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Sarita kept rolling and unrolling the same lock of her black hair around her index finger, almost pulling it out in the process. The air was hot and the caress of the sun on her cheek made her imagine someone's hand touching her gently – even in public and with her eyes wide open, she could imagine him and feel him by her side.

The grass felt fresh under her feet and a cool breeze made the sunshine less hot, but she felt as if she was sweating all over – the simple thought of him made her smell flowers in the jungle, just because she knew his palace was full of them.

She glanced at her naked arms and suppressed a second sigh: she was too dark for him and nobody must know she wanted him so badly. But today she would see him again, and the thought made her happily restless. She wished she could actually touch his silken clothes – and the warm skin underneath.

She looked around at the villagers, all crammed in the small clearing on the side of the little gray temple as if they wanted to protect it – except they weren't armed, but in their best clothes. They had known this day would come: the king would visit the humble village to meet the revered guest who sometimes lived in the temple. Sarita thought for the first time he was coming to her instead of her going to the capital and the royal palace to show her work.

She glanced at the almost square building on her right. It was made of local gray stone, with a small porch and no foundation, and had been built on a plinth with two steps. The porch had four paired columns, leaving a wider space between to give easy access to the temple. The flat roof had a second natural cover made by the entwined branches of the nearby trees.

"They're here," an elder said, bringing Sarita's attention back to the sound of drums (very close now) and to the narrow opening in the forest that was the only entrance to the clearing. She could feel the excitement and anticipation of the villagers around her, but her heart raced so much, she feared she would faint. She took a deep breath and chided herself, calming down.

The procession of elephants and people stopped in front of the porch. Drums fell silent as guards and servants invaded the open space. The noble guests dismounted in a shower of petals: now the perfume of flowers was real.

Sarita's heart raced as she stared at gorgeous Prince Anjaan, his clean-shaven face, his silken, bejeweled turban, his golden earrings and torque. He followed his father up the two steps and stopped in front of the temple door without looking around.

"Noble and divine creature, show yourself!" the king called.

Sarita hid a chuckle behind her hand. Her mother elbowed her with a frown and she regained control of herself. A rustle of large wings came from the dark interior of the temple. A brown haired young woman with big brown wings protruding from her back appeared at the door. She wore tight fitting clothes (shirt and trousers, not the gowns women usually wore), and her sky-blue eyes viewed the small crowd with a hint of panic.

Sarita met her gaze and smiled reassuringly. Just a heartbeat, but it was enough for her friend to gain some reassurance.

The king, the prince, the courtiers, guards and servants, who saw the winged young woman for the first time, held their breaths. The villagers relaxed and bowed at she appeared – they knew her well by now. The king himself nodded at the creature, impressed. The powerful master of Lakeshi had never before had the honor of meeting a member of the fabled Magical Races. 

"My lady, it is an honor to see you," the king said.

"The honor is mine," the winged creature replied with a nod. "Your people told me I could use this temple during the rainy season..."

"Of course, you are welcome, but wouldn't my palace be more comfortable for you? This temple is small and dark, divine one, a very poor shelter for someone like you!"

"It is fine, I wouldn't know how to move inside a palace."

"You can have a big room with a terrace overlooking my garden, and food, rich clothes, jewels..."

"Powerful king, I am grateful, but I cannot accept your offer. As you see, I don't wear jewels. A dress would be uncomfortable during flight. And the fruits of the earth aren't edible for me."

The king exchanged glances with his courtiers and his old counselor moved forward to whisper some advice into his eager ear. Sarita noticed that Prince Anjaan couldn't take his eyes off the winged young woman, and pursed her lips in frustration.

"Do you have a name?" the king asked.

"Winged Jesminder. And I am Sila, not divine." The formal answer. Sarita grinned: she had heard it too the first time.

"Winged Jesminder, you are living proof of the existence of the Magical Races. I would like you to come to my palace, but I will not force you, as you are much closer to divine than I will ever be." 

"You are a true and rightful king, may the Immortals always be with you," the winged creature said gravely. "Sila don't need buildings. We don't have houses or other tangible things besides our clothes. We are Air's creatures and we don't like to be locked up."

Prince Anjaan smiled boldly. He had been listening to his father's talk, and his eyes had never left the slim body (so obvious in its tight fitting cover) and brown wings; his barely hidden lust put a lump in Sarita's throat.

"I could entertain you for months," he said.

Jesminder smiled back and relaxed.

"You're bound to earth, my lord, the opposite might be truer," she said.

"Indeed," he grinned. "Your might is known to all of us, the magic of your race undeniable. Would you rescue someone for me?"

"What my son means is that his betrothed has been abducted by an evil sect and we were hoping you could help us to retrieve her," the king added respectfully.

Jesminder looked puzzled.

"I have the magic of Air, but I cannot save someone," she said. "I can fly, but I'm harmless. Maybe a Fajrulo could help you, especially if you pay them in gold. But I don't know any who live around here at this time."

"Can't you even fly to Arquon and free my betrothed?" Prince Anjaan asked, mocking and disappointed at the same time.

"I can fly to Arquon, but I wouldn't know how to free your betrothed," the Sila replied. "I suppose she's well-guarded. And if she's with the High Priest King... again, only Fajrulo can withstand and beat the magic of the Dark Pond that gives him his power."

Sarita couldn't take her eyes off of Anjaan. Why did he want his betrothed back? Love, lust, pride? Was his a political betrothal, or did he really care about the chosen princess? Sarita couldn't tell. 

"Well, that settles the matter, I guess!" the king sighed. "Do Sila marry?"

"No, we don't. I'm sorry, your majesty."

"I hope you will visit me one day. A short visit, maybe?"

"I will. Maybe for Prince Anjaan's wedding," Winged Jesminder promised.

Prince Anjaan nodded with a satisfied smile.

"Very well, let's go!" the king declared, going back to his elephant, followed by his son.

Sarita watched the king's procession leave, then turned to Jesminder. She signaled to come over later, and the Sila nodded. Then her mother grabbed her arm, and she waved good-bye to her winged friend as the villagers started leaving with hushed comments.
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Jesminder picked up the little statue with a thoughtful smile: another God of Winds according to Human traditions, one of the many offerings collected on the altar and niches of the small temple that was sometimes her shelter. The place was quiet again, but she was still tense from the crowded meeting and kept seeing the faces of the king and his son, hearing their words and thinking about Sarita, who had told her a secret: she was in love with the prince and heir to the throne, and considered him her muse.

A muse, what an interesting notion. Sarita was an artist, not a simple artisan. Her skill and creativity had attracted Jesminder more than anything else. Humans had no magic, but they had other quite unusual talents. And they had feelings, just like the Genn, the Sila and the Waiora. They had relationships and families. They created tangible works of art, sometimes rather naive, like the votive statue she was holding, sometimes very realistic.

The carved rock was porous but with no rough edges, only thick limestone shaped as a man holding an amphora supposedly full of wind. It looked old and also slightly different from the others: either it had been brought here by a foreign traveler, or bought abroad a long time ago.

Humans kept surprising Jesminder with their ideas of the true aspects of the Immortals. None of them seemed to be able to grasp the concept of no physical form, therefore they "humanized" them and called them "gods". Jesminder had lost count of the number of gods adored by Humans. Was it so hard for them to understand there were only five Immortals?

Jesminder put the little statue back on the stone altar, near the others. She caressed the smooth ivory surface of her favorite Goddess of Fertility, who was depicted with a generous bosom and swirling skirt, and admired the carving one more time. Thinking about Human religions had pushed the meeting with the king to the back of her mind, and she relaxed with a deep breath. Time to move on. The inside of the temple was fresh and dark as usual, but there were still a few hours of daylight available. She left the peace of the little square building and went outside, now ready to meet people and talk again. 

Her big brown wings made her feel awkward when she walked, but the village was just beyond the trees. Jesminder hated walking, but a northern shoemaker had made her some comfortable boots that allowed her to move easily on the narrow footpath in the woods, shorter than the heights of the trees she'd have to pass if flying. She could never go bare-footed like Sarita and most of the southern populations.

Her appearance in the single, dusty street of Gurvan was welcomed with smiles and nods. Some even bowed out of respect, but nobody approached her: they knew she was still intimidated by them (after five years! Sometimes she wondered if she'd ever get used to them) and kept away, feeling blessed by her simple presence.

Gurvan was only a few mud huts with some trees, built on the shore of a small river with waters as green as the jungle surrounding it. Near the small wooden pier some old men discussed the latest events – namely the royal visit, that had left colored flowers fading everywhere along the street. The scent was strong, as if the flowers were still fresh.

Fishermen were out with their boats, women tended their children and small vegetable plots, hunters were still out. Artisans worked in their shops, two potters and a sculptor. Jesminder knew all their names by now. She walked to the sculptor's house, where the sound of chisel and hammer could be heard.

"Ah, Winged Jesminder!" the widow of the sculptor was at the door. "Please, convince Sarita that it's not good for a girl to follow in her father's footsteps."

"Mrs Radha, your husband gave you five daughters," Jesminder said. "He had a great talent, why should his art die with him?"

"Sculpture isn't for women, divine! Who will want to marry a woman who can't cook and spends her life with chisel and hammer?"

"You already married off the other four, you should be glad Sarita stayed to take care of you."

"I'm taking care of her! Dear me, nobody understands me!"

The chiseling had stopped. Sarita must have heard her mother's whining voice. She appeared behind her mother's plump figure and her face brightened with a smile.

"Jez!" she gently pushed her mother aside and hugged Jesminder. The Sila, by now used to this display of affection, let her friend touch her without opening her wings. "Come in, I have work to finish." Sarita grabbed her by the wrist.

Mrs Radha shook her head, moving away from the door to let the two young women in. Sarita pulled Jesminder into her workshop, where she let go of the Sila's hand to go to her stool.

The little room was filled with all types and sizes of rocks, both sculpted and untouched. A wooden table held the smaller pieces and the sculpting tools. Most were human statues, sometimes flowers carved in stone.

As Sarita went back to her sculpture, Jesminder took a knife and a piece of wood: she started carving it, just to keep her hands busy, as Sarita carefully used chisel and hammer on a statue's almost finished face. She specialized in representing human figures.

"I'd say he looks just like Prince Anjaan," Jesminder said with a mischievous smile. Sarita giggled.

"I just had my memory refreshed, I might as well use it," she said. 

"And will you show him this statue?" Jesminder asked.

"I'm not allowed to talk to him, Jez." Sarita shrugged. "He's a prince, I'm an artisan. He'll never look at me."

"I'm surprised your mother didn't ask me to talk the king into marrying you to his son." 

"Mother knows Prince Anjaan would never marry me, not even if you asked his father." 

"You know I almost did?" Jesminder smiled. "When he suggested I consider Anjaan, I was about to tell him, no thank you, but how about this friend of mine?"

"You wouldn't dare!" Sarita was both pleased and shocked.

"Why not? I'll do it, if you want me to. I'll go to the palace and tell him..."

"No! Thank you, Jez, but it won't work anyway."

"Your mother wants to see you married, like your sisters."

"Yes, with a soldier, an artisan, a peasant, whoever might have me without a dowry, because there's not enough money, unless I make some with my sculptures."

Jesminder stopped her carving to ponder.

"Earthlings' society is quite complicated to me," she sighed at last.

"It's because the Sila are all equal," Sarita observed. "And you don't own anything. You're not dependent on money. You don't crave power, and wealth, and..."

"But you have so many different talents! All we can do is fly, sing and stay with Air..."

"Well, you can carve wood," Sarita grinned, going back to her work.

Jesminder turned around the piece of wood, unconvinced. This wasn't a talent. Drawing maps was a talent, but she couldn't do it. She wasn't very good at anything, actually, and sometimes it was frustrating, especially when she compared her humble self to gifted people like Sarita.

She carved some more, musing over the strange friendship Air had put in her path five years before. It was true that she could travel freely, but some Human tribes were still quite hostile to Magical Races. She had been flying over one of the northern kingdoms that had risen from the ashes of the Moren Empire when an arrow had hit her. The pain had numbed all other feelings, she must have fainted, but Air had kept her at a safe distance from the ground, until she had come to her senses. She had been exhausted by then, so she had glided down to the trees, hoping to find shelter in an unknown forest, where she could at least heal herself.

Once on the ground, she had found the little temple, and Sarita, mourning her father's death. Both had been scared of each other at first, but she was too weak to run away, and Sarita quickly understood that she wasn't a threat, but in distress. She had run to find herbs to help her recover from the wound and told her to hide in the temple until she felt strong enough to leave.

From a hostile northern kingdom to a friendly southern community. Jesminder had kept going back to Gurvan afterward, and in five years had built a strong friendship with the young sculptor – a teenager when she had first met her, now a young woman in her early twenties.

Again Jesminder observed her friend's unruly black hair, loose on her friend's shoulders, the bronze skin, big black eyes and fleshy lips. And the bosom now fully developed: Sarita was definitely a woman now.

Sarita stopped chiseling to look at the statue. She dusted it and touched it here and there, feeling the stone with her fingers. She nodded in satisfaction, turning to her winged friend with a proud smile.

"What do you think?" she asked.

"Definitely Prince Anjaan," Jesminder answered. "Are you hoping he'll pick it up himself?"

"He's probably halfway back to Jevina already." Sarita shrugged. "I know, he'll never look at me. If only I had Princess Indira's pale complexion..."

"She is lost to him," Jesminder reminded her.

"If it wasn't for you, Prince Anjaan would never have set foot in Gurvan."

"And I would have never known what your secret love looked like."

"How do you find him?"

"Prince Anjaan is gorgeous and he knows it."

"Yes, but his charm doesn't work with you."

"He cannot have me, but now that his betrothed is gone, he might as well consider you."

"A princess of Akkora or Gajendra is more likely! This world is complicated, Jez. Why do you think you're my only friend?"

"I don't know, you do seem different from the other villagers."

"I am, always was. This village is too small for me. Whenever I go to Jevina I feel so alive! Someday I'll have to gather the courage, and the money, to leave. But without a husband..." Sarita shook her head, staring at the statue of Anjaan with a depressed expression.

"I've heard there's a country far away, ruled by women," Jesminder said. "Do you want me to take you there?"

Sarita snapped out of her gloomy mood and smiled again.

"No, thank you! I'll find my own way out, don't worry."

*
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Sarita switched off the oil lamp and went to bed. In the darkness the image of Prince Anjaan came alive for her. Her imagination was so visual; she could actually see him lying by her side. He smiled at her, caressing her cheek with his fingers.

"Hello, love. How was your day?" he asked.

"The usual," she replied, staring at him, enchanted. "Except you had eyes only for Jez."

"Winged Jesminder is a divine Sila, worthy of a king. But she won't marry me, and you know it. You're my one and only."

"I love you too." She embraced him, caressing his nose with hers, teasing him into kissing her.

"When we meet again in the real world, will you marry me?" he said tenderly.

"When we meet again in the real world, you won't even see me. But thank you for being here now."

"My pleasure..." he finally touched her skin with his lips, sending shivers of pleasure down her spine. She closed her eyes with a sigh.

"I'm tired," she said.

"Then sweet dreams, love."

"Let me sleep against you."

Sarita held the pillow tighter, imagining her prince's heartbeat. She slowly fell asleep. 
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ARQUON
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Indira stared in horror at her groom. He was handsome, yet something in his eyes repelled her; something evil and perverted that made him worse than anyone she had met before. She had told her father she didn't like Prince Anjaan, but the king of Arquon was much worse. 

He smirked at her, caressing her cheek. She pulled back instinctively. She hated to be touched by anyone, but especially by him: he made her skin crawl. He had stolen her from her father's palace with the help of a demon, and now he appeared to her as a heartless giant.

She knew who he was – a usurper of the Arquon throne, a high priest who became king after he had slaughtered the legitimate royal family or turned those left alive to his Church of Darkness. Whatever he wanted, he took. And now he wanted Indira. Her consent (or her father's for that matter) meant nothing to him.

And now she was here, in the royal palace of Arquon, dressed like a bride and made ready to become his wife. Her father in all his might was powerless against him, as were the other kings. They feared his majesty – the High Priest King might decide he wanted all of their kingdoms for himself. It hadn't happened yet, but Indira wasn't the first princess taken to Arquon by force. Her own brother had been killed by the Sect and other royal family members had been lost to it or killed by its bloodthirsty adepts.

Indira lowered her eyes as her heart sank under the gaze of king's cruel eyes. There were rumors that all of the young women taken had been killed to keep him young. He must be her father's age, at least, but looked much younger, though in a sinister way.

"Welcome to Arquon, Princess Indira," he said. "You are indeed the most beautiful and haughty living princess."

"What do you want from me?" she asked, trying to keep calm.

"You are full of light, my lady. Your power will give me strength. And I'm sure you will end up enjoying your... education very much."

"You already killed my brother, will you kill me too?" she blurted out, incapable of hiding her feelings any longer.

The king stared at her, thoughtful.

"I didn't kill your brother," he declared. "He wasn't my toy. Ever heard of the Black Dame? She haunted him and lured him, and eventually killed him. Behind my back. It won't happen again, trust me." He sneered and she gasped.

"I don't believe you!" Her voice trembled with fear.

He smiled pleasantly before answering: "I don't care."

He pulled her closer and tried to kiss her, but she turned her face. She cringed when his lips touched her cheek. He chuckled and whispered in her ear.

"So you don't like being touched, eh? Excellent." He licked her earlobe and she struggled to get free – to no avail. "When released, your energy will be even stronger," he continued.

"Let me go!" she moaned. He did, so abruptly that she fell on her knees. 

He smirked and took her chin, forcing her to look at him as he towered over her.

"Don't worry, not now," he said. "I'll let your fears grow, so the explosion will be mightier! You shall become my whore, princess, whether you like it or not. And your energy will feed me for years."

He let go of her chin and she slumped back with a shiver. What was he talking about? What kind of magic would he use?

He scoffed and left, leaving her panting with fear on the floor.
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Keiko was restless. Ramesh had taken Tarun's sister for his next sacrifice. Not that she cared about another silly princess or the punishment he had bestowed on her when he had discovered her toy. Her relationship with the High Priest of the Sect was a complex mix of love, lust and hatred that had started fifteen years earlier. Her life had had no meaning since she had lost her one and only love. Sometimes she wondered why she was still alive. Sometimes she was aware of the power of sex and blood, and it intoxicated her. She was addicted to it.

Her lust grew every year, and Prince Tarun had been beautiful. And noble, gentle, courageous, so full of light, she had really enjoyed tearing him to pieces and giving him to darkness. If Indira had only half the light that Tarun had possessed, Ramesh would be very powerful again and might decide to punish her harder. That, she couldn't allow. Since he had moved to the Royal Palace of Arquon, leaving her in charge of the underground city of the Sect as High Priestess, she had found some sort of peace. If he came back just to remind her who was actually the master, she might explode, and use whatever power she could gather, probably dying in the attempt. But she wouldn't let him touch her ever again.

She was sick of living anyway. "If he comes back, I'll kill him, or die trying," she decided.

"We'll die at last," Hayato whispered, relieved. She could feel his exhaustion, but it only fueled her anger.

"Shut up!" she snapped. She looked around the window-less, cave-like room that had become her home. She didn't mind living underground. She didn't miss the jungle, or the dirty streets of Leland. She didn't want her old life back. But she couldn't go on like this forever.

She stared at her black dress. The Black Dame. That's what they called her. Still, her skin was as pale as the moon. Her exotic looks had won the heart and body of the Captain of the Royal Guard of Rajendra, who had betrayed his king and prince to become her most faithful bodyguard. And she knew Ramesh still wanted her for that very reason – not that it made any difference for him if he had a man or a woman. His lust was even mightier than hers.

That was probably the reason he still had power. And because the Pond obeyed him, of course. Keiko knew he had been using the power of darkness for twenty-five years. He was stronger than her. But she didn't really care. Since he had captured her and forced himself on her... no, forget that. Since he had killed her beloved, she had stopped caring. Until now.
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Hayato had lost track of time. Since Tarun's death, he didn't even bother to get out of bed. Sect members brought him food and he could still feel Keiko through their bond as twins. She might be restless, but he was simply exhausted.

He was tired of the dark room lit by torches; tired of the Sect's bloodthirsty and sex-crazed members; tired of the sacrifices to the Pond of Dark Magic that drained him of his own inner light.

He knew Tarun's sister was in Ramesh's hands now. He had sensed the demon coming out of the Pond and flying to Rajendra to abduct the princess.

Hayato could feel Indira's light as much as he had felt her brother's, even if she was in Zarquon and he was captive in the underground city. He wondered if he could reach out to her. She must be extremely scared. He knew how terrifying Ramesh could be. But he was too weak to follow her light signal or get in touch with her. So he turned to Keiko instead.

"Have you had enough?" he asked, closing his eyes and sending the message to her mind. He felt her stir, frown... a few moments later she stormed into the room.

"Enough of what?" she asked.

He pulled himself up and hugged his knees, staring at her. She was upset. Ramesh hadn't been kind. He wondered what form of sexual torture he had used to punish her. Whatever it was, it had left no scars on her round face or cleavage, but it had certainly left its mark in her black eyes.

"This life," he said. "Ramesh isn't a lover, he's your master. Haven’t you had enough of being his slave?"

"I was able to sleep with princes," she spat out haughtily. "None of them would have looked at me out there."

"And?" Hayato smiled. "You've only wanted our Little Prince. None of the others were really important, were they? None of them married you, and you even killed one. You never had children."

"Of course not," she shrugged. "I don't want any. The only man I wanted to marry and start a family with is dead."

"It's been fifteen years, Keiko. Are you going to punish yourself for the rest of your life?"

She stared at him, then came to sit near him by the bed. Her face softened.

"I'd be dead already if you weren't here with me," she said.

"You're killing us both," he replied. "You could have let me go."

"And where would you be today, my dear brother?" she scoffed. "Back to the Islands Empire with the rest of our family?"

"Maybe," he shrugged. "Have they gone back?" he wondered.

"Yes," she said averting her eyes. "Tetsuo has brought what's left of his family back to Shikku."

"Can you see that far?"

"No, but I know they left the southern kingdoms."

"Oh." He pondered. "I have never been to Shikku. Why don't we go? Aren't you curious to see our ancestors' country?"

"No," she said. "My heart died here, and my body will be buried here."

"Let me go, Keiko," he pleaded. "I'll come back and save you once I recover my strength."

"I don't want to be saved," she whispered into his face. Then she stormed out as fast as she had come.

"I do," he said to the empty room. He sighed and lay down again. Who could save him?

A gush of wind swiped the window-less room. He smiled. The Gods were with him. He started praying for the safety of himself, his sister, the rest of his family, his long lost friends. Sending out love and prayers gave him strength. Something told him that he'd soon be free.
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Indira was locked in a bedroom when night came. The wedding ceremony was over, the banquet almost finished, and her husband had decided she needed rest. Still, she feared the coming of the High Priest King claiming his prize, although she wondered why he had bothered to marry her first. He wasn't of true royal blood, so what was he trying to prove? The threats before the ceremony were clear. Why waste time with a marriage?

She lay on the bed, awake, startled by every sound. But no footsteps came to her door. Music in the banquet room faded, and laughter and chatter turned to whispers and moans. The sounds of pleasure grew louder, but not closer.

Indira got out of bed and walked to the window that opened onto a little balcony. The moans grew louder, as if someone was having sex in the open. Hesitantly, she stepped out. She had never heard so many groans and moans, both male and female. Actually, she had never seen anybody having sex, although she had heard a couple of servants once.

She reached the low, sculpted parapet and looked down. The small garden and the porch were the theater of an orgy. She gasped as torches flickered on naked bodies intertwined. She pulled back, covering her mouth to muffle a scream. What was that? The Sect allowed promiscuity? She had never heard of such a religion!

She caught her breath and slowly bent to look down again. This time she saw the High Priest King with two women and a man. And he saw her and blew her a kiss.

Indira ran back into the room and threw herself on the bed, sobbing. The orgy was staged for her benefit. Her husband wanted to show her what awaited her. Had they done this to her brother as well? Had Tarun been abused too? Who would save her from this wicked palace?

A shadow of darkness touched her shoulder, startling her out of her sobs. She screamed and stopped crying, staring wide-eyed at the energy filling the room and darkening the oil-lamp light. She couldn't move, she couldn't speak...

A cackle teased her, and the darkness vanished.

Indira fainted.
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Keiko was brooding, brushing her hair and staring at her face in the mirror, when Ramesh's face appeared behind her. The High Priest King smiled and caressed her head as she put down the brush.

"What do you want?" she snapped. She could feel no immediate threat. 

"I was expecting you to join my wedding banquet," he said, pulling back to allow her to stand and face him. She barely reached his shoulder.

"I didn't know I was invited," she said sarcastically.

"Of course, my dear," he teased. "You should have brought Nazir, we could have tested his fealty. I'd have loved to see his face when I married his princess."

She scoffed.

"Nazir sees nobody but me now," she said scornfully.

"A tribute to your beauty." He tried to caress her cheek but she slapped his hand away. He tut-tutted, shaking his head.

"Didn't you have enough with your bride?" She walked to the bed, turning her back on him.

"Oh, but I didn't touch her," he smirked. "I made sure she knew what awaited her, though. Her fear and distress were intoxicating."

"I'm sure they were," she grunted. "Will you bring her here?"

"No, but I want you at the Zarquon royal palace tomorrow," he said. "I need you to see her. And bring Nazir."

"I told you Nazir..."

"Yes, you told me, but imagine Indira's face when she sees her Captain of the Guard by your side."

"Umph," she grumbled. "If you'll let me sleep, my lord, tomorrow I'll be at your bidding," she mocked, lying down as if to sleep.

"Keiko, don't challenge me," he warned, then vanished the way he had come. 

She could use those same transfer spells. Why didn't she leave with Hayato now?

Keiko shrugged and decided to try to get some sleep. She had nowhere to go.
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Indira stared with anguish at the veiled woman in black. She had heard so much about her evil powers, she couldn't help being scared by her simple presence. That woman had killed Tarun. That woman obeyed the High Priest King. 

The Black Dame walked to her, her face hidden, but Indira could feel the Dame’s piercing eyes on her. Indira averted her head with a shiver as the woman put a cold hand on her pelvis.

Indira's heart sank and she stared at the king with a silent prayer: please, don't let her hurt me!

The High Priest King observed the Black Dame's examination of Indira with glee.

The woman in dark clothes and silver jewels turned to him. "She's just perfect."

The High Priest King smiled, which didn't reassure Indira at all.

"What will you do to me?"  Indira inquired, anxiously.

The king caressed her cheek, and she pulled away abruptly.

"I'll have a baby with you," he promised. "Not now, though. I'll let your fear grow a little more."

"How can you..."

He put a hand on her mouth, gagging her.

He signaled the Black Dame who went to the door and let in another man. He took his hand off Indira's mouth.

As Indira recognized the man, she had a sudden hope that she would be saved.

"Nazir!" she screamed in relief, then stared in horror at the captain of her father's guard. He wore the red turban of the Sect, and new tattoos on his torso. His cold gaze barely looked at her, turning adoringly to the Black Dame.

Indira closed her mouth. She'd be strong. She wouldn't let them see her upset. Her pride made her frown at the High Priest King's smirk, and she averted her eyes from her former servant and the Black Dame.

"Haughty princess," the High Priest King mocked. "We'll see how long you resist when the three of us next visit you."

Indira shivered but kept her mouth tightly shut. She prayed fervently to the Gods to save her.

*
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Nazir was asleep, but Keiko's eyes were wide open. She stared at the cave-like ceiling without really seeing it. In the darkness, she relived the sacrifice again, traveling back fifteen years in a heartbeat.

Her Little Prince was wounded; shocked silent by Ramesh. His eyes were wide open, but unseeing; he was panting, not from fear, but from physical pain. He was too weak to resist. 

They had lowered him into the Goddess Pit while she screamed and tried desperately to jump in with him. Of course Ramesh had stopped her. She had felt her heart break and die when her Prince had disappeared.

Someone had told her he wasn't dead. She couldn't believe that liar, though. She had seen him dying, even if she had no explanation for the vanishing of his body. She could still see his sweet, sweating face, parched lips and shivering body in the cage. She still missed him. No man could compare to him. Maybe she should just join him in the Afterworld.
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The blade cut deeply into his belly, taking him by surprise. He was fighting too many at the same time and his ability was no match for this. He fell, wounded not only in body. He had just lost the greatest battle.

But they didn't want him to die. Not yet. They tended his wound, so he could be alive and conscious for the sacrifice.

He saw the Goddess Pit beneath him, fire and magma and mortal heat. He tried to move, to free himself, but it was a useless struggle. 

They lowered the cage into the well, slowly, chanting to the glory of the Goddess. The lava river almost blinded him, the flames almost touched him.

*
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Kumar woke in anguish, breathless. He hadn't had that dream for years now. His heart  still racing, he touched the familiar shape by his side, feeling the coarse elephant skin and listening to the jungle's noises. 

He thought he heard a voice whisper, "You must live, Kumar."

Was he still dreaming? 

Maya put her trunk around his shoulder, comforting him. He took a deep breath to calm down, settling against the elephant more to get back to reality than because he was afraid.

He dismissed the nightmare, the thought, the memory. He untangled himself from Maya and went to a nearby stream to drink. A snake slowly uncurled from a tree branch to reach him, but he threw it away, unconcerned. He was sick of hunting snakes.

He might try tiger hunting again. Tiger hides were better paid than snake skins, providing he had the king's permission to hunt, of course. He didn't want to see the inside of another prison.

He returned to his sleeping spot and sat near his animal friend. He closed his eyes again, lulled by Maya's breath, and soon fell back into sleep, dreamless.
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Kumar rode for hours on Maya's back across a beautiful country of unploughed ground and forest, little hills that were green and blue from an abundance of water. He stuck to the forest to spare Maya the glare of the full sun and allow her to eat. They could stop and bathe frequently in the clear water, which they both greatly enjoyed. The water was pleasantly warm and neither of them was bothered by the slimy ground underfoot.

Kumar climbed palms or coconut trees to cut good branches for Maya, who waited patiently. Sometimes Maya hurt herself while feeding as she rubbed against rough tree trunks or tripped on a root or a rock, but Kumar was always ready with the natural liniments of medicinal plants and buffalo dung, readily available around them. 

They eventually reached the town of Argantael, capital of Rajendra, famed for the elaborate beauty of its architecture. Every doorway was covered with scrolls of fruits and flowers, birds and beasts entwined in them. It was a walled city with large gates and multi-storied buildings with arched windows and doors. Kumar wasn't particularly impressed, although he could see the difference between this kingdom and his native Akkora. It was just another town, full of people and maybe work. He didn't mind company every now and then.

He left Maya free to feed in the jungle and entered the town by the south gate, walking up a long ramp to an open air market in the largest square of the town. The market was a vibrant place, full of life; the air was heavy with noise, people, and the smell of meats grilling on coals or freshly baked bread. Above the shops, the residences of multilevel houses were connected by stairs, wooden passages and a labyrinth of alleys. 

Kumar bought a bowl of rice and sat on a stone bench. He ate, lazily watching passers-by and the ornate towers and balconies of the palace on the other side of the square. This kingdom seemed to be very fond of sculptures, and all the buildings had so many carvings and statues that they looked like sculptures themselves. He imagined himself climbing on those buildings, a thing made easy by all those stone ornaments: they obviously didn't fear assassins or thieves, or maybe they had very strict laws for trespassers. He didn't really want to find out, though – after all, he had left Akkora behind because he wanted a new life.

How should he introduce himself in this kingdom? Should he pick a smaller village or town? He could be anything... nobody knew him, and he could invent a new profession or use an old one. That place was full of possibilities.

His ears picked up a conversation nearby: two merchants and a guard were talking in front of the rice seller and Kumar couldn't help hearing when one of the merchants exclaimed, "Prince Anjaan refuses to fight for his bride and Prince Sajid can't make up his mind! What is King Arjun supposed to do now that Prince Tarun is no more?"

"Everybody is scared of Arquon," the guard said. "It swallowed our previous captain, and, unlike our prince, he hasn't returned."

"Akkora lost Prince Yash to an Arquon princess years ago," Kumar said interrupting them. All three turned to look at him, the merchants with curiosity, the guard with suspicion. "I wouldn't want to have royal blood until Ramesh sits on the Arquon throne," he added with a scoff.

"Where are you from?" one of the merchants asked.

"Akkora."

"What is your trade?" the guard asked bluntly, eyeing his scimitar.

"Mercenary."

"You should report to Captain Naveen, then."

"I'm not looking for work, yet."

"Pity. There's a good reward for whoever brings back the princess safe and sound."

"How long has she been gone?"

The three men exchanged uneasy glances.

"One week," a merchant said. "The demon came at night and abducted her from the palace. We all had nightmares when it happened."

Kumar scoffed and shook his head.

"That's the way of the Sect. Night is their strength," he said. "I doubt she's safe and sound. Alive, yes, but untouched..." he shook his head, skeptical.

"You seem to know a lot about them," the guard grunted. "I'm sure Captain Naveen would love to talk to you."

"And end up like his predecessor?" Kumar asked innocently.

"We don't know what happened to Captain Nazir. He went to Arquon to save Prince Tarun and didn't come back."

"Then he's still there, he's one of them," Kumar shrugged.

"Don't you dare..." the guard was about to unsheathe his scimitar, but one of the merchants put a hand on his shoulder.

"Peace, Anupam," he said. "The stranger is probably right."

"The Sect took our prince first, then our princess," the other merchant told Kumar, "Our king is desperate. He'd give anything to have at least his daughter back."

Kumar smiled.

"How come the mighty king of Rajendra hasn't raised an army and marched on Arquon to get rid of those wretched people? There's a limit to the number of demons the High Priest King can summon. If the other kings united against him, he'd be crushed." 

"The royal families of the south are running out of children to mate to forge alliances," the merchant said.

"The king of Akkora did nothing when Yash was killed. He actually married him off to Arquon! He could have betrothed his daughter to your prince and..."

"He did," the guard interrupted. "Princess Lalita was betrothed to Prince Tarun. She tried to save him with a magical sword, but failed."

"Then why don't Akkora and Rajendra unite?" Kumar asked. "Do these two kings really need a wedding to avenge their children's deaths?"

The three men shrugged and looked uncomfortable. 

"Why don't you try to save Princess Indira?" one merchant suggested. "A single man might succeed where armies are powerless. You seem to know more about them than any of us ever will. Bring back the princess and King Arjun will cover you with gold."

Kumar scoffed, then pondered. Going back to Arquon when he had spent the last fifteen years trying to stay away from it seemed insane. But the money was tempting. He could buy his own place and live somewhere. Maybe even take up a trade and keep traveling.

But it would mean reopening a very old wound, something he had buried deep inside himself; something that was coming back in his nightmares. He didn't really care about living; he certainly didn't want to live forever, but confronting his past now? Was it worth it? Could money buy him freedom?

He pursed his lips, staring at the three men. Why not? It was just another job. Greed was stronger than the fear of something ephemeral as a fading memory or a dream. And he wasn't a common mercenary, after all.

"I'll think about it," he said, rising. He gave back the empty bowl of rice and turned to leave.

"Do you need a horse or any other means of transportation?" one merchant offered.

"No, thank you, I have my own," he replied.

"Wait, what's your name?" the guard asked.

"Kumar," he said quickly, walking away from the crowded square as fast as he could without running. He didn't look back – he never did. Only his dreams brought back faces and places. 

He didn't return to the same place twice normally. He needed a good reasons to do that – a strong personal call, or, more likely, greed. He would do almost anything for money, but always spent it quickly, so he was always broke and would move back to the jungle with Maya until the next work came along. This time it would be an interesting challenge indeed.

*
[image: ]


Maya was waiting where Kumar had left her. She was bathing when he joined her, forcing a smile on his face.

"Get out of the water!" he ordered teasingly. "We must go back to Arquon."

Maya trumpeted her disapproval, but obeyed. She helped him to climb on her back and set off south, eating along the way in the luxuriant forest. On her back, Kumar had to avoid low branches, but mostly was free to consider his options, which were not many. His mind immediately went to the first meeting with the man, formerly known as High Priest of the Sect and now as king of Arquon. Not a good memory, no.

At least we both know the territory, Kumar considered, patting Maya's head. Not many could say they had survived Arquon's mysteries.

Maya wasn't just an elephant, she was his friend. Her honey-colored eyes followed him everywhere, while her large ears fanned her big black body with a slapping sound. He had never been trained as a mahout, but he had bonded with her nevertheless. Their relationship was special; they had saved each other too many times. He had never used restraining or controlling devices to train her. She even had twenty nails, which, he had later found out, was very rare and auspicious for an elephant. Her jet black skin was resilient and she made a gurgling sound each time she saw him. They were an excellent team, but maybe it would be better to leave her hidden outside Zarquon, the capital of Arquon. If his opponents thought he was on foot, he had an advantage.

Monkeys played around him, jumping from tree to tree, but Kumar ignored them. He pulled the scimitar from his belt, whirling it around with fake ferocity, and cutting down a few branches as if they were enemies: he looked forward to getting back into action – especially if, instead of the branches, he could cut off Ramesh's head.
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