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  PROLOGUE


  Garaf opened the massive wooden doors and Magan entered the dimly lit antechamber. The priest slipped past her, out into the night, and was pulling the doors closed when she stopped him.


  “There is no one else here?”


  “You will not be disturbed by any living thing,” he answered and pulled the door shut.


  His smile was mocking, or did she just imagine it? None of the priests could be trusted, especially not on this particular night, and especially not Garaf. She dismissed thoughts of the high priest’s protégé and carefully checked the antechamber. Every sound echoed back at her, even the light scrape of her sandals on the stone floor. It was well-swept during the day, one of many tasks in a cleaning frenzy noticed by everyone who came near the temple. Cleaned for her visit, no doubt.


  She moved from the antechamber into the huge sanctuary, began her search at the door then worked her way through the labyrinth of stone pillars. At last she stood before the idol, having found nothing more suspicious than the usual temple decorations and furnishings. Not that she visited the temple in recent years for high or low ceremonies. She sat on the stone dais, to one side, and studied the idol. Lamp light sparkled along its golden shape. She smiled.


  “You won’t defeat me this night,” she told him. The god said nothing and she smiled again.


  She pulled the belt over her head and shoulder and gently lay the sword on the floor. Retrieving her blanket from a bench near the door, she spread it out on another near the dais below the idol’s feet. She sat down, listening to quiet like she never knew. It echoed against the walls and pillars, enveloped her in a cocoon admitting no other life. Except the smell, dank and old, without people.


  My mind must be better occupied or I will conjure up my own devils. Better to think of Amleth, the living devil I know.


  Two days earlier, they met in the market place. The high priest, who always knew of her unbelief, paid her little mind until recently, when some people began to listen to her words.


  Usually, everyone ignored or avoided her, the only woman warrior in the ranks of the city’s soldiers and a misfit by all standards. Yet her casual condemnation of the priesthood, her belief in the impotence of Iah and all other gods, began to interest the warriors and a few others. None of the women listened, avoiding contact with her as always. They thought her unnatural, living alone, practicing a man’s profession.


  Actually, she didn’t often express her opinions on religion in general or the local priesthood in particular. Only when someone baited her or condemned with the priests’ words did she call the gods the creation of the priests and the priests themselves nothing but parasites. Having suffered no retribution from the priesthood, after so long a time made others wonder if her words bore some truth.


  That morning in the market, she quietly was telling Sher there were better things to do with his money than buy a sacrificial chicken to be eaten by the priests.


  “So, unbeliever, you still spread your sacrilege.”


  Magan turned and found Amleth standing behind her. How long he was there she could not have said. She studied him calmly, letting the ripple of voices subside, the eyes to turn.


  “No, high priest. I simply live my life as I want without recourse to the wisdom of you or your god.”


  “He is the god of Sharvik and its people,” Amleth intoned, looking at her but speaking more to the people around them. “Why not test your words by spending the night in the temple, alone?”


  Everyone heard the challenge and there could be no thought of refusing outright. However, he could not be trusted, and she quickly considered what conditions would make the offer acceptable.


  “All right,” she said after another moment. “On these conditions. I am to be completely alone. And every priest will be watched by someone who can verify his whereabouts the whole evening.”


  “Agreed,” Amleth said smoothly. “And you will bring no one with you. Also, you will not enter the inner sanctum.”


  “So someone can hide there?”


  “No,” he said, smiling benignly. “Only I or the king may enter there. Besides, all the priests, including myself, will be accounted for by others per your request.”


  She nodded, although she knew some condition was forgotten with which to guarantee the honesty of the priests and, therefore, her own survival. They set the time two days hence, her arrival as darkness descended over the village, and she would leave at dawn when he arrived to open the doors. It was all very simple, yet she couldn’t help feeling something would go amiss. Amleth planned to make her look foolish, perhaps even end her sacrilege forever.


  Magan’s attention was diverted from those events by a subtle change in the sanctuary. A sweet smell tickled her nostrils. Then, a blue mist crept across the floor, spreading inward from the walls. In one fluid motion, she pulled the sword from its sheath and stood. Warily, she watched the mist cover the entire floor. Quickly, it deepened. The odor grew with it, lay heavily in her head and chest. The mist rose to her knees. For an instant she reeled, but the dizziness passed.


  Out of the mist, a warrior rose from the floor as if from a prone position. His skin was grey where it showed between sleeve and glove. The tunic and long pants were strange, white, just light enough to contrast with the grey skin. A leather helmet fit closely to his head, the cheek pieces shadowing the face so she could not see its features.


  He gained his feet and looked down as if studying his return route. Very slowly, the gloved right hand reached across his body and drew the sword from its scabbard, the sound of metal against metal as sharp as the blade appeared. His head came up and he raised the sword. Without another sound, he attacked.


  Mesmerized by his strange appearance, Magan was slow to raise her own sword. The blades met, sang, and she backed up two steps. Then training took over. She struck, parried. The clang of sword striking sword reverberated throughout the sanctuary. They made no other sound, neither warrior’s yell nor the slap of sandals against stone.


  He stepped back several paces and lowered the point of his sword. More of his kind rose from the mist as if summoned by the sound of combat. She turned. They surrounded her. Five she counted. Her skill with a sword was excellent, but she was never tested against such odds. Nor was she ever forced to fight for her life, as the village experienced only peace during her lifetime. Abstractedly, she noted the increased sweetness of the mist on her tongue.


  The warriors circled slowly, drawing nearer. One lunged forward. She countered his thrust. Then another and another until each made initial contact.


  They circled again. She rocked on the balls of her feet, turning from side to side, following their movement with her eyes. The next attack came from both sides. She dodged one sword, meeting the second with her own. They backed away and immediately two more came at her. She sidestepped the one in front, whirling to face the one coming from behind, a little too slowly. His sword caught her left arm, slitting the sleeve and grazing the skin.


  A third time two came from either side. She dropped, rolled left in the mist, came to her feet beside one of the attackers, and swung her sword. The blade sliced through his left side, yet his tunic remained whole. Neither flesh nor bone. He was as nebulous as the blue mist still swirling around her knees, but his sword was real enough.


  Panic gripped her. How could she hope to fight ghosts and win? The only hope was to defend herself until they disappeared as they came. Possibly with the rising sun.


  The fourth pair lunged at her. As she struck one sword aside she dropped to the floor again, rolling over and over, coming to rest against the base of the idol. She resumed the combat stance. Now at least her back was protected.


  The spectral warriors regrouped, forming a semicircle in front, blocking her in. Lined up, there was no way to tell one from the other. The bronze swords, the clothes, and armor were exact copies of one another. They stood quietly for a long moment, then the one directly in front of her stepped closer, saluted her with his sword.


  Startled, she simply stared at him. He’s challenging me, she realized. They fight by some sort of honor code.


  She took one step forward and returned the salute. He swung his sword and she parried. Then she attacked, vigorously, wantonly, wishing he was flesh and blood so she could cut him to pieces. A lucky blow knocked the sword from his hand, and it clanged across the stone floor, hidden in the mist. He returned to the line and another took his place. There was no repeat of the lucky blow but after a time he too stepped back and a third took his place.


  She returned his salute trying to maintain an attitude of confidence. However, they must soon win. She did not know how long it was until daylight, but the night was taking its toll. Her arms were leaden and it took all her strength to swing the sword. The sun would not rise in time.


  The warrior attacked, almost in a frenzy, and she defended herself with difficulty. An unexpected lunge and the tip of his sword caught her side. She could feel a small trickle of blood run down her hip under the tunic. Spurred by the pain in her side, she attacked, her sword swinging through the air more rapidly than she thought possible in her exhausted state. He backed off unexpectedly as she swung downward, and she lost her balance. The point of the sword grated along the stone floor, making her teeth ache. She struggled to regain her balance, expecting a killing blow at any moment.


  Straightening, she saw her opponent rejoin the line. Once in place in the semicircle, four warriors saluted her with upraised swords. The fifth, who earlier lost his weapon, merely stood there. In unison, they backed away. She watched, fascinated, as they lay down, disappearing into the mist. The blue mist thinned. It was over.


  But then maybe not. This may have been only the first attack. She whirled as a grating noise exploded in the chamber. With relief, she saw sunlight spread through the door from the antechamber. It was over. The night could not have passed so quickly nor lasted so long.


  She watched the high priest enter, followed by two of his underlings. The two priests held back as Amleth approached her. She found the scabbard, slid the sword in and picked up the blanket.


  “You survived,” he said dully.


  “Yes, I survived,” she said, too tired to gloat.


  But then it was only a partial victory. Since she lived the god clearly was not omnipotent. The existence of the spectral warriors might prove Iah possessed power in this world, unless she could one day find another explanation for their existence.


  That problem would have to wait. She was too tired to reason it out now. She turned to leave and stopped. A few steps away lay a bronze sword on the floor. Shaking her head, she brushed past Amleth, out the door into the sunlight, where a small crowd waited silently in the courtyard. Sher, her only friend among the warriors, clapped her on the shoulder as she passed, but even he did not speak. She never knew what the people expected or wanted, and the incident was never spoken of.


  CHAPTER 1


  Two figures stood on the crest of a hill in the early evening light. The woman, tall and athletic, shifted her spear from left hand to right, settling the haft in the sand. Her light yellow cloak was thrown back over each shoulder revealing a sword and scabbard worn on the left side. A coil of rope hung from the hilt. A sheathed knife was tucked into her belt on the right side.


  The man beside her, only slightly taller than his companion, was similarly armed except his rope draped over his shoulder along with the cord of his waterskin. Their meager supply of food was wrapped in cloth bundles tied around their waists.


  Both wore their dark hair down to their shoulders, as was the custom among the warriors of their village. They wore long pants and tunics in a light brown fabric meant to be cool in the desert heat.


  Their shoulders sagged with the fatigue of jogging ten days through mountains and desert heat then sleeping on the cold ground after the sun went down. The village sat just a short walk down the hill, fifteen or twenty mud brick structures offering shade for the remainder of the day and a fire to sleep near if the villagers were friendly.


  The woman tensed, stood straighter, brow knit.


  “Dzorin, I don’t see anyone,” Magan said.


  The man nodded.


  “Nothing,” he mused. “Not even smoke.”


  She moved swiftly down the hill. He hesitated a moment, judging the danger of moving through the open space into an unknown village, then with a shrug moved to his right.


  No dog barked at their approach, the only sound their own footsteps in the sand. They passed between houses, out of each other’s sight. In the shade of the buildings, Magan shivered. She stepped into the central courtyard, keeping to the shadows. Dzorin emerged into sunlight a short distance away. Between them lay several bodies. More were strewn about the courtyard. Men, women, children, even dogs sprawled in grotesque groups and singly, their bodies stiff in the last rays of the sun. They had been dead for more than a day. Dzorin moved to stand beside her.


  “Do you think there are more inside?” she asked quietly, her gaze fixed on the carnage around them.


  “More than likely.”


  He walked over to the nearest body and pulled the arrow from the man’s chest.


  “The same,” he said, holding it up to his companion.


  She studied the shaft, nodded, and walked to the well off to her right, turning from the horror of death to their need for water. If everyone was killed, the water probably wasn’t poisoned. She lowered the clay jug on its length of rope, heard its splash, then pulled it back up. She noted the newness of the thick rope as she gripped its rough texture. Once the jug was back in her hands, the water looked and smelled clear and cool. One small sip left no bad taste. She filled her waterskin, then took a deep drink from the jug, handing it toward her companion when she was done. Dzorin could have no idea if it was pure, but he accepted the water. After ten days, he was beginning to trust her instincts. He must also recognize, just as much as she did, they could not go much farther without water.


  Then in mutual, silent consent, they moved reluctantly to search the houses. One building at the north end held a forge and smithing tools. In the houses, personal items lay tossed into shadowy piles, some torn to shreds. The cloth was homespun and the implements were simple though effective. The villagers were poor, living at a subsistence level. Anything of value they owned was gone, taken by the raiders. There couldn’t have been much. Some food, maybe a few weapons and good tools. The most valuable things would have been their animals: camels, goats, maybe a horse or two. Why such destruction? Why such wholesale slaughter?


  In several of the buildings, bodies lay as if thrown about by a giant hand. Their staring, vacant eyes followed her movements, though the gaping mouths offered no objections. Magan tried to ignore them, but it was impossible when she stepped over the bodies lying among their ransacked possessions, as if they too were of little use. Along with weapons and tools, the raiders took everything edible.


  Later, she found Dzorin leaning against the stone wall built low around the well. Magan could see he was shaken by the sight of so many dead. The killers showed no discrimination, no compassion for age or gender. He glanced at Magan as she stoically stared up at the sky.


  “There are no children,” he said dully.


  She nodded. Any children were probably to be sold into slavery.


  “Everything suggests the killers here were the same who attacked Sharvik,” she said. “If true, we’ve gained on them.”


  He nodded and tried to change his expression to concentrate on something other than the horror lying around him. The past ten days they followed the trail of the raiders, and hatred grew as if what passed were a year. But it was only twelve days before, early in the morning, when Sharvik was attacked unexpectedly and ruthlessly. Only having its own small but effective militia prevented the same wholesale slaughter.


  Dzorin touched the nearly healed wound on his arm, a look of shame crossing his face a moment. She followed his gaze as he looked around the small village, so recently and cruelly gutted of life. Sharvik, larger than this, proved more capable of defending itself, but, in the end, their god was gone, taken they knew not where. Dzorin’s taking the loss so personally was getting on her nerves.


  “We should stay here for the night as we planned,” Magan said suddenly, hoping to distract them both. “It will be dark soon and we can be warm by a fire at least this one night.”


  Part of her wanted nothing more than to leave behind this village of death. However, the sun was nearly gone below the horizon. They could not get far before total darkness, and a fire would be a pleasant change. Set in one of the hearths inside, the enemy should see neither bright flame nor dark smoke in the night sky. He nodded agreement and stood.


  “That house was empty,” he said, pointing. They both knew he meant there were no bodies lying within its walls.


  They gathered what little wood they could find and Dzorin lighted a fire. After a sparse meal of the last onion, dry bread and water, they lay close to it, listening to the crackling flames in the eerie stillness. Magan pulled a blanket from the bed for a pallet. She clutched her cloak around her as if the heat from the fire wasn’t enough to ward off the cold.


  “Why did you come?” Dzorin asked quietly.


  The question, spoken without preamble, startled her. She stared into the flames. Maybe if she said nothing he would think she hadn’t heard.


  “Magan?”


  “Because it is necessary,” she said, a little more vehemently than she wanted.


  “But you don’t follow Iah. No one believes you care if he returns.”


  “Our people need him. It’s my duty as a warrior.”


  “Why don’t you believe in him like everyone else?”


  Magan laughed. “The only things real about him are the metals from which he’s made.”


  This was not the time for a debate over the reality of god, which she felt, uneasily, was where his questions were leading. His next statement, however, veered into a different direction.


  “You are unlike anyone in the village in so many ways,” Dzorin said.


  “What ways?” she asked, although she knew the answers. All of her life she lived with those differences, sometimes trying to be rid of them, other times grateful she would not have to live a normal life for a woman.


  Dzorin hesitated a moment, his gaze remained steadily on the fire. In the first days of trailing the god stealers, their conversation was only of their task, the day-to-day mechanics of tracking and camping.


  “You choose to be a warrior instead of wife and mother,” he said at last. “You’re twenty-four, well past the normal age for marrying.”


  “I won’t be like other women,” she said, quietly. “It’s not my nature. Most of them die young from child bearing and working to please husbands who beat them or ignore them. I control my own destiny. Besides, I am not the first woman to be a warrior.”


  “Chanda? She is more a legend than a real person.”


  Magan shrugged. The legendary woman warrior was the one person she looked up to most of her life. Chanda was supposed to have lived generations earlier, and most of the stories probably were legend. Even so, the exploits were sufficiently heroic to earn her the only woman’s place in Sharvik’s pantheon of heroes.


  She looked across the fire at her fellow warrior. Their beds, separated by a few feet of dirt floor, were like their lives. Magan huddled against a cold not of the night’s making. Dzorin waited for her to say something. Her mind toiled with a thought, forming it properly, then spoken silently to the stars visible through the smoke hole, for only they understood. Their silence rang in her ears, for understanding did not guarantee a response. Eventually Dzorin again asked the question uppermost in his mind, ignoring her reluctance.


  “Feeling the way you do about Iah and our people, especially the way they shun you, why were you so eager to join the search for Iah?”


  “I wouldn’t say I was eager. I came because they are still my people. Some of whom I love. They all love Iah, depend on him to bring good crops and make the village succeed. They might die without him.”


  “But, I don’t –”


  “We better get some sleep,” she interrupted. “Tomorrow will be another long day.”


  She didn’t want to get into an argument with Dzorin on this subject. Everyone knew he entered the priesthood as a young man, but never completed the training and initiation. Instead, he became a warrior. The reasons for his change of heart were never known, but his continuing devotion to Iah was never doubted.


  She heard him settling his cloak around him as she stared overhead. The stars offered no remedy for the pain of being an outsider which settled in her breast in its accustomed place. For the thousandth time, she examined feelings dulled over the years yet still with a few sharp edges.


  She slept at last and dreamed of catching up with the raiders. A fight ensued, and in the midst of the enemy, Iah encouraged them against her.


  “Why?” she cried. “I fight for your people.”


  “They are your people, too.”


  She backed up fighting for her life. It was all so familiar, but she could not remember why.


  The village looked even more abandoned in the dawn light. Yesterday, from the opposite hill, it only seemed quiet. She hadn’t known then, somehow did not even sense, the vacancy within its precincts. Magan shook her head slightly. Leaving the bodies just as they fell wasn’t right. But she and Dzorin discussed it all so logically. There wasn’t time to dig so large a grave nor the material for a funeral pyre. Someday she would return, but by then the desert would probably have reclaimed what was only borrowed.


  The village was small. Probably only fifty people, maybe less, lived there. All dead, killed by the same men she and Dzorin followed, those who stole the god. These killings were unnecessary, but at least they were mercifully quick. No one was tortured. Perhaps these raiders felt there was sport only in killing. Body count. Dead villages. And stealing gods. If only Sharvik was large enough and its warriors numerous enough to have driven the enemy off empty-handed.


  Dzorin waved for her to join him, indicating his impatience to get started. She moved toward him slowly, coaxing stiff muscles and joints. Even sleeping by a fire last night didn’t lessen the effects of ten days of hard travel and the cold nights between. The sun’s warmth and a morning’s exercise would banish the stiffness, but nothing except time would take care of the inner turmoil beating against her outward calm.


  They turned southwest, Dzorin leading, his eyes frequently scanning the sand ahead. Magan studied his back, the way he moved, and felt again the trust which nearly betrayed her last night. She came close to telling him her feelings and wishes, nearly said things always kept close and secret before. In the midst of such wholesale slaughter, the need arose to speak them aloud to someone who would understand. The need to belong.


  The moment frightened her more now than it had in the night. It was a momentary lapse in which she believed he might care, a belief born because, in their traveling together, Dzorin said nothing critical or impatient. Of course, he said nothing particularly friendly either.


  But it made no sense to let down her defenses; there was no reason. True, with the exception of Sher, Dzorin treated her with greater tolerance than the other warriors
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