, now blinked in consternation at the new warrior added to the fray.  Phatomar's companion stared in surprise and mistrust.  He couldn't miss his friend's distress, though he knew not the cause.

"I saw hills to the north with plenty of brush for cover," Jal said as she defended herself and the man cowering behind her. 

"Who are you?"  The shorter man parried a vicious sword thrust from another adversary, his voice strangely accented.  "What are you doing?"

Jal shook her head.  "No time.  Take your friend and go.  I'll hold them back."

"We will not abandon a fight," he hissed in indignation.

"You can't fight them alone, and your friend can no longer hold a blade."

"What are you talking about?"  He barely sounded winded despite his continuing dance.

"He's had his memory and his courage stolen," she said.  The man gave her an incredulous stare while still managing to defend against his attackers.  Jal shook her head.  "I'll explain later.  Just get him to safety."

Their opponents moved to circle them, hoping to cut off their retreat.  Jal wanted them to rethink that.  She raised her sword high, spun it twice, and brought it down in a wide arc while screaming a rough battle cry.  Showy and not terribly efficient, but she had seen intimidation work before.  The men paused and stumbled to a halt, drawing closer together as though seeking safety in numbers.

She knew what they saw, the image she had cultivated.  Her slightly curved sword, favoured by the tracker assassins of the south, fit smoothly in her strong and capable hand.  The long knife still sheathed in her belt, its leather casing worn yet well cared for, matched the dagger strapped to her thigh.  Her dull bronze helmet, unpolished so that it wouldn't glint in the sun and give away her position, hid her eyes enough to mask her full expression, though her scowl showed hard-jawed determination.  Her tunic, with its loose sleeves and cinched cuffs, designed to fade into the desert sands—protective in the bright sun yet warm in the cold nights—flowed around her without ceremony, utilitarian rather than flashy.  She looked like a warrior, and despite her height, she knew how to hold her own in a fight.

Phatomar's companion, not much taller than her, grinned at her audacity.  Instead of retreating with his friend, he came to her side and bellowed a battle cry of his own.  The thugs jumped at the sound, which angered them.

Anger made them more careless, and with Phatomar obviously unable to help himself as he shied away from the noise, his companion lost all compunction of civility.  He blurred into motion, and blood soon flew.  In an instant, three of their dark haired opponents had gashes.  Jal scored a few hits of her own, and the thugs found themselves retreating.  With a final scream and lunge, Jal's new companion made the men stumble over each other as they fell back.

The shorter man then turned, grabbed Phatomar beneath the arm, and hauled him to his feet, pushing him along the path of least resistance toward safety.  Jal had a second to blink, then, with practised efficiency, thrust her sword into its sheath on her back.  She scooped up Phatomar's weapon, both larger and heavier than her own, and raced after the retreating pair.  The gathered crowd gave a smattering of applause at the unplanned spectacle, then turned to their own affairs, somehow managing to get between those fleeing and those who might follow given the opportunity.

Jal ran after Phatomar and his companion, the large man's unfamiliar weapon an added hindrance to her speed.  Not the fastest runner at the best of times, Jal soon fell behind, her breathing laboured, but she pressed on, keeping them mostly in sight.  Until she rounded the corner of the inn on the outskirts of town and met an empty street.

The road had split.  She stumbled to a halt, her lungs bellowing as she wheezed for air, staring up each road and wondering which path they had taken.  She knew how to read desert sands, but not hard-packed roads, and she feared she had lost them.  Jal stared morosely at Phatomar's sword in her hand, lamenting the lost opportunity.  She would have liked the chance to master the northern way of fighting as those two had.  And perhaps to learn why she heard voices others didn't, and what made Phatomar special enough to torment so.

A piercing whistle had her whirl to locate the source, heart tripping faster as her blood surged anew.  She swung Phatomar's weapon before her, anticipating a renewed attack.  To her astonishment, Phatomar's companion swept out from the inn's stables on the back of a blond horse.  Atop a chestnut horse next to him came Phatomar, tears streaming from his closed eyes and knuckles bloodless from his intense grip on the reins as he crouched low over his mount's neck.  Jal gaped at the pair, and before she could even think to move, the smaller man reached over the side of his horse, took Jal's unresisting hand and, in a maneuver she didn't understand, hauled her up awkwardly behind him.  She barely managed not to cut him or herself with her borrowed blade, and clung to his waist with her free arm as he sped eastward.

They didn't go far—a couple of miles only—before the man turned his horse up a rutted path that led to an odd building which resembled a shed, though it lacked full walls.  The horse came to a halt, and at the man's impatient glare over his shoulder, Jal gently dropped Phatomar's sword to the ground, then wriggled around enough to slide off the beast's back.

She had ridden horses before, but rarely, more accustomed to the camels that journeyed between oases.  Even those she seldom rode, as her tribe used such creatures mainly to transport goods, not people.  She knew how to dismount, just not with any finesse, and she stumbled before finding her footing.  She almost didn't notice Phatomar's clumsy dismount as he flinched away from his animal and cowered.

When she turned around, she found the brown-haired man right at her back, Phatomar trying to hide in his shadow.  She didn't have to look up very far to meet his hazel-eyed glare.  He stood quite a bit shorter than Phatomar, but he made up for that with a ferocious expression which she withstood by sheer force of will.

"Who the hell are you, and what have you done to Phatomar?" he demanded.

"I saved his life," she retorted, matching his heated tone.

The man crossed his arms and did a credible job of looming over her.

"That's not what I meant," he growled.  “You said his memory and courage were stolen.  Explain that.”

How? she wondered.  Saying she had heard voices upon the wind that no one else had would make her sound crazy, but what other explanation did she have?

"During the fight," she began, hating the hesitation she heard in her voice.  "A glow surrounded Phatomar, and then I heard voices speak from above; one female, one male, both full of hate.  The woman said she took his courage, and the man said he took his memories.  They laughed, and Phatomar stood helpless."  She shrugged.  "No one else paid the words any attention, or they didn't hear them as I did.  Had your friend not dropped his guard, I might have thought I'd lost my mind.  But he just stood there defenceless with a sword coming at his throat.  I couldn't stand by and let that happen."

After a long moment of silence, the short man spoke.  Jal couldn't identify the thoughts clouding his eyes.

"Do you hear voices often?"

Jal snorted and shook her head.  "As I said, if he hadn't lowered his guard at that moment, I'd have doubted my sanity."

He glanced over his shoulder at Phatomar who cringed, then turned back to Jal, slowly unwinding his arms.

"Who are you?"

"Ajal—"  She bit her tongue.  She may have taken a shortened name, but she hadn't had to share it often.  "Jal," she said.  "My name is Jal.  Who," she countered, "are you?"

He stared at her, a light brown eyebrow raised.

"I am Eamon, son of Branon.  This is Phatomar, son of Gordukah."

Jal blinked, the name finally finding resonance in her mind.  Even in the Gobani, they had heard tales of the mighty son of Gordukah and his stalwart companion, Eamon.  Phatomar, strongest and most fearless warrior in all of Merveah.  Some said in all the world.  The most gallant of men, matchless in courage and honour, his prowess unquestioned and envied.  And right now quivering with barely restrained panic in the protective shadow of Eamon, a man with his own share of accomplishments and accolades.

"What's going on?" Phatomar asked now, a deep voice that should have held quiet strength, instead trembling in fear.  Jal couldn't even begin to imagine his terrifying inner struggle.

"I don't know, old friend, but we will find out," Eamon answered with tender concern.  His gaze sharpened on Jal.  His head tilted to the side just a bit, a new concentration and consideration bringing out a stronger hint of green in his hazel eyes.

"Take off your helmet, Jal."

"Why?" she asked, resisting the urge to step away from him.

"I like to see who I'm dealing with, meet them eye to eye.  A helm conceals too much information."

Exactly the point, she thought.  But she wouldn't shy away from the truth.  A warrior, not a wife, she reminded herself.  If these men rejected her for her gender, then she didn't need their company.

Jal reached up and removed her helmet, shaking her head to dislodge rusty strands of sweaty hair that had escaped their tail and now clung to her forehead.  She tucked the helmet under her arm and stared at Eamon, waiting to hear what he had to say.

"So, you are a woman," he said.

"And you're a man," she retorted, eyes narrowing.

Eamon raised a hand.  "I meant no disparagement, Jal; just an observation.  Are you god-touched?"

"Am I—what?" she asked, certain she had misheard.

"God-touched," he repeated.

Jal shook her head.  In the desert, the closest she had heard to the term suggested someone overexposed to the sun and suffering hallucinations.  "I'm not crazy."

Eamon's brow quirked.  "That's not what I—"  He paused and shook his head.  "I don't know where you're from, but here in Merveah, god-touched refers to one blessed by the gods, gifted with powers beyond the average person.  With the exception of Phatomar, I've mostly encountered women touched by the gods.  It might explain why you heard what no one else did."

"God-touched." Jal didn't know whether she felt amusement or concern at the term.  Olbaehn would laugh himself silly at the thought of his stubborn sister having any favour with the gods.  She wondered what Father might have thought.

"Either way, it's a mystery we must solve, and quickly."  Eamon looked back to Phatomar as the large man flinched from the shadow of a bird flying overhead.  "If news of his predicament gets out, Phatomar will have far too much attention levelled at him and no way to defend himself."  Eamon's intent stare returned to Jal, and she swallowed back her unease.

"So where do we go now?" he asked her.

Jal gaped at him.

"We?" she managed to say.

"You're the only link I have to what happened to my friend.  Until we learn who stole his courage and memories, we're not leaving your side.  Help me restore Phatomar to his former self and I will give you anything you ask in return."

Jal had left the desert and her homeland to make her own way in the world, but she didn't have a plan beyond that.  Her knowledge of cities came from maps, not experience, and she had no idea where to find answers regarding strange voices from the sky that could steal a man's memories.  Nor what tomorrow would bring, let alone next week or next year.  Why not tie her future to something that might matter in the world?

"Will you teach me to fight like you?" she asked.

Eamon's head twitched.  Jal suspected she had surprised him.

"Is that your price for helping us?"

"It is."

"Then I will do so, and gladly."  He held out his hand to seal the bargain.  Jal took it.

"As to where we go now, I don't know your lands or customs.  What do you suggest?" she asked.

"Perhaps the temple in Grandon.  If they have no answers, I'm of a mind to seek out an oracle."

Jal nodded, though she didn't know the term oracle.  Not likely the last new thing I'll learn on this journey.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


EAMON LED THE HORSES as they walked.  Phatomar had flat out refused to take to the saddle after their hasty retreat from Ferna, and without the incentive of fleeing from armed men, Eamon couldn't cajole his friend onto the back of the giant stallion (giant to Jal; the perfect size for Phatomar) again.  So they walked.  Lacking her own mount and far more used to travelling on foot anyway, Jal hadn't complained, especially not with Eamon's horse now carrying her belongings in addition to his own equipment.

"Tell me again what these voices said."

She repeated what she had heard in the market place, word for word this time rather than merely conveying what she felt had the most bearing at the time.  Eamon listened with a frown furrowing his brow.

"I will not allow you to take our due."  He pondered the woman's phrasing.  "What due or powers does she imagine Phatomar usurped?  Some form of worship?"  He chewed at his bottom lip in thought.

"How does someone take such a specific group of memories?" Jal wondered.  "Let alone steal so defining an aspect of a man as his courage?"

"The gods are a capricious lot," Eamon muttered, his gaze distant.

"The gods," Jal scoffed, then came to an abrupt halt when she saw Eamon meant what he'd said.  He continued without pause, Jal jogging to reach his side again.  "The gods?" she ventured, shuddering at Eamon's serious expression.  "But—"  She swallowed.  "Gods?  I heard the voices of gods?"  She'd thought he'd spoken facetiously of being touched by gods earlier, not an actual interaction with otherworldly beings.

"That's my guess," her companion said with a shrug, as though he dealt with gods all the time.  Phatomar, walking on Eamon's other side, offered no comment.  From his darting eyes and tense shoulders, Jal wondered whether he followed their conversation or if he simply kept his feet moving alongside theirs in the hopes that they would keep him safe.  What a horrible situation for a hero, she lamented.

"Why?" she asked Eamon, not even certain what she questioned: why would gods interfere in the affairs of mortals; why did she hear celestial beings; why did a good man suffer when so much stood wrong in the world?

"That's what we need to find out," the short man replied, an answer fit for all her questions.  "With luck, one of the priests in Grandon can help."  He looked at Jal.  "They have a temple there dedicated to Dearn, god of warriors.  Phatomar stands as a prime example of those whom Dearn loves; I can't imagine the warrior god would do anything to harm one of his own.  But what other gods might believe Phatomar turns worship away from them and onto himself?  Why would a god think Phatomar has taken any aspect of what we owe to them?"

"How many gods do you northerners follow?" Jal asked.

"We have the major gods of course, plus a plethora of lesser gods, and any number of demi-gods begat on elementals and humans.  Too many to count, really.  Which gods do you worship in the south?"

His query had more than one layer.  Though her skin had deep tones of gold, it also carried a darker hue than either man's, and their eyes held more roundness than hers, further outlining their differing origins.  Her own comments had marked her as from somewhere south, and distant enough to not recognise the same deities.  Eamon offered her the opportunity to explain her heritage, but the decision of how much to reveal remained with Jal.  She could appreciate his discretion, though she knew, in his place, her curiosity would beg for answers to her ignorance.  Having nothing to hide from these northerners, she gave him the information he'd only hinted at wanting.

"I come from the Gobani desert, and we have only five deities to placate.  God of the sun, goddess of the moon, god of sand and wind, goddess of water and the oases, and the hermaphrodite deity of the hunt.  As far as I know, none of them have spoken to mortals since the sun first rose from the sands."

"Huh," Eamon hummed softly in his throat.  "Do they have no names?"

"We don't invoke their names unless in dire need.  We don't want to draw unwanted attention."

They both glanced over at Phatomar.

"I can understand that," Eamon muttered.  After a few paces in silence he spoke again.  “We also have a god of the sun and a goddess of the moon, the god of day, with his counterpart, the goddess of night.  Then there's the goddess of earth, and the god of sky, the god of storms and winds who governs the waters, the god of warriors, and a goddess of the hunt whose son watches over the animals.  We know the goddess of love and the god of death, the goddess of fertility and birth with her handmaids who watch over the harvest and marriage—"

The list staggered Jal.  "And some of these beings altered Phatomar?"

"Or one of  the lesser deities, or any number of their servants.  Some follow the ways of order, others the paths of chaos.  We need to determine who might benefit from Phatomar's predicament.  As I said, I don't see why anyone associated with Dearn would wish to cause him harm.  Nor those affiliated with love or poetry, as so many tales and songs about Phatomar's deeds have filled the land.  Perhaps one of the gods of death?  Phatomar fights so well that he only sends the most vile to the underworld, helping the misguided find a better path.  But then why take his courage, why not his conscience instead?  The nature gods don't pay much heed to mortals; I don't know why they'd single out Phatomar.  And the Elder gods Night and Day, Sun and Moon, Earth and Sky have little to do with mortals.  They birthed the Younger gods, like Dearn, who then fashioned life such as ours, but they don't interact with their children's creations."

"Are those their names?  Or do only the Younger gods have names?" Jal asked, overwhelmed by his tirade.

Eamon frowned as he glanced over at her.

"Who?"

"Night and Day, Sun and Moon, Earth and Sky."

"No, no, that's just a description."  He considered.  "Do you want to know their names?"

"Perhaps later," hedged Jal with a quick shake of her head, already having trouble keeping so many celestial beings straight.  "After we know who—and what—we have to deal with perhaps.  Until then, I hardly think it matters."

Eamon shrugged and they marched on in silence for a few minutes.  Occasionally one of the horses would nicker, or a bird would call as it winged through the currents overhead.  The wind whispered amongst rustling leaves as the three wound through wooded areas, the gentle sound accompanied by the frenzy of small animals scurrying through undergrowth and deadfall, such lush surroundings still amazing to one born in the desert.  Oases had an astounding abundance of life, but nothing compared to the verdant vibrancy she had seen in Merveah.

The steady padding of their boots on the hard-packed road made a soothing counter-rhythm to the clomp of the horses' hooves, and the hitching of Phatomar's breaths as he cringed from every strange or loud noise broke up any monotony, at once comforting and annoying.

Jal snuck glances at her companions, wondering how she had managed to get caught up with them, trying to decide whether happy fate or frightening folly followed on her heels.  She found herself in the company of legends, one willing to help her with her weapon skills, and the other now unable to wield a sword and requiring constant attention.  If gods stalked the pair—or trio, if she counted herself—then they stood in the sights of powerful beings, a thought that made Jal less than pleased.  And if not gods, then what?  Sorcerers?  Shamans?  Men and women of unspeakable magicks?  Definitely not beings sensible people tangled with, not if they wished to live for very long.

So how did Eamon, short of stature yet large in generosity, continue to move forward with such grace, as though he faced the supernatural all the time?  He found their predicament a nuisance, yes, but not terrifyingly unusual.  Jal found herself reconsidering some of the more fantastical tales of his and Phatomar's feats―stories she and her siblings had enjoyed hearing, fully aware that the tinkers who brought them embellished their words to entertain children.

Yet Eamon spoke so casually of gods and why one might wish Phatomar ill; perhaps not all of the fireside tales exaggerated their deeds.  Did creatures like centaurs and dragons truly exist then?  Had Phatomar vanquished giants?  Did his strength and skill come from physique and practise alone, or did gods truly gift him with other powers?

Did it matter?  On the one hand, most definitely.  On the other, not at all.  Phatomar now stood helpless and Eamon had requested help to cure his friend.  Jal found herself in a position to offer such assistance, and she had done so with few reservations, rewarded with the promise of learning to fight from one of the best.  That she might have to face entities beyond her experience—perhaps beyond her current belief—merely added some challenge.

I'll certainly learn things I never would have among the desert tribes.

A quick study of the two men's attire—they wore simple tunics and breeches, although fur lined their vests and boots—suggested that Jal might want to consider obtaining something warmer than her tunic should the days grow cooler.  She wondered whether Grandon had more than temples to cater to travellers' needs and what, if any, supplies she might want to procure.

It will depend on what the priests can tell us, she decided.  Perhaps they'll have our answer.

But if not, she'd have to coordinate with Eamon in case their travels took them any great distance, or spanned multiple seasons.  She understood the weather fluctuated a great deal more outside the desert, and had seen the inklings of such in the few southern portions of Merveah she had travelled.  She might even need to find her own horse.

"I wonder if one of the messenger gods wants retribution?" Eamon said suddenly.

Jal jumped nearly as much as Phatomar at Eamon's voice, then smiled sheepishly at her reaction.  Eamon grinned at Jal, reached over to pat Phatomar's shoulder in comfort, then slipped back into brooding silence.

Jal hoped it didn't take long to reach Grandon.

***
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THE NAME PHATOMAR SAT strangely in the mind of the man walking next to Eamon.  Eamon's voice as he spoke with the desert girl soothed him with its familiarity when so much else left his heart thundering in panic.  He tried to pay attention to the conversation, but every sound, every slight bit of movement caught from the corner of his eye, brought renewed tremors to overwrought muscles.

Focus, Phatomar ordered himself, searching for some semblance of normalcy.  What's normal? a tiny voice shrieked in his head.  He blinked at that, nearly tripped over his own feet when the startling slap of the scabbard strapped at his waist tapped his thigh, drawing his attention.

The sword Jal had returned to him made his stomach churn in a most unpleasant way.  The calluses on his hands told the tale of a familiarity with such weapons even though his fogged brain didn't remember ever clutching the hilt.

How can I have such calluses, such a breadth of muscles, yet the sight of a sword, the thought of drawing forth its wicked edge, leaves me weak with terror?

Surely he hadn't always cowered thus at the slightest provocation.  How could a man function with so much confusion and panic swirling in his thoughts?

Nothing makes sense, he lamented as the cry of a bird made him flinch, his eyes wide as they searched overhead for the predator he feared would plunge down to rake formidable talons across his scalp.  How can I know the difference between an eagle's shrill scream and that of a hawk, yet still have so distant a call nearly bring me to my knees, gibbering in fear?

Beside him, his mighty chestnut stallion blew a gentle sigh through his lips, the sound startling Phatomar enough to put a hitch in the man's step as he stared at his horse.  Why do I recall endless hours of peace riding atop Croga with Eamon at my side on Cosantoir, yet the thought of mounting so large a beast now makes me quiver in dread?

Phatomar hadn't noticed that his companions had lapsed into silence until Eamon's voice speaking in Jal's language shattered the stillness.  Phatomar nearly swallowed his tongue in an effort not to scream.

Eamon's hand on his shoulder helped Phatomar rein in his galloping heart, but it took an uncomfortable amount of time before his breathing slowed to something that didn't leave him gasping.  If I react so badly in the presence of my dearest friend, how much worse will I find myself surrounded by strangers in Grandon?

Hopefully, they wouldn't find themselves running for their lives again.  The memory of fleeing Ferna before the onslaught of men bent on causing harm—of Jal's sword flashing before his face as the girl stepped in to defend him—made Phatomar flinch all over again, and he shivered, wondering how anyone could bear so much uncertainty.  That he didn't remember any of the events leading up to that rescue disturbed him, and confusion tripped over uncertainty in his gut, leaving him nauseated.

He feared for his sanity.

***
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THEY REACHED GRANDON two days later.  They tethered the horses near the simple stone temple dedicated to Dearn, god of warriors.  Phatomar did his best to hide his anxiety, but he crowded close to Eamon, shoulders hunched to avoid drawing attention.

Eamon could hardly believe the change in his dear friend and companion of six years.  He thanked Dearn and whichever other gods cared to listen that Jal had—for whatever reason—heard the origin of Phatomar's plight and chosen to offer assistance.  Others might have stood by gloating if only to relish in the downfall of a mighty icon, realising too late the vital service someone like Phatomar provided.

Together, he and Phatomar had saved whole villages from bandits, extortionist tyrants, and creatures no others could battle.  When foes from other districts threatened to invade, rulers turned to Phatomar and Eamon to guard their borders.  If foul weather struck and threatened a harvest or destroyed a town's infrastructure, Phatomar and Eamon would learn of it and help the farmers reap their crops, and aid the townsfolk in rebuilding their homes and shops.  They had recovered scores of missing children, whether lost or stolen, defended countless travellers from thieves, shored up numerous bridges damaged by flood or fire.

But some didn't see a saviour when they looked at Phatomar, only a man doing what they would not in a chaotic world, and that bred envy.  Phatomar's strength led some to fear, while his compassion and mercy often brought contempt.  Phatomar didn't care; he would continue to do what he saw as right, regardless of outside opinion.

Seeing him quail now in Eamon's shadow nearly brought the shorter man to tears, but remembering Jal's fiercely protective expression in Ferna—and since whenever she witnessed another instance of Phatomar's fears—had brought him a measure of hope.  She had stopped to help, and not because she thought she might save a legend.  She had helped without knowing either of them, only seeing two men at a disadvantage against an enemy.  That he and Phatomar could have easily overcome the thieves didn't matter—although perhaps taking the time to humiliate them, intent on teaching a lesson, rather than quickly subduing them had not, in retrospect, proved the wisest of decisions.  But Jal had intervened when she had seen the danger which Eamon had failed to recognise.

Because she believed it the right thing to do, a true rarity in this world.

“You'll want to let me talk when we get in there,” Eamon warned Jal as they left their horses behind.

Jal gazed up at the drab temple wall and scowled before turning back to Eamon.

"And why should only you speak?" she asked.  "Does your Dearn not recognise women warriors?"

Eamon gave her a wry grin.  "He does, but the priest might have a harder time understanding you than Dearn would."

She frowned, wrinkling the golden bronze skin between eyes tinted gold like a lion's.  Before she could reply, Eamon clarified for her.

"They probably don't know the desert tongues here.  Unless you know any of our northern dialects, you're stuck with me as an interpreter."

"Northern dialects?  Like the words of traders and tinkers?" she asked.  Then she spoke a few words in Eamon's native language.  "Sword, trade, what food do you like, how much?"  She switched back to her own tongue.  "Is that the language of the priests?"

Eamon would have laughed if not for her earnest expression.

"It's the language of most of Merveah," he explained.  "Some few know the language of the desert, like Phatomar and me, but most here, away from the trading towns along the coast, will only hear gibberish."

"You—" she sputtered, paused, tried again.  "We speak my language now, but not yours?  We don't even have a common tongue?"

"We don't," Eamon confirmed.  He wondered where her tribe travelled that she didn't know this; how long she herself had spent in Merveah.  She had a youthful face—has she even seen twenty years?—yet she bore herself with maturity and surety.  In the two days it had taken to reach Grandon as they avoided roving bandits and other travellers, she had fit in to his and Phatomar's strange new routine seamlessly.  At moments like this, though, her otherness became all too apparent.

He watched her come to a decision as she chewed on her bottom lip, staring at the temple in concentration.  When she turned her tawny gaze back to him, determination again lit her features.

"I know a few of your words—enough to get by in markets and the like—but I will trust you to speak true, to both the priest and to me so that we may understand each other.  I have no right to further burden our agreement, but—"

"I will teach you my language Jal, if you want."

She blinked at his interruption.  Then a small smile stole across her lips.

"I would like to learn it," she said.

"Then let's be about our business."  He forced a levity to his tone to mask his concern for Phatomar.  He and Phatomar had donned hooded cloaks at the outskirts of Grandon, and Eamon pulled his up now.  Phatomar copied him after a moment's hesitation.  Jal had her helmet in place, disguising her features, and Eamon swept his hand toward the stone building, inviting Jal to precede him to the temple doors.  He then took Phatomar's arm gently to follow.

"You could have told me sooner that I didn't even speak your language," Jal muttered irritably as she started walking.  Eamon didn't think she had meant him to hear her complaint, so he kept his chuckle to himself.

The interior of the temple didn't boast many amenities.  Apropos of a warrior's life, Dearn's temples lacked most comforts, although one could often find its adherents practicing sword work in the open spaces—minus any actual blades, which the trio deposited into the care of the Blade Keeper at the door—or discussing tactics and past engagements with comrades at one of the two stone tables ringed with simple stools in the far corner.

An altar stood opposite the entrance, its scarred top littered with tokens from both warriors and their families: flowers and food; stones and amulets; pitted blades and fine daggers; arrow heads, feathers, bow strings and broken shafts; coins.  All manner of offerings meant to ensure safe travels (abroad in the land or to the underworld) and successful campaigns.  An acolyte stood in attendance next to the altar, his sole duty to oversee the would-be patrons of the god, guarding the solitude of supplicants who wished to leave some sort of tribute.

Steering clear of the few other people in attendance, Eamon led them to the west wall, which looked barren though in truth it contained two well-concealed doors.  He tapped on one gently, then pushed his hood back to reveal his face, standing back a few paces to wait.

After a moment, a slot in the door opened, revealing only a pair of brown eyes.  The man studied Eamon briefly, swung his gaze to his still cloaked companions, then disappeared as the slot slid shut.  The door opened a second later and a man in tan and black leathers stepped out, an amulet around his neck bearing the bow and dagger sigil of Dearn the only indication of his priestly status.

"Welcome to the Grandon Chapter, brothers," he said in a deep baritone.  "I am Brother Cantastor.  How may I assist you today?"

"We seek knowledge and advice, and I invoke Micah's Oath in doing so," Eamon announced in a quiet voice.  Long ago, the great General Micah had established a system of confidentiality whereby warriors could seek advice and guidance from those who served Dearn without fear of compromise.  Two opposing forces might even confide in the same priest without fear of betrayal.  Dearn served harsh punishments to oath breakers, and unlike Jal's limited experience in this world, Eamon had seen the power of the gods on more than one occasion.  The creative and terrifying forms of vengeance meted out by the god of warriors kept his priests in line.

By invoking Micah's Oath, Eamon wanted to ensure some measure of secrecy.  The longer he could keep Phatomar's condition from reaching malicious ears, the safer he could keep his friend.

Brother Cantastor met Eamon's steady gaze before giving a solemn nod.  "Micah guards your words," he said.  "This way, if you will."

He led them to the second door, taking a heavy iron key from his pocket.  He unlocked the door and pushed it open, revealing a windowless room beyond.  Cantastor ushered them in.  He turned to a table, lit the lantern sitting atop it, then sealed the entrance once more, leaving the three companions to sit in one of the six chairs around the table.  Nothing else adorned the sparse room.

Once settled across from the priest, Eamon quietly instructed Phatomar to lower his concealing hood, and Jal her helmet.  Cantastor watched in silence, waiting for Eamon to begin.

"Two days ago, my friend had something stolen from him," Eamon said, his hand first indicating Phatomar, then Jal as he continued.  "Jal heard voices speaking from a cloud of light: a woman claiming Phatomar's courage, and a man taking his memories of deeds won through that courage.  The voices contained the power and potency of gods."

Cantastor turned to Jal, examining her.  Jal met his gaze without flinching.  He looked back at Eamon.

"But you did not hear these voices?" Cantastor asked.

"I did not, though I bore witness to the result."

Cantastor inclined his head, inviting clarification.

"Phatomar and I had crossed swords with a group of thieves when suddenly Phatomar ceased fighting.  Jal intervened, saved him from a lethal strike.  Phatomar has never backed away from a fight, and certainly wouldn't have shied away from such unworthy adversaries as these without cause.  Having his courage ripped from him at such a moment constitutes such cause."

"Convenient timing, her appearance," Cantastor said.  Eamon narrowed his eyes.

"Fortunate rather," he countered.

Cantastor raised a sardonic eyebrow and turned to regard Jal again.

"Did you bewitch this man?" the priest demanded.  Although Eamon had suspected such a line of questioning—had briefly considered it himself when first Jal told her tale—it still irritated him.

"Jal doesn't speak our tongue."

Cantastor's gaze swept back toward Eamon.  Eamon read both a hint of surprise and a note of superstition in his expression.

"Then how do you know what she claims to have heard?" he asked.

"Because I speak hers," Eamon answered.  He looked at Jal and switched languages.  "He wonders if you bewitched Phatomar."

"If I what?" she said in surprise.  Then she scowled, her face flashing in anger.  "He thinks I spoke some words of magic over him to make him helpless and then stepped in to help?  Why would I do such a thing?"

"I'll ask his opinion," grinned Eamon.  Jal's outrage somehow lightened his mood.  He confronted Cantastor once more.

"She wants to know why you'd accuse her of spell craft."

"A woman pretending at being a warrior?" Cantastor scoffed.  "Perhaps she wished to attach herself to a couple of mercenaries such as yourselves, looking for an easier road that she could manipulate."

Eamon stared at Cantastor, not sure what to take offense at first; his dismissal of Jal's skills, the derisive undertone that assumed armed women sold their bodies for protection, or his belief that Eamon and Phatomar would sell their swords to the highest bidder.  The last, though not the most damning, gave Eamon the greatest pause.

"Before I correct your erroneous line of thought," he said in an even tone, though his jaw ached from clenching it too tight, "I must ask: do you not know of Phatomar, son of Gordukah?"

"Even the priests of Dearn can hardly keep track of all the warriors in Merveah," Cantastor said.  His tone implied a growing impatience as no doubt the man wondered why Eamon had insisted on Micah's Oath for so paltry a discussion.

"What's wrong?" Jal whispered, reading Eamon's unease.

"He doesn't recognise Phatomar," Eamon answered.

Jal drew in a sharp breath.

"The god said he took his identity as well as the memory of his deeds," she said, echoing Eamon's thoughts.  "I thought he meant just from Phatomar, but perhaps it's more insidious than that.  But then, why do we still know of him?"

Eamon could only shake his head, having no answers.  He stared at Cantastor.

"Phatomar has done mighty deeds," he said to the priest.  "And I don't say that just to boast.  He has served Dearn from his early years, a renowned and highly skilled warrior, blessed by the gods.  Until two days ago, you would have rejoiced to have Phatomar grace the steps of your temple.  Now you only see him as a nameless would-be hero, wasting your time.  I ask that you consider what this means if we're right.  If the gods can remove one of Dearn's most beloved disciples in such a way that no one—not even his priests—questions their actions, what's to stop them from doing so again?"

Cantastor frowned in thought, considering Eamon's challenge.  After a moment, he looked to Jal, then back to Eamon.

"Yet the only evidence you have comes from this girl?  She alone heard these voices speaking to your Phatomar?"

Though he knew the answer, Eamon put the question to Jal.

"He asks if you alone heard the voices speak to Phatomar."

"They didn't speak to Phatomar," said Jal.  "They spoke over him.  I don't think they intended anyone to hear them."

Cantastor nearly smiled at the distinction when Eamon translated Jal's words.  His manner grew serious.  "Why do you bring this matter to Dearn?" he asked.  "And why under Oath?"

"I hadn't considered you wouldn't know Phatomar, at least by reputation," Eamon admitted.  "I believed if others knew of his impediment, they might try to take advantage, if only to claim the accolades of destroying a legend.  With Phatomar's long and loyal service, I felt confident that neither Dearn nor his servants would have placed this curse upon him, and not knowing what other gods might wish him harm, had hoped a priest of Dearn would have deeper insights."

"And instead, I deride your company," Cantastor said.  "Yet if you speak the truth, you must understand my predicament."

"I do," Eamon admitted with a heavy sigh.  Jal gave him a questioning look.

"He's trying to decide if we tell the truth or have brought him a fantasy," he explained.

"Why doesn't he just ask Dearn?"

Eamon stared at her in astonishment, then blew out an incredulous laugh.

"What did she say?" asked Cantastor in a cautious tone.

"She wants to know why you don't ask Dearn what he thinks."  At Cantastor's affronted expression, Eamon couldn't help another laugh.  "You'll have to forgive her.  Her gods are not ours, and until two days ago, she didn't believe the gods spoke to us.  I have seen their work enough to know they exist, but even I have to admit they speak to us, though rarely.  She will learn."

Cantastor's voice took on an eerie quality.  "You might learn a thing or two as well, young Eamon."

Jal sat up tall, her hand jerking into a fist and her golden skin growing pale.  Eamon looked at her in concern, but she kept her eyes glued to Cantastor.

"Did you hear that?" she gasped.  "He spoke my language, but his voice...it suddenly has the same quality as the two from the market."

"This mouth does not utter your tongue, Ajala of the Gobani, yet your ears hear the words of gods.  You have great perception, child, and a unique gift.  One my brethren must not learn about."

Words of gods?  Eamon wondered.  Brethren?  The blood drained from his face as Cantastor looked at him through eyes the colour of darkest night—the fathomless eyes of a god.

"My lord," he stammered, half rising from his seat, unsure how to greet this unexpected visitor.

Cantastor's hand gestured him back into the chair.

"I know your deeds Eamon, son of Branon, valiant warrior and defender of Merveah
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