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Chapter One -
50 B.C.


“The temple of Jupiter
Belus in Babylon is still standing- Belus was the discoverer of the
science of astronomy;” Pliny, Natural History Book 6:30
1

 


“Euhemerus goes on to say
that Uranus was the first to be king, that he was an honourable man
and beneficent, who was versed in the movement of the stars, and
that he was also the first to honor the gods of the heavens with
sacrifices, whence he was called Uranus or ‘Heaven.’ ” Diodorus
Siculus, Book 6:1 2

 


“They also were the inventors of that
peculiar sort of wisdom which is concerned with the heavenly bodies
and their order. And, that their inventions might not be lost
before they were sufficiently known, upon Adam’s prediction that
the world was to be destroyed at one time by the force of fire, and
at another time by the violence and quantity of water, they made
two pillars,” Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews 2:3

 


Despite the blinding light from the sun
overhead, Diokles glared up defiantly at Sreng as he sat
cross-legged on the floor beside his brothers, Deimos and Doros.
Their arms were tightly bound behind their backs and the rough
twine chafed deeply into his flesh. The towering Ard Rí na
Cruthin carried his immense, two-handed claideb handily and
his fierce, aggressive countenance gave clear warning that he would
gladly use it at the slightest provocation.

The sounds of the angry crowd intensified,
becoming threatening, for everyone at Caisel knew of their
treachery. Angered at the conspiracy to return the Cruthin people
to slavery, many men had come to the gathering painted in
flamboyant symbols of blue woad. They hated the orc tattoos forced
into their skin to describe a slave’s abilities, temperament and
punishments received. Covering themselves with words of defiant
challenge and rude insults in the same orc script, they came to see
justice done upon the three surviving Fomori masters who would have
returned them to slavery.

Their capture by Mórlános had happened so
quickly that none of Carmun’s sons had been able to effectively
resist. Unaware they themselves were being stalked, the three
brothers had set up a lure incantation hoping to draw in a draic.
Deimos knew that draics sometimes gathered to this immense lake to
feed on fish and those creatures of the land which came to drink at
the water’s edge.

A decade earlier, he had built a home nearby
for those days when Cichol had no pressing need of his attendance.
He loved the waters of the lake for they reminded him of the happy
times of his youth in Greece. Those days abruptly ended when he was
driven away with his brothers and sisters for fear of his mother,
Carmun’s, witchery. Having found sanctuary in Íath under the
tutelage of the master draic, Cichol, Deimos had spent many years
living beside the lake diligently practicing his incantations and
blood spells.

Diokles’ plan had been to put the eyestone of
Cichol’s crown into the corpse of a draic and initiate a spell of
Augmentation utilizing the bilundredh found within the
ballooning vocal sacs of a croaking frog. They intended to grow a
trúailned of such strength that even Binosorgadh of old, the
most powerful trúailned ever grown by the Luprech hounds,
could not have contested it. In a covert attempt to overthrow
Cichol centuries before, Binosorgadh had been grown from this very
same eyestone but, in those days, the white-and-red jewel had been
placed in the raw earth, not inserted into the corpse of a draic as
Diokles intended. Although it had never been tested, the inherent
strength of a draic-grown trúailned, Diokles knew, would
prove unstoppable but by the gods themselves.

After they completed the luring ritual and
had set up the snare, they concealed themselves as they were able
in the sparse undergrowth and waited. They had hardly settled
themselves into their hiding positions when a young draic,
oblivious to the dangers awaiting her, ambled over a low rise and
made her way directly to the trap. She stumbled into the snare with
one outstretched wingtip and in moments, the three Greek men were
upon her. Her skin was soft from youth and vulnerable. With vicious
stabs, they impaled her again and again. She screamed out in pain
and struggled against her attackers, but her strength rapidly
diminished and she succumbed to their assault.

Their strategy was about to take root and
they celebrated at their slaughter of the draic, but Diokles had
not anticipated the ensuing attack by the young draic’s vengeful
mother moments later. Adlaic was the preferred mare of Cichol, of
piebald white and piercing blue eyes. Her scales shimmering in the
gleaming sunlight with a breathtaking beauty, and she arrived fully
consumed with an anguished mother’s fury.

Despite the brothers’ years of enforcing
Cichol’s domination over the draics, her surprising arrival took
them completely off-guard. The men fought back poorly and she soon
had the upper hand. Circling over the immense lake to renew her
attack, Adlaic prepared to loose a stream of fire when Diokles cast
a spell to quench her flame with water drawn from below. But he
confused the incantation, and instead of quenching her fire with a
deluge of water, he transformed the shimmering white draic mare
into water.

In that instance of a single misspoken word,
Diokles saw his ambitious plans melt away. The great eyestone
mounted in the pommel of the Charmcaster’s sword lay in her grasp
even as the curse words took effect. As she crashed into the lake,
flailing helplessly as her flesh flowed away in watery torrents,
the legendary claideb, made by the hand of the god Belenus
himself, dissolved away with her.

And then he heard a warning cry from Doros.
Too late, he turned to see several armed men dash out of
concealment, and in an instant they were upon him.

Having been battered by the white draic mare,
Adlaic, and lying in pain upon the ground, Doros had seen Guiamo
rise to his feet to observe the demise of Adlaic, the white draic
mare of Cichol, and croaked out a futile warning to Diokles. Doros
never even regained his feet and soon found Aoi’s foot pressing on
his chest with a long-shafted cruisech probing his neck.
Diokles was tackled off his feet by the onrushing Ursius who then
deftly drew a pugio against his throat. Deimos had elected
to flee, making off a score of strides through the trees before the
butt of Mórlános’ god-cruisech impacted him squarely between
his shoulder blades. He was hammered face first into the spongy
soil, with Lúin’s blow knocking his breath out of him. Even before
he was able to regain his first gasp of air, Crinchinbel had
Deimos’ arms clenched painful together and was binding them with
rope. Mórlános knew the power of the spoken word and had the three
captives gagged.

 


Throughout the two-day march back to Caisel,
Guiamo remained in an uncharacteristically sour mood, clearly
angered at the loss of his elaborately sculpted, gold-hafted
claideb. He seemed to enjoy their humiliation throughout the
journey and, considering the significance of their scheme, no one
blamed him.

He had discovered their play to re-conquer
the Cruthin people and dominate Inisfáil. Although the three sons
of the Greek witch, Carmun, had not considered the possibility of
being discovered, Guiamo learned of their plan to use the great
white-and-red eyestone bound in the pommel of his god-made
claideb, Cath-ó-Fíal, to craft a trúaill of
incredible strength. It would take a full year to grow such a
beast, and they knew enough of Guiamo’s plans to return to Íath to
be assured that it would emerge only after he had departed
Inisfáil. With such a monstrously powerful beast under the three
brothers’ control, the Cruthin would likely have been defeated and
brought back to slavery and ruin.

Some mischief from the Greeks might have been
forgivable, but this act of multiple murders and outright treason
was beyond the pale. He hated these men for their betrayal and,
throughout the two-day journey back to Caisel, Guiamo pondered what
justice to mete out.

 


The trial was not to be delayed. Following
Ard Rí Mórlános’ return with the brothers bound as captives
to the oppidum of Caisel, it was arranged to be held the
next day at noon.

Guiamo insisted that the trial was to be held
publicly. They were led out of the stockade and taken to Sreng’s
house as Guiamo had instructed. They were roughly pushed down onto
their knees to await Guiamo’s arrival. Ursius stood behind them in
his blue tunic and bronze Roman breastplate, his hand resting
securely on the pommel of his gladius. Carmun was seated on
a simple wooden bench beside Bé Chuille whose charge was to see
that the witch did not interfere. Eochaid commanded the guard while
everyone pressed inward against them to watch the proceedings.

The immense crowd of Cruthin men encircled
them, all anxious to witness the Druí trial upon the three
sons of the Greek witch, Carmun. A shoulder-to-shoulder company of
Eochaid’s most faithful warriors kept the crowd at bay for it was
well known that many coveted the honor of personally killing them,
particularly Diokles who was the leader of the three.

Guiamo was eager to complete the trial but
timed his arrival to utilize the mood of the Cruthin masses to
advantage. When they had grown boisterous and began hurling insults
at the brothers, he stepped out of Sreng’s home into the sunlight.
With lordly dignity, he made his way to stand before the prisoners.
Uncharacteristically, he came to pronounce judgment rather than
hear their plea. The hundreds of Cruthin men grew quiet in awe at
his arrival and murmured about him with approval and fearful
respect.

Doros, Deimos and Diokles’ arms were bound
behind them, tied securely at the elbows with rough rope which then
ran up their backs to encircle their necks. They were lined up
kneeling before Guiamo and their chests had been stripped bare.
Doros and Deimos’ heads were bowed in fear, but Diokles defiantly
stared Guiamo in the eye.

Guiamo stood with a display of authority in
front of them and his anger was palpable. He wore both Druí
robe and crown as ard rí. All could see that his eyes were
focused with resolved intent. He raised a hand and waited for the
crowd to fall silent before beginning the trial.

In this case, he already knew his verdict for
all the details had been revealed. For the first time since he had
been crowned, he did not care about protocol, of adhering to
ancient rules, for these crimes raged against everything and
everyone he had fought for. He was entirely disinterested in
hearing their testimony or bandying words with these wicked men
who, doubtless, would try to squirm their way out by twisting the
truth to confuse things.

When all was still, he glared again at the
prisoners, raised his voice and said, “For the theft of my
claideb, Cath-ó-Fíal, and your unconscionable scheme to
raise up an extraordinarily powerful trúaill to contend
against Sreng, your lives are forfeit.”

At the pronouncement, Carmun let out an
anguished cry but held her tongue for fear she, too, would be
condemned. The crowded men resounded with the clamor of assent, but
Guiamo raised his hand for silence.

When the sounds abated, he continued,
“However,” and all eyes focused upon him. “I swore an oath to
Carmun that if she should faithfully help me to slay Cichol and rid
the land of the Fomori, I would diligently seek to deliver her sons
from bondage and servitude to Cichol. She has done this as she
promised.

“This, then, is my ruling. Diokles, Doros and
Deimos shall be expelled from the two isles of Inisfáil and Íath
evermore. If perchance they should return, by choice or fate
undesired, their lives shall be ended.”

He then turned toward Carmun who sat with
tears streaming down her face, and said, “Carmun, you are free to
join them in exile if you so desire.”

Without further hesitation, he demanded,
“What say you?”

Carmun, though choked with emotion, raised
her head to poise herself with dignity, and replied clearly, “I
will join them in exile.”

Guiamo declared, “So it shall be.”

At the dismissive wave of Guiamo’s hand,
Ursius jerked Diokles roughly to his feet. He led his prisoner
outside where he was tied bodily to the closest of three posts
erected alongside the via praetoria. Doros and Deimos
followed behind and were likewise firmly tied to a post. Ursius
glared angrily as Diokles resisted and struggled to free a hand. He
drew close to Diokles’ face and warned icily, “Be glad you fell
under Mórlános’ mercy for if the Romans had rendered judgment, your
wrists and feet would have had spikes driven through and here you
would have hung naked, to slowly die in shame, pummeled and scorned
by passersby.”

Diokles’ eyes grew wide with fear, and Ursius
added, “And so he may yet order your crucifixion if you attempt to
wrestle your way free of these bonds. What treachery you have
committed is beyond forgiveness or forbearance to my thinking.”

He pushed his index finger into Diokles’
chest and hissed, “If ever I have reason to kill you, gladly will I
do so. Take your exile as a man, remember the generosity of the
ard rí with your life, and never return.”

Ursius emphasized the last words with another
forceful finger jab. He turned and stalked away as the crowd of
furious Cruthin men, knowing full well what they had done, gathered
to heckle and torment the three brothers. Several men struck
Diokles and Deimos across the face and in the belly before Eochaid
intervened to spare them a vicious, and likely fatal, beating. The
warriors grew even angrier in protest, but Eochaid was firm in his
resolve and soon the clamor subsided.

A thirty-man guard contingent was posted to
keep the warriors from tearing the three men apart. Short stakes
were driven into the ground and ropes tied as a delineating barrier
to keep the angry mob at bay. The guard pushed the warriors back
while Eochaid shouted out his command that no one could cross the
line, nor strike them with stones or clubs, or they would be
trussed up to a post as well.

Knowing full well that Eochaid was not
exaggerating one whit, the Cruthin men backed away and satisfied
themselves with cursing and spitting at the three Greek brothers.
Deimos glared bitterly at the crowd while Diokles, unbroken,
taunted them back. Overcome by their predicament, Doros hung his
head in despair. With eyes averted, his thoughts turned inward and
empty.

Guiamo soon after met with Sreng in his
simple wooden home to discuss privily what should be done with
Diokles and his brothers until they had been sent into exile.

Sreng began by saying, “The men would like
nothing more than to kill them where they stand and mount their
heads on cruisech outside the longphort gates. You
saw how they hate these men.”

Guiamo replied, “It would do them good to
have them stay there for a day or two tied to those posts in their
filth and reek. Certainly I cannot allow them to remain there
longer than that, but we can let them despair, thinking they will
be there a long, long time.”

He paused to think through their next few
days. He was bitterly angry at their betrayal and had no desire to
allow them even a moment’s rest or comfort until they were released
onto a foreign shore. He also wanted to give them reason to fear
coming back.

Sreng agreed with the overall plan that had
been laid out before the trial. He asked Guiamo, “Mórlános, when do
you intend to take them to Gaidibmáin to send them on a ship into
exile?”

Guiamo replied bitterly, “I should send them
into exile across Oceanus without the aid of a ship.”

Guiamo considered that he needed to stay in
Caisel until Credne completed the clostellum and delivered
to him its sole clavicula to open it. The master artisan had
promised to have it completed by the first day of Aedrinios,
and that left twelve days to wait with the three prisoners at
Caisel.

Guiamo offered, “They cannot be kept bound as
they are for long. However you decide to restrain them until our
departure, I leave to you, but they must be constrained so that
they can work no evil or cast any spells. Keep Carmun apart from
them. I want them humiliated and defeated, uncomfortable, but not
in much pain. They should have little sleep and barely sufficient
drink and food. I want them weak, but they must have no lasting
harm.

“Let the men jeer them, insult them and curse
them. No longer call them Diokles, Doros, and Deimos. Remind them
that they have new names, Dian, Dothar, and Dub. They are violent
and evil, with their hearts filled with blackness. Leave them in
the rain and heat of the sun. When I am ready, and Credne’s
clavicula to the armory is on my finger, I will take them to
Gaidibmáin. Until then, they are in your charge.”

Sreng shrugged in acknowledgement and said,
“What will you do during these days of waiting? It looks like I
shall have twelve difficult days preventing my people from killing
Carmun’s sons outright.”

Guiamo answered elusively, “There is a
mystery which I must solve. I will be gone from Caisel. If I have
not returned in fourteen days, by the third day of
Aedrinios, take them to Gaidibmáin with Carmun and sail them
south to Espáin. Perhaps there Carmun will be able to find her two
long-missing daughters.”

Sreng asked, “If you have not returned in
fourteen days, what are we to do?”

Guiamo grew weary and admitted, “Then I will
probably never return.” With a wistfully content smile born of
having freed the Cruthin and established them in their own land, he
said, “Inisfáil is yours. Rule justly.”

 


He strode out the north gate of Caisel on the
twenty-first day of Elembiu in the early morning in the
trail of hundreds of workers setting out to clear the forest to
allow for more expansive farming.

The guards at the gate had seen him come and
go from time to time, but the pack upon his back drew a curious
look from a few of the bored guards. All they could tell was that
Mórlános was off on some errand alone into the wilderland and
planned not to return for some days. They stared at him idly as he
crossed the fields that had been planted with seed unseasonably
late in the year.

He made his way northwest toward Cichol’s
cave, less concerned with finding his empty, stench-filled lair
than simply appearing to the Cruthin men to be heading in that
direction. He wanted them to draw the harmless conclusion that he
was investigating the black draic’s homeland. He tromped through
the woods at a good pace until midday. From time to time, he
commanded, “Betn’galin sa haminúe!” and Brionac faithfully
pointed the way as the cruisech recollected the place where
Cichol had once taken him as he Realmed away from the heavens.
Cichol was thought to have been wounded and carried Brionac away
into Oceanus as he fled away, but Guiamo knew that Brionac had not
the power to penetrate draic hide. Wrongly had the Druí,
whose name was not remembered, perceived that the black draic had
been wounded and so told the tale in error. In time, Brionac had
passed through the heavens to be hidden away ever after as a trophy
much as a Roman milites gregarius might keepsake an
arrowhead that had pierced his thigh. Domnu had created Cichol to
be her emissary, her coimétaid, and Guiamo knew that over
the centuries he had surely amassed an abundance of wealth on her
behalf.

Long the fabled cruisech, Brionac,
made by the hand of Belenus, had laid gathering dust among the
treasures until disturbing word came to Cichol of a gifted young
Charmcaster who had come with an enormous host of men to the
eastern isle. Domnu had thought to halt the invasion by killing the
Charmcaster and so had Cichol retrieve Brionac to deliver him into
the hand of the Third Servant, the Luprech hound, Ishk’Dhurl.

The ambassador of Ard Rí Nuada,
Eóganán, had fallen from Ishk’Dhurl’s treacherous, surprise attack,
but Guiamo had snatched Brionac from out of the air with a
summoning command, “Dithmero-mil!” and slew Ishk’Dhurl and
forty-five other Luprech hounds. In the ensuing mayhem, the
immense, iron-clad building had collapsed in flames, and with great
difficulty Guiamo escaped with Brionac and the wounded warrior,
Cruinbáeth.

Although Guiamo was a stranger to Brionac, he
responded to the kindly summons and found Guiamo to be warm and
comforting, a stark contrast to the stern, servile commands of the
great draic and Luprech hounds.

Guiamo favored Lúin, but Brionac took no
offense, savoring the limited time he was given. Today, Brionac had
Guiamo’s full attention and he fairly glowed with enthusiasm.
Guiamo could sense his delight and spoke to Brionac openly;
describing their task at hand as well as he could in the ancient
tongue.

He traveled steadily toward Cichol’s cave,
enduring an unseasonably chilly, drizzling rain which lasted most
of the day. Well before nightfall, the rain subsided and he spent
the night beside a warming fire, comfortable at last in dry
clothing in a peaceful, empty land.

The rain thoroughly soaked the dead leaves on
the forest floor and, thus softened, made his footsteps nearly
silent throughout the next day. Despite his subdued movements, he
saw no large animals. Wildlife was scarce for with their enormous
appetites, the orcs had consumed virtually all the animals in the
region, though birds were seemingly plentiful.

After having spent so much time involved in
warfare, he felt exhilarated to be without responsibility and
alone. He remembered the happy times playing afield with his first
dog, Flaccus, and wished that Fáil could have joined him in this
venture, but the cú could not Realm with him into the
heavens and so was left behind.

By evening, Brionac directed Guiamo directly
to the entrance of Cichol’s den. It was set in a small, rocky rise
of land in a heavily forested region. For a distance around the
cave, the trees had long been destroyed and the ground lay trampled
underfoot. The cave entrance was surrounded by a cluster of immense
boulders. The tunnel descended rapidly and Guiamo peered into the
pit trying to see into the shadows how it led.

The stench was appalling, far more sour and
pungent than the latrine trenches used by the Cruthin. He knew he
would have to go into the cave at some time if but to satisfy his
own natural curiosity, but considering the vile stench, he felt
relieved that today was not that day. Disgusted with the
overpowering odor, he stepped away from the cave in search of
fresher air.

Wanting to know precisely where Cichol had
brought Brionac from the heavens, he gently commanded Brionac,
“Betn’galin sa haminúe!”

Brionac pointed east and Guiamo followed his
direction sixty passuum to the edge of the forest.

Guiamo held Brionac lightly with one hand and
commanded, “Melnothel!”

The cruisech scratched ancient letters
into the moist soil, “Here Cichol brought me from Aladlas,” meaning
heaven.

Guiamo smiled with satisfaction and
discovery. From this place, Brionac should be able to direct him to
the location the cruisech had been stored for hundreds of
years in neglect. He began to think about Realming and the faintest
sparkling of lights appeared. He waved his hand before him,
brushing aside the veil to heaven, and stepped through into the
world of the gods.

The vibrant green beauty of the grassy
landscape took his breath away. The astoundingly intense color was
not so much dazzling as it was pure. By comparison, the hues of the
mortal realm seemed dirty. Even the placement of the occasional
flower cluster seemed to be particularly fitting, even beautifully
sited, as if their growth was part of a larger design motivated
more for beauty than simply growth and proliferation.

The rolling hills were gorgeous and the
melodic, even harmonious tones of the trees filled his heart with
joy. He noticed that there were few insects, most being
delightfully painted butterflies. Their wings were more elaborate
and colorful than the flowers themselves. They flew far more
gracefully than those he was familiar with which twitched and
danced through the sky, lurching in random motions.

At a distance, he caught sight of a herd of
horses of many earthy colors racing over the crest of a distant
hill, taller and leaner than the thick-bodied horses of the
Pritana. As he watched them rise on one hill and cross over to
descend the opposite slope, he noticed that their manes flowed all
the way down their backs to blend with their tails. As he joyfully
immersed himself in the delightful beauty of heaven, he wondered
incredulously why the gods should even be concerned with the
primitive world of men.

Remembering his task, Guiamo set Brionac down
and picked out a dozen fist-sized rocks out of the ground. He piled
them up to mark the location where he had Realmed into heaven. If
he should become parted from Brionac, he wanted to remember where
to return back to Cichol’s den. He then picked Brionac back up and
commanded, “Betn’galin sa haminúe!”

Brionac pointed to the right which Guiamo
surmised was east, but in retrospect, he wondered if heaven even
had a north or south, east or west. Without a sun, he had no way to
know for certain, and he did not know if there was a nighttime to
bring the constellations to guide him.

Confident in Brionac’s memory, he headed in
that direction. The air gave him tremendous energy and he found he
could no longer merely walk, but began to run with strength. He
could have sprinted forever without tiring, but did not feel the
need, contenting himself with a comfortable pace. The verdant
terrain responded to his passing, not as an interloper trampling
down the greenery as it struggled for life, but rather as a
participant in a greater game where the luxuriously soft grass
joyfully provided the traveler with an eager willingness to ease
his journey.

And so the hours passed. He knew the day
surely had passed long in the world of men, but he felt neither
fatigued nor desirous of sleep. The landscape grew more heavily
wooded, and to his senses, the trees seemed joyfully alive with
some singing, others listening appreciatively. There were birds
aplenty in their boughs, whistling and chirping in response to the
melody, and they showed no fear at his approach.

The grass became sparse beneath the leafy
canopy and there was no low lying scrub to hinder his steps. The
moist, black earth in most places was covered with decaying leaves
which wholesome aroma delighted his senses. As he ran on and on,
broken boulders were encountered with increasing regularity, rising
jagged, but moss covered, at random upon the forest floor. Brionac
continued directing Guiamo throughout the day with but minor course
corrections as he recalled details of the path Cichol had taken to
bring him to Ishk’Dhurl.

The ground began sloping upward and bare rock
came to dominate the terrain. Brionac pointed uphill and Guiamo ran
toward the crest that lay just ahead. When he reached the summit,
he peered into the verdant valley beyond, but found instead, a
great scarred land of overturned stone and rent earth. Near to him
was a deep pit dug into the earth.

Despite the tortured appearance of this
place, he could see that the healthy growth lands flourished not
far beyond. Brionac pointed directly into the rocky chasm and
Guiamo perceived that the cruisech was eager for him to
descend. Picking his way down the craggy slope, he descended to the
hill’s base to pause before going into the yawning pit before him.
The enormous eyesore of a gouge violating the beautiful terrain was
clearly a digging, likely made by Cichol himself. This was
confirmed when Guiamo found draic footprints impressed into the
rocky dirt of the tunnel. He could see that the pathway underground
extended beyond view and wondered how deeply the tunnel went.
Reaffirming his resolve, Guiamo stepped down into the enormous
entrance. Once he passed over the lip of the cave, the passageway
became easy to traverse, made smooth and wide by Cichol’s bulk
pressing down or knocking aside any protuberances.

The light dimmed quickly as he passed through
the tunnel and Guiamo commanded, “Ignu-al!”

Brionac’s bronze tip glowed brightly, eager
to please, and the flickering shards of light reflected off the
fractured stones in the tunnel walls. At Guiamo’s prodding, Brionac
pointed directly down the tunnel, confirming the next phase of the
journey.

He chose to walk rather than rush headlong,
more out of simple caution than fear of the unknown. He doubted
that Cichol would have taken any precautions against intruders, but
he knew that not all gods were wise enough to stay out of Domnu’s
way, especially with such an unusual and discordant place as this.
There could be traps, but aside from a particularly nasty pile of
putrefying draic dung at the entrance, nothing could be seen to
serve notice that this region was off limits.

He made his way down the tunnel and found
that it veered neither to the left or right. Despite his natural
curiosity, the unchangedness of the cave grew tiresome. Deep into
the earth, the pathway ran on and on, and Guiamo was glad that his
strength never waned. After a long trek deep into the ground, the
tunnel abruptly ended. He stood there in puzzlement, surprised to
find absolutely nothing noteworthy. He inspected the rocky wall
before him for a secret doorway, but found nothing.

He asked Brionac, “Betn’galin sa
haminúe!” but the cruisech was unable to give further
direction. Confused, Guiamo held the cruisech lightly by the
butt end and commanded him to show where the treasure was, saying
“Vir cúsalen!”

In reply, Brionac began scratching
energetically in the dusty floor, and Guiamo read, “Aminúe
stódh,” meaning “Realm here.”

Intrigued, Guiamo began to think of Realming
and the shimmering lights began to enter his vision. He waved his
hand to brush aside the veil and stepped forward into the world of
men.

He found himself in total darkness. He dared
not move for fear of revealing himself. Guiamo focused on his sense
of hearing and listened intently for any betraying noise. He
discerned the faint trickle of water at a distance, but nothing
else. After a long pause, he whispered, “Ignu-al!” and
Brionac began to glow with such intensity that the light hurt his
eyes.

As his eyes adjusted, he saw that he was in
an immense cavern. He raised Brionac upward to better illuminate
the cave. He was astonished to see that the cave was at least two
hundred passuum in length, probably one hundred-forty
passuum wide and had a rocky ceiling no less than thirty
passuum high. Water trickled down one wall and gathered to
form a small stream which flowed away toward the far wall. The
floor was rocky but every stone appeared worn from the passage of
time. The stream flowed near the center of the cave where a
twisting, narrow channel had been eroded away through the softer
sections of stone.

Off to the right, he saw that the floor rose
up abruptly twice his height. Thinking that it might be an
excellent vantage point to survey as much of the cavern as
Brionac’s light would allow, he headed over to find a way to
clamber up.

Its wall was not sheer as he had thought and
he quickly found footholds to climb up. As his eyes rose up above
the edge of the elevated stone floor, to his astonishment, he found
a heaping pile of copper. Overwhelmed by the magnitude of his find,
he scrambled up the rest of the way and stood gazing in awe.

The copper horde was immense, greater than
half again his height and it nearly filled the entire plateau. He
saw that a great tunnel had been excavated and then filled with
copper. It was haphazardly gathered, some in ingots, but most in
rings and coins of many nationalities and vintages.

His first thought was of how little, in
comparison, Gabinius kept in his storage buildings. He thought of
the metal shortage in Gallia and wondered if Domnu’s stranglehold
on the gods’ income could have contributed to the shortage of
important metals in Rome and Gallia.

He thought of the men and women over the
centuries who had brought their gifts to a god or goddess to ask
their favor for a good harvest or a healthy birth. Domnu had
overpowered many of the gods and so collected their fees as
tribute. Guiamo looked at the immense stash of copper and his heart
fell in sadness for each coin or ring represented a prayer to ease
someone’s fear or desire to bring another joy. In most cases, it
was given for nothing in return, for many gods were bound to
Domnu’s will, and she had little interest in their pitiful
lives.

He saw that Cichol had been meticulous in
putting only copper items in this location. He wondered if it could
be possible to move it all somehow back through the portal to
heaven, move it the hours it took to travel across the landscape of
heaven, and Realm it all back to the world of men just outside
Cichol’s home. The task would be immense, and nigh impossible
unless he could discover some clever means to move it all.

He grew curious about what other items he
might find in this great cavern and held Brionac aloft as he peered
into the cave. At first glance, the central area of the cave seemed
devoid of anything beyond the bedrock. Along the walls he then
noted alcoves cut into the stone at regular intervals and, in some,
he saw light reflecting off things stored therein.

Guiamo recalled that Cichol had once referred
to this place as an island, and he could see that it was so, after
a fashion. It was an isolated pocket separated from the rest of the
world, but by stone rather than water.

Eager to explore, Guiamo slipped off the
edge, descending back to the cave floor. He skirted the perimeter
in search of hidden caches of other precious items. The recessed
alcoves were too high to look into for Cichol preferred to place
certain things at a higher elevation more fitting to his enormous
size. Bypassing these, he searched the entire perimeter and found
no passageways out. The only other noteworthy item was an immense
red pile of materials made from iron. It must have had little worth
to Cichol for much of it was consumed by rust and in poor
condition.

He then searched the interior region of the
cavern and found similarly organized piles of nickel and tin,
likewise meticulously sorted but, in all probability, held in low
regard. When his initial survey was completed, he became ever more
curious as to the nature of the treasures in the elevated alcoves.
Gold and silver, to be sure, and jewels of sundry nature could be
expected for the trúailli were grown from these. Guiamo
wanted to know for certain what was stored away in every
alcove.

As he explored the cavern, he had kept an eye
out for anything that could be used as a ladder. He needed to prop
something against the stone wall so he could scale it to see what
lay in each alcove. He grew discouraged as he searched, for Cichol
kept the cavern meticulously clean. Guiamo noted thankfully that
the draic left no droppings anywhere, probably at Domnu’s
insistence rather than from any innate sense of orderliness. To his
frustration, there was not so much as a single scrap of wood to be
found.

Frustrated, he used his powers of
Bersdhúnon bound into the serpent ring given to him by Lugh
to Discern a series of steps to be shaped from the bare stone as if
their very nature would best be served if they were formed to rise
to the alcove in front of him. Eager to find their perfection, the
stones transformed themselves before his eyes, moving upward at
regular intervals into a staircase of a single, continuous
seam.

Satisfied, he climbed the stairway right up
to the lofty alcove and was pleased to find it was filled with
silver coins and rings in heaping piles nearly as large as the
copper hoard. The tunnel of the alcove was higher than he stood and
deep. As best he could determine, it was filled nearly to the roof
all the way to the back.

He repeated his task of reforming the stones
into a staircase before each alcove and discovered collections of
jewels large and small, and they were sorted by their crystal
nature.

Toward the end of the longest wall, a larger
alcove was cut out of the rocky wall. It was nearly large enough
for Cichol to have crawled into and it proved to be a tunnel into
an adjoining chamber.

Brionac lit the way as he passed through the
tunnel into what Guiamo immediately recognized as an armory. A
forge of unusual design had been constructed, complete with
bellows, and was surrounded by work benches. Specialized tools of
all natures were strewn haphazardly around. Many he recognized from
his time spent with Gabinius, but some were strange, even
frightening, for he knew Domnu crafted wicked weapons. The most
foreboding item in the armory was a sacrificial blood-altar. From
the dark stains, he knew it had been much utilized.

Stored in wooden bins were dozens of
claidib, war clubs, darts, axes and cruisech.
Bocóit shields of all shapes were stacked along one wall and
some began chanting wickedly at him. He could feel several blades
focusing their attention on him, and a chill shivered involuntarily
up his spine.

On the left wall was another hallway. He
followed it to what appeared to be Domnu’s private chamber.
Luxurious, brightly colored fabrics covered the ceiling and hung
down as embroidered tapestries. A great, round, polished bronze
mirror reflected his image and he stopped to look at himself. His
hair was grown longer and his beard was coming into its fullness.
Never a self-minded person, he was surprised with how manly he
appeared. He now recognized how he had unwittingly tempted the
goddess Airmed.

Two walls boasted elaborately carved,
round-top chests while the third had a hinged door secured with a
bronze clostellum. He saw that it was scribed with curses
upon any who should violate it. Two life-size stone sculptures of
gods of old were placed in the far corners, each painted in vivid,
lifelike colors and striking dramatic poses, but the eyes of one
were hacked out, its nose broken off, and the facial features
chiseled and cracked.

Guiamo walked closer to the locked door to
inspect the curse symbols. He immediately grew wary, for though he
could not interpret them, he could determine they were powerfully
cast and of a violent nature. He surmised that Domnu kept something
behind this door that the gods might desire to obtain. Clearly, a
god could find his way here, but this secret concealed behind the
door, above all, Domnu would fight hard to keep safe.

As he tried to decipher the curses, a
creeping feeling rose up along his spine, and he realized that the
curses likely interacted with each other rather than individually.
He had never encountered such a complicated obstacle. Guiamo stared
at it, contemplating his options.

In the end, he decided to defeat the curse
another day. Instead, he elected to bypass the clostellum
altogether. Using his powers of Bersdhúnon, he Discerned the
perfection in nature upon the solid wall if it would re-form itself
to open a large passageway from Domnu’s private chamber to the room
or passageway concealed behind the closed door.

The stone willingly responded to his
prompting and an opening gradually formed in the wall to the right
of the locked door. Carrying Brionac in the fashion of a torch,
Guiamo stepped through the newly made tunnel and found that it was
but a short distance to the ancient passageway behind the
curse-bound door.

The hallway beyond was decorated with
tapestries and fabrics as Domnu’s private chamber had been, and
Guiamo ran his hand behind them as he could to check for concealed
openings, but found nothing. The hall was long and twisted slightly
from left to right such that he could not see its ending until it
was nearly upon him.

He stepped into the chamber and held Brionac
aloft to see its layout and content. He gasped and his eyes widened
as he surveyed the circular room’s contents. The true treasures of
Domnu lay upon tables and pedestals along the stone walls, not mere
gold and jewels, but a variety of curious, carefully laid out
objects.

Brionac became impatient and lowered himself
in Guiamo’s unresisting hand to touch his bronze tip to the ground.
Understanding that Brionac had a message to relay, Guiamo gave him
free rein to scratch in the dust.

Brionac energetically wrote,
“Sotroet,” meaning “Go there,” and pointed to a small wooden
table at the far end of the chamber.

Guiamo walked fifteen passuum to the
wooden table at the opposite side of the round room. Upon the table
was an empty weapon’s cradle. As Guiamo scrutinized the table,
Brionac scratched into the dust, “I lay here,” and Guiamo could
sense his revulsion at returning to this place where Domnu had
gloated for ages over her prize.

He strolled around the tables, perusing the
artifacts and was surprised to see that many were simple and plain,
mundane in their design with little that might be described as
elegant. Upon one table was a tattered net and fishing gig. Upon
another was a clay vial containing some unknown substance. Upon the
floor between two tables was set a broad, low stone, unhewn, which
bore a natural shallow depression at its center. They were all
curiously unremarkable.

Then a spark of insight came to him. These
things that Domnu treasured so highly were the original inventions
and possessions of the gods when they lived as mortals in the
earliest days of invention. Exuberant in his discovery, he stepped
back to Brionac’s table. Brionac had been created by Belenus from
the first spear of Lugh, and would have been a suitable and prized
addition to Domnu’s collection.

The simple net on the next table must be the
first fishing net knit by Neptunus, the god of springs, when he
lived upon the earth as a man. From his early days with the old
fisherman, Calidius, Guiamo recognized the tool to be a form of
barbed gig for catching fish in a stream or the shallows of a lake.
In this case, it was the original trident for which he received the
god honors. In the ancient days, men did not search for fish for in
those days they thought that since the fish did not breathe air,
they were strange beasts and not fit for eating. It was Neptunus
who proved them wrong.

He moved to the next table. There was no
telling what the vial contained. He removed the wooden stopper and
a fragrant aroma, simple yet pleasing, greeted him. He returned the
top to the vial of perfume, no doubt discovered by the youthful
goddess of Rome, Diana. The slab of stone at his feet was a
mystery, until it dawned on him that it was a sacrificial altar
stone, and likely the stone used by Ophion and Saturnus in the
earliest days. He passed several tables which contents’
significance could not be readily discerned.

Upon a stone pedestal engraved with the name
Aset, he found a simple wooden box. He dared to open it and found
the crumbled remains of herbs and a small, clear vial containing a
creamy white substance. He realized that these were among the first
medicines created by the discoverer of the healing science.

He came to a table with a worn helm in
deteriorated condition. Protruding from either side were horns of
an ox. He recognized it immediately. This was undoubtedly the helm
of Cronus, given to him by Ieius himself.

Guiamo let out a low whistle. Gabinius had
once told him of the strife in those days when the world was young
and great deeds were being accomplished. Domnu had gathered to
herself the most treasured historical artifacts ever assembled.
Upon one table was a long garment, elegantly crafted of animal hide
and magnificently embroidered. To his amazement, it appeared to
still be supple despite its hoary age.

The wearer had been a large man and a smaller
companion set lay upon the adjacent table. The embroidery upon the
man’s clothing had at its center a curious image of an eye. The
woman’s garment likewise bore the image of the eye. He noticed that
the symbol on the man’s garment was of a right eye while the
woman’s was of a left eye. Together, Guiamo surmised, the pair of
eye symbols would have served as a constant reminder to assure them
of Ieius’ vigilant protection, forever watch-caring over them.
Guiamo scrutinized the two garments and concentrated upon who these
might have belonged to. In the end, he knew they had belonged to
Uranus and his wife, Tellus, given to them by Ieius to cover their
nakedness. It had been rumored that Deucalion had carried these
garments along with many other precious artifacts aboard a great
reed ship overlaid with pitch.

He reminisced about this tale told to him by
old Calidius beside the lake in Gallia when he was just a boy of
ten. It had been late at night and the wind was chill, and his
fisherman friends sat together around a warming firepit as Calidius
sang songs of the ancients and recalled their adventures.

With his chin raised and eyes closed in
serene concentration, Calidius had recited in his soothing voice
the history that had been passed to him by his Greek grandfather,
“Now it is well known that Uranus was the king of a city near to
Oceanus, to the east of those mountains called Columnae
Herculis, which foundation was placed on a promontory even at
their very feet. Uranus was the father of that curious science
pertaining to the movement of the stars. He discovered the great
cycle of six hundred years in the heavens and from his learned
understanding, prophesied to his sons that the land would be
destroyed both by fire and by water, but he could not ascertain
which would first come to pass. He comforted his sons by assuring
them that neither would occur during their lifetimes.

“From his discoveries, Uranus declared that
each of twin stars in the heavens would, in their turn, descend
from on high to smite the earth as judgment upon the wicked
families of his son, Cronus, that is Saturnus.

“Now after many years, Uranus died, and his
kingdom was taken by Cronus, and the people followed his wicked
ways, seeking to indulge themselves howsoever they chose, be it
through theft or murder. Not just those families descended from
Cronus, but all the children of Uranus, save Hyperion, joined in
their wicked indulgences. They forgot the prophecy of Uranus and
every generation sought to outdo the wickedness of their
fathers.

“The sons of Cronus, and their sons after
them, found that their wives had lost their youthful beauty for
having born many children to them. Cronus taught them to indulge
themselves with many wives, and he instructed them to give their
young wives a draught to drink to prevent them from conceiving
children in order to preserve their beauty. Now the husbands came
to ignore their first wives for they were no longer beautiful as
they once had been, and so in the sight of these men, the older
mothers became as detestable things.

“But the children of Hyperion saw the
wickedness this draught had brought and rejected it. Rather, each
rejoiced with his wife at the beauty of their sons and daughters
which were many, and they grew to become strong and wise.

“Cronus also taught the unnatural and wicked
practice of mixing animals of different kind in attempts to create
new beasts upon the earth. Those few animals which so conceived
produced monsters, but Cronus’ sons cared not for the ill nature of
the animal, but rejoiced instead at the success they had in making
such beasts. Now for such wicked acts, there was pestilence upon
the land and many animals perished.

“And the children of Cronus sought out
delectable things to eat, rejoicing in devouring detestable things
and relishing even in human flesh. And they were punished with a
great drought and their crops failed and there was little food in
the land. Many men made war upon each other to take by force from
their neighbors what victuals could be found and more died by the
sword than from famine.

“The sons of Cronus honored their father when
he died by bestowing him with godhood with sacred rites. The spirit
of Cronus was agreeable and so accepted the honors. They proclaimed
him to be the god of agriculture for his many discoveries
concerning growing things and of orchards and fields. When the
pestilence and famine came upon the land, they appealed to him to
come to their aid and made to him an image of gold in his likeness.
Now the hands of the image were crafted with palms sloping so that
their very children, when placed upon them, would fall into a fiery
pit and so they sacrificed their sons and daughters.

“Now after many years following the death of
Cronus, Prometheus, a righteous man of the family of Hyperion, came
to rule the city. He shared his understanding of the teachings of
Uranus with his son, Deucalion. Delighted with this privileged
insight, Deucalion searched diligently among the ancient writings
which had been long neglected. There Deucalion discovered the
original words of Uranus concerning the heavens. Showing his
discovery to his father, they rejoiced together, but kept the
matter a secret unto themselves, not even sharing it with their
wives.

“Upon reading the ancient manuscript,
Deucalion heeded Uranus’ warning of the coming punishment upon the
wicked, and he established himself to seek out a righteous life
after the fashion of his fathers. Day and night they diligently
studied the works of Uranus and learned much that had been
forgotten. From the wisdom of Uranus, King Prometheus discerned
that the first of the twin stars would soon strike the earth.

“Prometheus discovered further that this, the
first affliction upon men, would be from a great flood rather than
by fire for the star would strike Oceanus in the west rather than
the land upon which they dwelt, and by this would the city be
overwhelmed with the scattering of the waters over the land and all
would be laid waste.

“And so he built a ship after the fashion of
a great chest so that he might survive; he with his wife, Pyrrha,
and his three sons, and the daughters of his brother whom his sons,
Hellen, Amphictyon and Orestheus had taken to wife. Five years they
labored until the ship was readied.

“Now the children of Cronus mocked Prometheus
and overthrew him as king for, rather than ruling with majestic
dignity as they thought a king should, he pleaded with them as a
beggar might to give up their wickedness. And so the crown was
given to Deucalion to rule in his stead as was the custom of the
people in those days. But Deucalion continued in the ways of his
father, pleading with them to live righteously, and he ordered many
laws to root out practices of evil, but the people scorned his
righteous ways as they did his father, and ignored his decrees for
lawful living for the wickedness of Cronus consumed them in their
hearts.

“In those days, nearing the completion of the
ship, Prometheus died, and Deucalion wept for him but also for the
coming destruction of his people, and he ordered a great funeral to
honor his father, but all the people laughed and refused to attend.
Instead, they held a great festival at the temple to Cronus after
the fashion of their fathers, displaying their foolishness in
consuming much wine and debauching themselves as they rejoiced at
his death.

“The people of the land mocked Deucalion as
they had his father, for he faithfully continued to build the ship
with his three sons, Hellen, Amphictyon and Orestheus for fear of
the flood, even stocking it with fodder for their animals and food
to sustain them as well as storing away their most precious
possessions. The people shouted at him that they would come and
take his crown as they had his father, force him into exile and
destroy his ship with fire if he would not turn away from his
foolishness.

“In reply, he declared that he would not do
as they bid. His words so angered the people that they turned away
from him to return to the temple of Cronus to receive the god’s
blessing for removing Deucalion from the throne.

“And as they departed, the star fell from the
heavens, announcing its coming with a blazing column of fire across
the heavens and the sound of thunder as the rumbling of ten
thousand chariots racing to battle. By this sign, Prometheus, who
had prophesied its coming, was said to have stolen fire from the
gods of heaven. And Deucalion and his family entered the ship and
it was sealed shut behind them.

“And the ground was shaken and sundered such
that all the temples built by the children of Cronus collapsed, and
the water came as a great wave, smashing aside all the buildings
and drowning all the inhabitants of the city and every living thing
in the land was destroyed.

“The ship of Deucalion was carried by the
wave a far distance until it came to rest at last upon the mountain
of Parnassus in Greece and, after many days, they departed the
ship, setting their feet on dry ground.

“Some said the clothing of Uranus and Tellus
was at this time stolen by his son, Orestheus, as everyone
disembarked. It was said that Orestheus passed the garments to his
children until they came at last to Ninus, and from thence it is
supposed that they were lost in the fall of his kingdom.”

Guiamo gazed in awe at the clothing. He
realized the truth in Calidius’ words, seeing before his own eyes
that the garments survived the orgy of destruction that came with
Ninus’ fall, mysteriously passing into Domnu’s possession.

Upon the following table, he found two
beautifully painted portraits laid out and framed in polished
marble; one of a long-bearded man with a kindly smile and the other
of a woman whose countenance exuded gracefulness. Aside from their
disproportionately large noses and ears, they were both
extraordinarily handsome people. He remembered that Calidius and
Gabinius, both men of advanced age, had large ears and noses. He
decided that this must relate to agedness. From the size of these
in the portraits, they both must have been ancient people.

Carved into the marble above the portraits
were written in the ancient tongue the names Ourana and Atelle. In
smaller letters at the bottom was carved another name as if an
afterthought. Seeing the names, Guiamo immediately understood that
these were portraits of Uranus and was his wife, Tellus. He had no
doubt that the diminutive name carved into the marble, Munerve, was
that of the artist. From stories he had heard from Gabinius,
Minerva had won her godhood in part for her creation of skillful
artwork.

He passed from table to table inspecting the
curiosities and tried to guess their significance. He passed a
great skull lying upon the floor which he immediately recognized
was from a fully mature bull draic after the fashion of Cichol. He
did not know the story of this artifact, but from the crushed bone
between the eyes, he knew Domnu must have had a good reason to kill
it.

Upon reaching the final table in the circuit,
he found a large, heavy cloth covered in symbols which draped over
all four sides. It covered some bulky item, but he did not know
what it might have been. He could not read the symbols nor
understand exactly what they meant, but from the severe artistic
style of the embroidery, he took them to be curse-spells. He
wondered what might happen if he should remove the cloth to reveal
the hidden treasure.

He doubted the cloth was an ancient relic,
but rather a means Domnu employed to conceal one. Guiamo could not
resist this temptation and decided to probe the curse-bound cloth
despite his better judgment. He carefully held out Brionac. When
the brightly shining, bronze tip touched the hem of the cloth, the
fabric shifted of its own accord.

A corner of the elaborately embroidered cloth
wrapped itself around Brionac’s bronze spear point and the room
went dark. Only the glow of light through the cloth remained. With
the cloth dutifully covering the concealed artifact, the fabric
around the glowing spear tip took on a muscular appearance and
began to squeeze tightly. The cloth soon became soaked with water
drawn from the humidity in the air.

Guiamo froze in place, not wanting to attract
the attention of the spirit which possessed the cloth. He realized
that the cloth had guidance with how to attack, but apparently
little enough wit to know it was fruitlessly trying to choke and
suffocate to death its victim which neither breathed nor could be
strangled.

Ever so slowly, he pointed Brionac to the
side hoping to pull the cloth off the concealed treasure. Sensing
movement, the muscular fabric gripped even tighter and the edges of
the cloth anchored themselves to the table.

Surprised but not unduly alarmed, Guiamo
considered ways to remove the cloth without destroying the artifact
beneath. He was tempted to command, “Falamos!” to ignite the
fabric, but feared destroying the artifact beneath. Uncomfortably,
he felt a drop of sweat trickle through his left eyebrow and slip
down to irritate his eye. Annoyed at the distraction, he carefully
wiped it away with his left hand, wondering how to overcome this
dilemma.

As long as he remained still, he was safe,
but if it recognized him while he was within reach, it would
suffocate him in a short moment. Without a certain plan to combat
it, he knew it would take him.

Guiamo was irritated beyond measure at the
darkness. He knew that if he used Brionac for another purpose, its
light would be extinguished, leaving him in total darkness. He
could have light or power, but not both.

He wondered what Belenus had done in crafting
Brionac’s bronze spear tip to enable him to blast forth fire,
shatter things with tremendous pulses of power, and blaze with
light. Guiamo recognized that as astounding as these actions were,
he had always simply taken for granted that Lúin and Brionac had
the means to do these things. He had never considered what charms
Belenus had placed upon his handiwork to give life to a
wood-and-bronze cruisech.

His thoughts explored various possibilities.
If Belenus could teach bronze to emit light, could something else,
perhaps even the stones of the ceiling, be taught to do the same?
He had no answer and was forced to deal with the specter in the
near darkness.

His thoughts returned to the cloth
confronting him and he remembered the cursed blade of Carmun,
possessed by the mursal of the orc, Toirnech. He recalled
how he had defeated it by forcing the orc mursal away
momentarily from the blade. When the mursal jumped to
Aladlas, Guiamo used his powers of Discernment to keep it from
returning and so it perished. He wondered if this might be a
similar challenge.

Guiamo commanded “Alfalel len
úntherod!” to allow the specter limited use of its voice. In
the ancient tongue, Guiamo demanded, “What is your name and whom do
you serve?”

A deep, belligerent voice answered in
challenge, “Who dares ask?”

Guiamo blinked in surprise for it had not
obeyed his command, instead, answering with a question of its
own.

In the exceedingly dim light, Guiamo saw
movement in the darkness. The corners of the cloth began to rise
snake-like, probing the air in search of the man behind the voice.
Whatever spirit or mursal inhabited the cloth clearly was at
least equally powerful to that which dominated Carmun’s blade. To
Guiamo’s advantage, while the spirit willfully resisted his
commands, it was blind and unable to discern by touch that Brionac
was not flesh and blood.

Guiamo was not about to let the spirit
control the confrontation, and remained silent as he deliberated
his next step. He dare not do anything that risked damage to the
hidden artifact, but decided to see if he could coax or induce the
shroud off the table. He commanded Brionac, “Votnerti!” The
glow faded away in an instant and the cruisech heated up
sufficiently to harm flesh. Steam rose unseen off the thoroughly
soaked hem of the cloth as the water evaporated.

The specter grunted as if amused.

Recognizing the heat had no worthwhile
affect, Guiamo said, “Nef!” and the spear point cooled
obediently.

Frustrated, he commanded, “Stúbesh!”
and the water laden shroud that was wrapped around Brionac froze
solid.

With the specter’s attention focused on this
distracting ploy, he switched hands to place Brionac in his left.
He drew his gladius with his right in the darkness and
struck a blow on the icy cloth. Tiny pieces of ice shattered and
sprinkled onto the floor, many dusting Guiamo’s feet, but the cloth
remained undamaged.

Unruffled, the deep voice mocked, “Are you
entertained?”

Frustrated, Guiamo commanded,
“Ignu-al!” and the comforting glow of light returned. It was
clear to him that a regular blade would not harm it. Only a god
made weapon could destroy the shroud.

Guiamo realized he was not facing
mursal but the enslaved soul of some unfortunate man whose
will was utterly overturned and had been bound throughout the ages
to guard Domnu’s secrets. The stratagem that he used against
Toirnech’s blade would not succeed against this specter.

Seeing a glimmer of intelligence in the
sarcastic question, Guiamo fired back, “Do you enjoy your life
here? You must be ever so busy!”

The voice grew somber, “Vigilance is my task.
Beyond that there is nothing.”

Sensing reluctance in the specter’s tone,
Guiamo decided to probe further. In a gentler voice, he asked, “You
may speak freely for your master is not here. Speak your name that
I may help you.”

The disembodied voice was compelled to
maintain his resistance, but Guiamo could sense the specter’s
desire to speak. Guiamo pressed his request by using Settlement
hand motions to calm the curse bonds. As the power of the wicked
spells diminished, the specter finally exhaled painfully and
answered in a surprisingly feeble voice, “Basa Dut is my name,
though none remember me or my kin who perished so long ago.”

With a commanding voice, Guiamo asked, “Tell
me of your service here.”

To Guiamo’s surprise, the voice began to
wail, bemoaning its fate.

The voice wept further before answering, “All
is silent for time without end save to be tormented at broken
intervals. All I am required to perform is to conceal and safeguard
the contents of this table. All else is but despair.”

“What is upon the table?” Guiamo asked.

The voice answered, “I do not know.”

“Why do you guard it?” Guiamo asked.

Again the voice answered, “I do not know. My
life, my desires matter not, for I have but a single, compelling
purpose; to protect that which lies beneath me.”

Guiamo asked, “Why? What compels you?”

The voice said, “I do not know. I have no
purpose but to keep the object concealed. Why does a fish swim? Why
does a bird fly? It is what they do. They have no choice in the
matter. Neither do I.”

Guiamo disagreed and said, “No, a bird can
choose to fly or rest. Even a fish has this choice. Can you
rest?”

The voice replied, “Yes. I rest when there is
no threat.”

Gently, Guiamo offered, “I am not your
enemy.”

With a hesitant, subdued tone, the voice
replied, “Perhaps.”

Guiamo asked, “Do you wish to be free?”

Basa Dut moaned in agony, struggling against
his curse bonds, but managed to groan, “Yes.”

“Who enslaved you?” Guiamo asked.

Basa Dut lamented, “For all these ages, I
have not known my tormentor’s name or story, save that she has a
wicked, unmerciful tongue.”

Guiamo asked, “How were you ensnared?”

Basa Dut replied, “I lived in a village in
the forest that was attacked in the night as we slept. I awoke to
the sound of my kinsmen screaming in terror. I snatched up my
hunting spear and ran out to fight off our assailers, but an arrow
struck me in the chest just as I stepped outside. I fell to the
ground to die. As my blood flowed away, my spirit rose up to enter
Aladlas. But as I flew away, a black, swirling cloud enveloped me
and forced me down, down, down to my corpse. A burial cloth had
been placed over my body and I was drawn toward it. Though I
struggled to be free, I could not escape the cloud. It brought me
to dwell in the shroud. When it departed, I was bound here as I was
to my body in life. Then I could feel spells being formed upon my
new flesh to bind and dominate me forever.”

Continuing his hand motions of Settlement to
ease Basa Dut’s struggle, Guiamo asked, “Allow me to destroy that
which binds you.”

“How?” Basa Dut replied.

Guiamo said, “All things which live must die
to enter Aladlas. Your spirit has been bound by curses of the
wicked goddess Domnu to this shroud. It does not live, so cannot
die, and so you are ever constrained. You must let me destroy the
cloth to which you are entrapped. Be forewarned, my plan is not
certain and I do not know to what extent this will hurt you.”

Basa Dut answered, “Nothing can compare to
the desolation and anguish I have endured being so enslaved.
Whatever the cost, free me.”

Still moving his hands with Lirsúen,
Guiamo offered, “I will try. You bondage to the shroud is
unnatural. Something binds you here, but it is noteworthy that you
were bound so even before the curse spells were embroidered into
the cloth.”

“I do not know what it might be,” Basa Dut
despaired.

Guiamo considered various possibilities
before declaring, “It may well be that your spirit, desiring life
in Aladlas, took ahold of the burial shroud out of reflex when it
was presented to you in place of Aladlas. Similarly, this is seen
in the clinging of a babe to his mother. Your own instinctive
desire to be somewhere, anywhere, binds you to the cloth though you
did not recognize it. The curse spells likely reinforce this
bonding, but are probably more concerned with directing what you
should do if someone such as I should approach this table.

“Your clinging to the shroud is an
instinctual reaction. Domnu understood this and used it to enslave
you. The strength of your grip empowers the curse spells to oppose
me. You should have the ability to relax, to lessen your grip, if
you have the will. Without you, the curse spells should lose their
strength. As the strength of your hold on the shroud lessens, so
will the effectiveness of the curses diminish. I should be able to
find a way to free you.”

Basa Dut moaned, “How can you do this?”

Guiamo offered, “You and the cloth are one,
as my spirit and my body are one. To release you from your bondage,
I must kill the cloth. I must kill what cannot die. But know this;
if I can kill a god, I can find a way to slay a burial shroud.
First, I need you to relax your grip and release my
cruisech.” Guiamo used Lirsúen to calm down the curse
spells to ease Basa Dut’s task. Slowly, the muscular appearance of
the fabric faded and the fabric slowly fell away from Brionac. The
room immediately filled with Brionac’s light.

Guiamo was perplexed by his task. If his
theory was correct, he could release Basa Dut by putting to death
the shroud which was bound to him. If it was alive, killing it
would be an achievable task. Bringing it to life was another matter
altogether.

To his dismay, he had no viable initial
thoughts. He clearly was incapable of creating life. He stood
awhile in thought, mulling over the variables he could control. He
decided that it might be enough if the shroud should have some
element of life in it. If Basa Dut would remain bound to the fabric
after it had blended with that living tissue, he might succeed.

The only living thing in the room was
himself. He considered Realming back to Aladlas and on to Cichol’s
cave to find some creature that he could use as a tool to build
upon, but eventually abandoned that plan for he feared Basa Dut
succumbing irretrievably to the power of the spells in his
absence.

Taking action without a fully formulated
plan, Guiamo leaned Brionac against another table, drew his
pugio in hand and sliced the back of his left forearm enough
to draw sufficient blood to trickle down his arm.

He summoned his powers of Bersdhúnon
upon the rapidly slowing stream, desiring to find its perfection in
nature if it was joined with the shroud, not just by soaking into
it, but by indwelling it, joining its life to the fibers of the
cloth as the juices of life flow within a plant.

With a single finger, he touched the blood,
gathering as much as it would retain, and wiped it onto the burial
cloth. The blood entered the fibers, disappearing as it joined with
the cloth, bringing life to the shroud.

The cloth shuddered and began to move,
rippling around the table as its life force reacted. Frightened by
the new sensations, Basa Dut cried out in alarm.

Guiamo used his strongest hand motions of
Lirsúen to calm him and the curse bonds, and the shroud fell
silent. He could sense nervous energy in the cloth, reminiscent of
a dog panting.

Guiamo said, “All men have instilled in them
the will to live. You must become willing to die, to override this
instinct. Now be brave. I must kill you. Your flesh must die that
your spirit can be free.”

“I am ready,” Basa Dut replied.

Guiamo took ahold of the wet corner of the
shroud and commanded Brionac, “Nétlis!”

As the room turned to utter darkness, Brionac
slashed once through the fabric, cutting two curse symbols in half.
Basa Dut screamed in pain but refused to resist. No longer
empowered by Basa Dut’s will clutching the shroud, the strength of
the curse bonds upon the unnaturally combined shroud was severely
diminished.

He called “Athibar!” to retrieve
Brionac. Guiamo commanded, “Ignu-al!” and Brionac flashed
with light. He saw that Brionac had pierced the cloth and slashed
outward, leaving a dangling strip of fabric. It bled profusely onto
the stone floor where the blood spattered and pooled near his feet.
Guiamo could sense it weakening. The shroud slowly loosened its
grip on the table and began to shiver from loss of blood.

To Guiamo’s astonishment, the torn piece,
still hanging by a thin, bloody strip, began to knit itself back
together. He shouted, “Ebfulna!” and
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