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The sentry's death-cry woke the caravan as the first of the arrows poured into the camp. Arthan was instantly awake, cursing the fool who had fallen asleep at his post. The bear man reached for his sword, Salimander, then changed his mind. Instead, he gathered up a ram's horn bow and quiver sitting nearby.

He stepped out of his tent with an arrow nocked. Another scream of pain and a burst of flame spoke of the poor defense the merchants were putting up. A man rode by flashing a tulwar. Arthan took aim and the bandit fell to the sand. His stallion whinnied and charged off into the night.

A small group of wagoners appeared with spears and swords. At the lead was Abuldal, the headman of the caravan, a wealthy merchant in his native Kimshu. He smiled to see the tall warrior step into their midst, then frowned. "A bow?" he muttered. "What kind of a greenhorn, are you, friend Arthan? You'll never see—"

Arthan ignored the merchant, took aim into the darkness, to be rewarded with a death-cry. The merchant looked into Arthan's brown eyes and could almost believe the man could see in the dark. Two more successful shots confirmed his error.

"They are Fendezi by their gear," Arthan informed him. "They will pull back and fill us full of arrows. Your pikes and pokers won't help you now."

"What can we do?" asked Abuldal, dreading the answer. "Go into the dark—"

"Get back to your tents. Worry about the fires—and stay down." With that Arthan walked off into the night, the only sound the thunk of arrows striking throat or chink in armor. 

Arthan forgot about the merchants. He owed them nothing. All the same, they had been good traveling companions since Kimshu, sharing their wine, songs and the occasional tale. The caravan was headed for Tentiu on the coast, and its annual seal harvest. The fine silks, oils and gems the caravan brought would command many of the best seal pelts. Arthan cared nothing for such commerce, was simply headed in the same direction. A wanderer, he had left his green forests for a secret place he must find. He'd never see Tentiu and the ocean, he realized, almost wishing he did not plan to desert these caravaners so soon.

Another raider formed out in the darkness. With reflexes truly inhuman Arthan fired, then reloaded his weapon, looking for the next opponent. None came at him from the shadows. He began to circle the camp, searching for torch-throwers or archers. He walked quickly but silently through the loose sand. Ahead, he made out a knot of bushes, behind which human figures lurked. A bow was raised, aimed at the camp.

Arthan's shot was quicker. The archer fell over, a bolt pinning his turban to his head. The rest panicked, jumping from cover, swords raised in Arthan's direction. He dropped another then moved to meet his attackers. He had run out of missiles.

The first swordsman launched himself straight at the tall, dark man. The tip of the ram's horn bow came up, met the sword's point then flashed in a circle as Arthan spun. The other tip of the bow appeared through the man's cheek as the weapon ripped away his face. The bow went up then down to finish the job.

Arthan picked up the dying man's sword in time to deflect the second attacker's blade. A third man hit him from the side, drawing blood. The bear man growled his displeasure. Arthan felt the blow but ignored it for the moment. Instead, he met the man in front of him, pushing him back with a series of vicious thrusts. This allowed the dagger-wielder a second chance to strike. This time the small blade was aimed at the assailant's head. Before the knife could connect, Arthan turned, deflecting the dagger, then dragged his sword length down the bandit's arm, taking a long strip of skin.

The bandit howled, dropping the knife, stepping back. Crying, he stumbled away towards the fallen archer, seeking his bow, not of the ram's horn variety, but a small wooden device. He nocked an arrow then sought the man who had wounded him. What he saw was the other bandit slipping off the tall man's blade, his heart pierced. The bowman raised his weapon, blood running down his arm and dripping in the sand. He did not have time for a careful shot but the distance wasn't great. He fired.

Up came the sword, deflecting the missile like a child's toy. Again the bandit fired, but with the same result. No—the tall man was walking slowly but steadily towards him. A last shot then oblivion as the sword slammed through his head, separating the top of his skull. 

The bear man leaned over the fallen foe. He watched as the severed head gushed out brains and blood onto the sand. His fingers reached down, feeling the salty liquid drip down in a black rain. He drew the crimson gore close to his face. He sniffed but did not taste the blood.

He cast the red drops to the sandy ground. No! He was his own master. Not some beast—

It was a woman’s scream that drew him away from the gruesome feast. He knew that voice. It was Karana, Abuldal's daughter, and Master of the Horses and Camels on this trip. Beautiful in a suntanned way, with a lively mouth that could melt a man's heart, disguising a viper's tongue that could as easily lance a man's vanity with a word. Arthan had admired her from afar, wanting to speak with her, then retreating. 

Six quick steps brought him to a cluster of shapes. Horses! The bandits were taking what prizes they could. Arthan would have to act fast. The animals were laden with captives, goods, as well as turbaned riders. The one thing he had in his favor was darkness. 

The lead horse sprang away with the others close behind. The last horse came late, but then caught up. The animal drew alongside the nearest rider. A swift-moving blade flew from the rider into his unsuspecting comrade, as Arthan cut down a bandit laden with a roll of cloth. Arthan had pulled the last man down, killed him, then taken his horse. The second bandit screamed, warning his fellows. Arthan ignored him, rode faster in hot pursuit of the next man.

That rider proved to be two men, each astride a horse but bearing a large trunk between them. Arthan found it easy to overtake them but did not attack the riders. Instead, he cut the rope between riders and trunk, spilling the contents of gold and silver over the sands. The riders stopped to gather the loot. Arthan took the head off the one closest to him as he rode past and ignored the other. He was after the man with Karana draped over his saddle, his dirty hands assailing her buttocks, his intentions no secret.

Arthan pushed his horse for speed. The nag was tiring, having to ride harder and faster than its fellows. The horse drew closer then fell behind. Arthan spurred it with violent kicks but again it fell back. He knew he was going to lose her any second, so he drew his sword, ready to throw it in an awkward spiral. One last attempt to drive his horse brought him within a few yards. The blade went back then flew to bury itself in the bandit's back.

Sand exploded as the rider fell, his horse spooked, and Karana hanging on for dear life. Arthan followed, slowly as he came to the horse lying spent on the side of a dune. Karana sat a distance away from the animal, nursing a sore hand. At the sound of Arthan's horse approaching, she ran to the fallen animal, in search of a weapon.

"It is I, Arthan. Fear not, Karana."

"Thank the Saints. I had no desire to end up a bandit's plaything."

Arthan dismounted. He offered his hand, then dropped, pressing the woman down into the sand. "Someone is coming. Behind us."

It was the other man with the trunk of silver and gold. Arthan was prepared to let him ride by but the bandit had other ideas. A sword swooped out of the darkness, missing the tall man's head by a finger's breadth. Arthan had no blade to counter with. To slow the bandit he drew his horse into the path of the other. The two animals collided in a heap of flesh and sand. The large trunk the bandit dragged, spun then landed nearby. The horseman tried to get up, raising his sword but the blade no longer seemed under his control. Arthan was on him, pressing to control the long blade onto his throat. The weapon was not designed for stabbing but slashing, still the irresistible pressure on the blade crushed the life from the bandit's body.

"Any more?" Karana asked as Arthan drew the two horses apart. His eyes checked for injuries but the animals were serviceable.

"Let's not wait and find out. The camp is back that way."

"These animals are tired. I suggest we walk them," Karana said, dusting off her skirt.

Arthan nodded silent agreement while he strapped a sword to his belt.

"We have to take that trunk with us," she added. "It belongs to my father."

"It might be better to leave it."

"Come on, help me strap it on this horse." There would be no arguing. The coins in the trunk were essential for brokering deals once the caravan arrived in Tentiu.

"Use the other one. This poor thing has had a worse night than you."

Karana didn't laugh, but took the other horse. 

They walked back in silence. After a while, Arthan lifted her onto his horse and they wandered farther. By the first dawn of light they saw the fires of the camp, now burnt low. They could smell the smoke long before this. The sounds of crying had stopped and the noise of breakfast-making and other chores came to their welcome ears.

"Thank you," Karana said before they parted. 

Arthan merely nodded. "You're welcome."

She held for a second his smoldering brown eyes, then turned away. She thought of a hawk or an eagle. There was no humanity there, nothing to bind them together.

It was dead. That didn’t stop it from hating with an all-consuming fire of wrath. In fact, being dead had its advantages. It didn’t sleep. It didn't rest. It didn’t waste time on living things like shitting, shaving, crying or fucking. Sometimes it stopped to feed. Blood kept it moving, hunting every second of every day.

It hunted for the man with the form of a bear, Arthan the bear man. It was this monarch of the forest, no longer hiding away in the cool depths of the woods. The were-bear had slain him long before but something still burned deep inside.

Only the hate kept him here. Only the blood allowed it to keep hating. Not until he had drank the blood from Arthan’s severed throat would it stop. After that, oblivion....
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The morning was filled with tears and smoke. The caravan had lost four men, three dead by arrows and a fourth, a boy of eleven, was missing. Also gone was Karana's sister, Salima and another girl. Along with personnel, the raiders had successfully taken several chests of goods and burned a wagon. Arthan ignored the activity of repacking, repairing and sharpening weapons. The caravan drivers would be ready for the next band of thieves who showed their faces.

Arthan packed his own small possessions: clothing, rope, climbing gear and his weapons, the sword, Salimander, the holster for his ram’s horn bow, now gone, a gift from a friend. Looking at the intricate designs on the quiver he recalled N'Gana and his two brothers, ebony-skinned with flashing white smiles, brave men and true friends. 

After leaving the north seas, Arthan had wandered the forests to the Southlands. Always avoiding the home of a certain witch-woman, Natali. In those southern deserts he had made friends with the black skinned Kutalo, fishermen who worked the coast of the small red sea. So many leagues away, he had spent time on their boats forgetting old hurts. But now he had a new venture. He moved north seeking something that may or may not exist. Rumors, legends, he had to know. To speak of such legends to someone as practical as Karana, was foolhardy. Besides, she had her own more recent heart-pains with the likely death or worse of her sister.

He picked up the steel blade known as Salimander, examined its notched edges. It was a fearsome weapon when Arthan used it in full battle. He could recall hacking his way through ranks of G'steli at the Battle of Trigontor, one of those legends told around campfires now. How the hero, his name changed depending on the audience, armed with an equally changeable weapon, forged from the heart of a star, conquered all foes. How little history remembered. The G’steli lost that day, but won the next. 

Arthan scolded himself for being nostalgic. He needed to focus on the task at hand, which was to find the temple spoken of by a princess from Shintar'reev. He smiled to think of the heir to the throne, a soft, dark blossom among thorns, and to imagine her frown when her bed was empty come morning. Arthan had left before dawn. The single clue tucked away in his mind.

The sound of a wagon pulling out, the wheels grinding in the gravel, tore him from his reverie. He went to the door of his tent, looked out. The caravan was on the move. He was staying back as a rearguard, in case the Fendezi returned. He doubted they would do so during the light of day. 

He had other motives. One was avoiding Karana, who was leading from the front. She enjoyed the unobscured view from horseback as the train made its way into new territory. His main reason was because he was leaving the caravan as soon as he saw the markers spoken of by his princess. Two vertical escarpments, tall like standing warriors facing off from each other. These should be visible by the end of day. Arthan would quietly slip away. No thank yous, no regrets. Most expected it except perhaps for Abuldal, who loved making a show of good-byes. Arthan was no back-slapper, not one to hug or be hugged. Quiet was best.

Abuldal, Karana, they knew nothing of Arthan’s true reason for being a part of the caravan. He did not want the small payment a hired man received. Abuldal could keep that. No doubt, he’d add that to his profit margin willingly. He had losses to make up. Arthan's real goal was the locating of a temple once devoted to the goddess Y'Lala. Those soft spoken words heard in the dark of bedroom. That was his real goal. 

A tall blond man stepped up to Arthan’s door. "We have to take your tent—" he began. Arthan gathered up his small pack of items and waved the fellow to his work. He wasn’t expected to play roustabout. As a mercenary guard, his duties were security-oriented. He headed for the outskirts of camp and took a seat on a stump. From that vantage point he could see a vast area in the direction the Fendezi had approached from the night before. He could also see three fresh graves, marked with sacred stones. 

It was the paunchy Abuldal who found him there. He had a ram's horn bow in his hands.

“Still here?” asked Arthan without looking at him.

“Yes, I thought it best, considering..."

Arthan knew Abuldal preferred the middle of the train because it was usually quieter. Also it was the point in the line where the best merchandise was kept. With things calm, the fat merchant could sneak off for a dalliance with one of his mistresses when the mood suited him.

“Go ahead and ask,” said Arthan. “I know you have something you want to say.”

“Yes, I want to thank you. For retrieving Karana yesterday. I could not stand to lose her—“ He offered the bow with both hands. Arthan took the weapon, inspected its fine lines.

“She was doing quite well without me,” said the bear man, looking up at his employer.

“That’s not how she tells it. She is a very level-headed girl. She doesn't embellish."

“Her one flaw.” Arthan left it there. He waited for the merchant to continue.

“I have a favor to ask though.”

“You pay the bills.”

“No, this is not business. It’s personal.” Abuldal paused over-long. Arthan did nothing to alleviate his anxiety. “It's just—Karana. I’ve seen the way she looks at you.”

“And?” 

“I wouldn't want her to—"

“Come, come, Abuldal. She’s a big girl. Not some city-bound virgin." 

“Yes, in that area, I agree. That's not what I mean.” Abuldal waved the question of sex aside.

“What do you mean then?"

“You have the look about you of a man who gains followers. For some quest. A military conquest or some such. The kind that get people killed.”

Arthan snorted his disagreement. “I seek no sycophants. I spend my time alone."

“Still, you—“

It was Arthan’s turn to wave a hand. "Forget it. I will be honest with you, my friend. I was planning to leave you today, anyway. Karana will never set eyes on me again.”

“Leave? But we have a contract. All the way to Tentiu—“

“Consider the contract broken. I expect no payment. Keep your money. And don't worry. The rest of the way to Tentiu is easy.”

“I-I had hoped to contract you for the return to Kimshu—"

“No. There is no point in arguing. I leave today.”

To make his point, Arthan got up and started walking in the direction the caravan was taking. More and more wagons were pulling out, leaving the two men behind. Arthan saw Abuldal ride past him on his white stallion. The merchant made no more entreaties, didn’t even look back. Arthan was alright with that. He liked a clean break.

It was time to get moving...

“The Twin Cavaliers” the caravan-drivers called them. Arthan saw them after the noon day sun began its dive toward the horizon. The bright sunlight made it hard to make out the vertical slats of stone that separated a short recess in the cliff-side. He had arrived at last. He was now within arm’s reach of his goal, the ruined temple of Y'Lala. 

He waited until the trail curved away from those two stone points before leaving the caravan. No one seemed to notice he had ridden away. His roan mare whickered once but his strong hand on the rein told the beast they were not staying with the river of wagons and camels. A short ride into the poplars and a wall of orange October leaves walled off the sight if not the sound of the creaking wheels. Arthan waited, facing their back trail. Just in case there were a few Fendezi following respectfully behind. Another half hour and he knew this was not so.

Turning the horse about, he headed deeper into the poplar woods. He had to edge toward the south to avoid the rocky base of the escarpment that housed the two standing stones. Eventually he came to a cool glen where a dried up creek led him further away from the road. He was in no hurry, letting the horse have his head. He had no idea what he was looking for, only that he would know it when he saw it.

They rode on for an hour. Once he spooked a deer, but nothing else tore him from his pleasant drowsy solitude. After the constant sounds of the caravan, where some camel was bleating a complaint every other minute, or two dogs fought over a scrap of food, the woods was a bath in soft luxuriance. Dangerous, Arthan realized. I will be an easy kill if I am as loggy as a sleepwalker. He felt the call of the woods, had to fight the desire to hamask, to take bear form. That would wake up my horse, he chuckled. 

He sat and ate a cold dinner of bread, goat cheese and grapes. He washed the meal down with water from his goatskin. The creeks in the forest were dry. The winter rains were still weeks away. The forest leaves crunched under foot. It was probably that fact that saved his life. He heard several sets of feet walking. There was no conversation so he drew his sword, ready for a sneak attack. The footsteps were oddly asymmetrical with a thump then a drag. The sound moved away and he realized he was not found out. He tried to see who these unusual walkers were but lost them in the growing gloom of afternoon. 

He got down on one knee, looked for tracks. Again, being so dry, there wasn’t much to find. In an anthill he found a partial footprint. There was no shoe, only splayed toes with long nail marks. Not human, he realized. Grimbacks, he decided. Small humanoids with powerful arms but stumpy legs. He looked about for signs of drag marks. There and there. Yes, Grimbacks. They liked to use their heavy angular swords as crutches when marching long distances. They were tireless, able to walk two days and nights without a break. 

Arthan listened deeply, trying to detect any sound. Which way did they go? The tracks suggested to the east but they could circle back at any moment. No, there off to his right a cracking sound as a sword broke through some thick brush. The Grimbacks weren’t being all that careful, which suggested they were here in large numbers. The swordsman smelled no campfires or other odors of an encampment. Something wasn’t right...

He mounted the mare and moved in an easterly direction. He drew his new ram’s horn bow and nocked an arrow. If deer or rabbit showed first, then dinner was caught. If not, and something that fires back showed up, he might get a lucky shot in before suffering the same fate as that rabbit.
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The roan mare was in no hurry, taking her time, picking her way through brush and glade. Arthan steered her away from the more open areas, preferring to trail around the edge of each clearing. It was in one of these openings he found another clue. A piece of chewed cloth. It was not covered in rank goblin spit. The rag smelled of long use as a gag for a captive. A human. The Grimbacks had a captive...

Arthan thought on this. On the one hand, finding his goal, the temple of Y'Lala, was the only thing he really cared about. But if the captive was from the caravan, maybe even Salima, then... He would hate to lose the time but he felt some loyalty to Abuldal and his caravaners. Still, he was heading that way anyway...

As he approached, more and more pieces of rocks, not natural stone but ruined masonry, covered the grassy ground. Arthan slipped off the mare. He left her to crop grass as he moved on silently on foot, the bow still in his hands. He crept beside a broken wall of stone, noises leaking out from the other side. A quick, furtive peek told him a Grimback was crouched down beside the wall relieving his bowels. Now, there is something I never want to see ever again, he told himself. 

He stood and fired simultaneously. The goblin fell over head first and stayed that way. Arthan ducked back behind the wall and waited. No other Grimbacks appeared, called or seemed to care about this nasty little fellow. And nasty he was. Arthan stepped closer and examined him. The arrow had struck him in the side of the throat, killing him almost instantly. 

Getting a good look at the creature, Arthan saw he had a necklace of human ears around his throat. His grieves, which were made of leather, bore cut marks, seventeen. What they symbolized the swordsman didn’t know, but it couldn’t be anything good. It was better not to know. He pulled the arrow from his neck with a sucking noise that was a little enjoyable.

Arthan kicked the body over. He examined the belt, undone, allowing the Grimback to pull down his simple drawers. On the crude belt, beside a rough dagger in its sheath, was a pouch. Arthan pulled the deerskin pocket off, dumping it just as quickly. Inside was the treasure trove of a goblin: two bronze coins, a tinderstick, a broken broach pulled from some human victim, and another thing, the only one to interest the swordsman. A small stone figure like a Venus, with a squat body. But where the eyes, mouth, the details of a face, human or goblin, should be, was a single eye.

Arthan rolled the figure in his fingers, thought to throw the statuette away, but at the last moment kept it. He placed it in the pouch at his own throat, the only way he could hang onto anything. When he took bear form, everything in his pockets would be lost. Was the statuette magic? He did not sense any vibration of that sort, and his nerves were highly sensitive to such. Still, it maybe a clue, or nothing more than the plaything of a lowly worm of a being. 

A sound pulled Arthan from his thoughts. The Grimback had been missed at last. He made no attempt to hide the corpse, simply slipped away, beginning a circle to outflank the newcomers. This proved to be six Grimbacks, led by a fellow bigger than the rest. He swatted them on with the whip-like flange of his weapon. They spoke to each other in their tongue, which Arthan understood on an empathic level if not verbatim. When they found the body, they instantly froze, raising their weapons. 

The leader shoved one of the group forward. The goblin refused until the larger Grimback kicked him solidly in the back. Without getting up, he crawled to the body of the fallen, looked at the arrow wound, then searched for his possessions. He found them on the ground where Arthan had left them. He took the coins, shoving them into his own shirt, before reporting back.

“It is gone.”

The leader barked, “Are you sure?”

By the time this conversation was happening, Arthan had circled the party and waited for them where they had entered the grounds of the ruins. They would be expecting to be attacked from the other direction. When they slipped back
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