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Prologue






“How about tonight?” asked
Matthew.

“Tonight what?” I responded, although
I already had a good idea what he was wanting.

“You can finish the story.”

Moira walked up just then, “You’ve
been putting us off for a week now.”

“It isn’t a very pleasant tale,” I
reminded them.

Matthew nodded, “I know, I’ve started
having dreams.”

That got my attention. I knew that
being my first child, he would eventually face the same knowledge
that I had been born with, but I had hoped it would be later. Much
of it was depressing, and other parts were guaranteed to ruin the
carefree innocence of his youth.

He saw the look on my face, “Dad,
don’t.”

“Don’t what?” I said, trying to cover
my feelings.

“Don’t give me that look. I’m not a
kid anymore.”

I did my best not to laugh.
Every time I heard that line from one of them it provoked the same
response, and I knew that it wouldn’t be appreciated. Naturally,
from my perspective they would always be children, at least until
they were older than I was, which was unlikely to happen. But I
knew that from their viewpoint it was an entirely different matter,
they weren’t the
children they had once been. They weren’t infants, or toddlers, or
even pre-adolescents anymore, they were teenagers. “What sort of
dreams?” I asked after a moment.

“About what you told us—about Daniel,”
he responded.

“Probably because the story sparked
your recall,” I said, nodding. “I shouldn’t have told you all of
that. It’s started your mind down a path that would be better left
until later.”

“Well, it’s too late now,” he told me.
“Besides, I think the story helps.”

“How so?”

“The parts I remember, the parts you
told us already, those don’t seem as bad. It’s like I’m thinking
about something I’ve read, and less like something horrible that I
actually lived. But I’m starting to remember more, and it really
bothers me. If you tell me the rest, maybe it won’t seem so real
when I dream about it. Maybe it will be more like just a
story…”

And less like your
personal sin against an entire race, I
thought, finishing his sentence silently. “That makes sense,” I
agreed. “Let’s go sit at the table, this will take a
while.”

“Let me go find Lynarralla,” said
Moira. “She’s going to want to hear the rest too.”

Matthew and I waited for a quarter of
an hour until she returned, bringing Tyrion and Lyralliantha’s
child with her. The serious young She’Har girl took a seat at the
table with us. Once everyone was settled, I took a deep breath and
began.

“Last time, I believe we stopped after
Tyrion fought the krytek, and things had gotten rather peaceful.
The years after that were pretty quiet for him, but despite
Lyralliantha’s presence and the lack of fighting, Tyrion was
growing restless. At heart he was lonely, for the She’Har were not
human, and despite her best efforts, Lyralliantha was not always
the best company.

“I’ll skip forward to the time when
things began to happen again. Ten years had passed, and Tyrion had
begun working on a stone house, a place he could call his
own…”


Chapter 1






Tyrion ran his hands down the stone,
feeling its smooth edges. He had never had any training as a stone
cutter, but his abilities gave him a considerable advantage. The
stone itself was in ample supply, and Lyralliantha had no objection
to allowing him to venture beyond the Illeniel Grove to obtain what
he needed. Transporting it in large quantities from the hills was a
lot of work, though.

His first real problem when he began
constructing the house, was joining the stones. He knew absolutely
nothing about mortar, and his first attempts at making it resulted
in something that was less useful than plain mud. He considered
trying to convince Lyralliantha to let him travel to Lincoln, in
hopes of finding a stone-mason who would be willing to teach him
what he needed to know. In the end, he decided it would be better
if he did things his own way.

Tyrion’s solution had been to craft an
enchantment that would permanently bind the stones together. Since
he could easily cut them to exactly the shape or size he required,
he could fit them together without gaps and the final product was
as strong as or stronger than if the entire structure had been
built from a single stone.

‘Enchantment’ was the term
he had started using for his new form of magic. Lyralliantha had
been very firm in stating that what he did was not spell-weaving, although it bore
many similarities. The basic geometry that his enchanting used was
based on triangular shapes fitted together, each containing a rune
identity that provided unique properties. Spell-weaving was based
on smaller hexagons with a more complex geometry but simpler
symbology.

Both magics produced similar effects,
both were permanent, but enchanting made it possible for a human
wizard to create long lasting effects through extensive planning
and preparation, while spell-weaving was a product of the She’Har’s
innate seed-mind. Their magic was spontaneous, while enchanting was
a labor of time and effort.

“I still don’t understand why you
insist on doing this,” said a voice behind him. It didn’t startle
him, though. His mind had noted Lyralliantha’s careful approach
several minutes before.

Tyrion turned to regard her with his
physical eyes. Magesight rendered her form and features, but it was
a poor substitute for seeing her painted by the late afternoon
sunlight. Her hair was a shimmering silver that seemed to capture
the sun, even as it framed the vivid blue color of her eyes. “I
explained this already,” he responded. “I want a place of my
own.”

“I could have had one grown for you,
and it would have been much easier.”

“I wanted to design it
myself.”

“I could have accommodated any design
you desired.”

“And that’s exactly what
I didn’t want,” he
explained. “I’m not a pet. I don’t want you to provide for me. I
want to do this for myself. Besides, I have specific ideas that
would be difficult for you to produce.”

“Enlighten me,” she said.

“Privacy,” he answered. “I’m building
something that your people, these trees…” he gestured to the
massive god-trees surrounding them, “… won’t be able to see
into.”

“Why is that so important to
you?”

He stared at her, thinking. After
living among the She’Har for more than a decade, he still found
them alien. His relationship with Lyralliantha only served to
highlight that fact for him on a daily basis. “I’m not sure how to
explain it,” he admitted. “Humans are social creatures, but not to
the extent that your people are. We value our individuality, and
part of that is reflected in a need to be apart from others, even
others of our own kind.”

“If you wish for me to stay with you,
then you will not be alone,” observed the She’Har woman.

“I don’t need to be completely alone,
and not all of the time,” said Tyrion. “And besides, you don’t
count, you’re my mate.”

“I am not your mate,” she stated firmly.
“We will not produce offspring.”

He sighed heavily. The She’Har had
difficulty with emotional contexts; for them most words had rigid
definitions. They had discussed procreation before, but since any
child they produced together would be ‘merely’ human, and therefore
a slave, he had told her he would rather remain childless. He had
already had too many children, and he was a father to none of
them.

“I don’t mean mate in that sense,” he
explained. “We are partners and companions, like
family.”

“We have sex. You told me before that
family members do not do such things.”

“Not that sort of family,” he told
her. “Family can mean more than just people who are related to one
another. In this case, I’m referring to love.”

“That word is more problematic than
any other.”

“Just because you don’t understand it,
doesn’t mean it doesn’t apply to you.”

She frowned, “Despite the brevity of
your language, it is filled with ambiguity. Erollith is much more
concise, the words do not have multiple or vague
meanings.”

Tyrion smiled, “Context is everything,
and it allows us to convey emotions in our speech, something I find
very lacking in Erollith. Do your people have a word for ‘spouse’,
or life-partner? Surely in your race’s extensive history you’ve had
to create a word for such unions, even if it was just to describe
them in one of your enslaved races.”

The She’Har had a long history that
went beyond the world that humanity lived on. Tyrion had learned
from Thillmarius that the She’Har had come from another world,
passing through different dimensions to colonize new places. The
Krytek, their warrior minions were often constructed in the image
of some of the bizarre creatures they had fought and enslaved
during their long history. The She’Har children themselves were
usually created in the form of whatever race was most appropriate
to their current world. In this case, they had adopted the human
race as their primary ‘child’ form, but their true adult form was
that of the gigantic ‘god-trees’ that covered the world.

“The most similar word in our language
would be ‘kianthi’, but it has not been used since our most distant
ancestors left the first-world,” she answered.

“Kee-yan-thee,” said Tyrion,
enunciating carefully to make sure he had the sound of the word
right.

Lyralliantha nodded, “The earliest of
our people had partners to help them, acting cooperatively when
moving to colonize a new region. Our first home had many enemies,
and it was necessary for our survival.”

“A male-female pair?”

“Male and female are misleading
terms,” she corrected. “The kianthi helped to seed a new grove.
Many failed, but the most successful survived and flourished.
Eventually we overcame all our natural enemies, and the first-world
was filled, as this one is.”

“And the two who had paired up, they
would do anything for one another?” asked Tyrion.

“If a kianthi died, they could not
create a new tree. They supported each other in every way
possible,” she explained.

“When I cut my collar off, you nearly
killed yourself trying to save me,” he noted. “Was that
rational?”

“No,” she admitted.

“But it was the sort of thing these
‘kianthi’ of yours would do for one another.”

“It would be logical for them to do
so. It did not involve any of the intangible concepts you humans
ascribe to such things. It was not for love,” she
declared.

“How do you know?”

“Because my people do not function
like that.”

“They don’t
now,” agreed Tyrion, “but
you weren’t there. You don’t know what your ancient ancestors were
like.”

“Those who have eaten the loshti, the
lore-wardens, they remember,” she stated.

Certain select She’Har children were
given a special fruit that passed on the collected knowledge of one
of the god-trees, and every tree that had come before it, if it had
also been a lore-warden. Some of the trees, and by extension some
of the current lore-wardens, had memories that stretched back all
the way to their original home, millennia before the
present.

“You should ask one of them,”
suggested Tyrion. “The answer may be different than you
expect.”

Lyralliantha became still.

That, in itself, was nothing unusual,
the She’Har were often notable for their lack of unnecessary
movement, but it was the suddenness of it that caught his
attention. Tyrion stopped working to give her his full attention,
“What?”

“The elders have offered me the
loshti,” she said without preamble.

That surprised him, “But aren’t you
the youngest of the Illeniel Grove?” He wasn’t sure how such things
worked, but it didn’t make much sense to him that the very youngest
of their people would be given something considered to be one of
their highest honors.

“Yes.”

“Then why you? Aren’t there many
others with greater standing?”

“You misunderstand the purpose of the
loshti and their reason for offering it,” she told him.

His eyes narrowed, “You said it was to
pass knowledge down, from generation to generation…”

Lyralliantha nodded, “That is correct,
but the choice of to whom it is given is also guided by knowledge,
or rather the acquisition of it. A child who displays great wisdom,
who reveals new insights, or shows signs of innovation, those are
the ones they seek, in order to add to the wealth of the
loshti.”

That made sense, now that he looked at
it from that angle. Thillmarius was the first lore-warden he had
met. His most notable characteristic was his clinical fascination
with studying humans. Byovar, one of the Illeniel lore-wardens, had
made a hobby of studying Barion, the human language.

Tyrion stared at Lyralliantha, “But
what have you done?” The question would have been rude, if he had
been speaking to a human, but her people were blunt and direct. She
would take no offense at such a remark.

She returned his gaze without
blinking. “You often tell me that humans learn from their mistakes.
The She’Har do not make many mistakes, but when we do, we also try
to learn as much as we can from the experience.”

“Do you want this?”

She blinked, momentarily confused,
“Please explain your question more clearly.”

He stood and stepped
closer, putting his hands on her shoulders to physically remind her
of their relationship, “Do you want to take the Loshti? What effect
will it have on us?”

Lyralliantha pulled away
from him, “It will have no effect on us, or whatever your vague plural
pronoun implies. I will change, you will not. My goals and
priorities will likely change as well, as I assimilate the
knowledge of ages. I doubt I will still be the person you are
familiar with.”

“What about love?”

“What about it?”

He winced at her cool tone, reminded
again of her all too inhuman upbringing. “Will you still feel the
same for me?”

“I feel pain when you are hurting, and
my loyalties have become irrationally disordered where you are
concerned, but I still do not know if that qualifies as
love…”

“…but will you still have
those feelings afterward?” he interrupted.

“I do not know. My guess is that I
will not. My mind is but a drop in what will be an ocean of
knowledge and experience.” A feeling of uncertainty, or perhaps
fear, emanated from her.

“Don’t do it then,” Tyrion told
her.

“I am a child of the She’Har,” she
stated flatly.

Tyrion’s hand snaked out with sudden
speed, catching her by the hair and pulling her head close to his,
“You are mine.”

She didn’t struggle,
instead, meeting his gaze with languid eyes, “Technically, you
belong to me, slave.”

He kissed her, before trailing his way
along her jaw and then whispering in her ear, “Until I ask you to
remove this collar.” The statement was a bluff of course; while she
had previously agreed to his terms, removal of his slave collar
would make him a target of every one of the She’Har.

“Unless I decided to refuse,” she
purred back, a rising heat in her voice.

His teeth found her throat, nipping
lightly at the tender flesh there. “In that case, we will die
together.”

“Would you really prefer that?” she
asked.

“If the only other option were losing
you—I might,” he admitted.

Her eyes softened ever so slightly.
The change in expression was so subtle it might have been missed by
someone else, but he had had years of practice reading her quiet
face. “You have a year and a half to decide. The loshti takes time
to mature.”

A sense of relief passed through him,
but he hid it. Stepping back, he told her, “Oh good, then I have
time to complete this house.”

Lyralliantha growled at his seeming
dismissal, and spellwoven vines began to grow around them, trapping
him together with her in a small bower. “You have something else to
finish first.”

“Oh really?” he asked innocently.
“What would that be?”

She graced him with a rare smile,
“Me.”


Chapter 2






“Wake up.”

His first impression in the dim
morning gloom was of green eyes, sparkling as they somehow caught
the first tentative light of dawn. Catherine Sayer was staring
intently at him, urgency in her features. Something important was
happening.

“She needs you.”

“Kate?” he asked, confused. How could
she be here? Kate was in Colne with her husband and teenage
son.

“Wake up, Tyrion. You will want to
hear this.”

It was Lyralliantha’s voice. His eyes
opened once more, to find silver hair and blue eyes waiting for
him. He blinked, struggling to separate his dreaming and waking
thoughts from one another. “What did you say?”

“I said, ‘you will want to hear this’.
They have brought in another from your village,” she told
him.

A jolt of adrenaline brought him more
fully awake. “Who is they?”

“The Mordan. It was one of their
wardens who found her.”

His dream was still fresh,
and it connected with her words immediately. “Her?”
Surely Kate wouldn’t be so foolish as to come
here. If she had come, if she had been
claimed by another grove—the consequences were too terrible to
consider.

“A girl.”

“How old?”

She frowned. Lyralliantha wasn’t good
at judging human ages. She’Har children didn’t age. They were
created in what would be a fully adult form for a human, and they
remained the same apparent age until the day they were allowed to
transition to their true adulthood. All that aside, she hadn’t seen
the child with her own eyes. “I was told she is young, but not
small, almost my height.”

That could indicate anything from
twelve to twenty, but it was almost certain the girl was a
teenager. Whoever she was, she was probably terrified. Memories of
the wardens and their red whips flashed through Tyrion’s mind. “I
need to see her,” he said firmly. He was already sitting up and
struggling to get his trousers on.

“It will not be easy. They are
unlikely to welcome us.”

While the She’Har were particular
about their ‘property rights’ when it came to humans, they usually
weren’t overly territorial unless there were special circumstances.
Over the past fifteen years Tyrion had been allowed to visit any of
the human slave camps he wished, so long as he behaved himself. It
was even possible the Mordan might allow Lyralliantha to buy the
rights to their new find. “There’s something else isn’t
there?”

“She is like you.”

“Wait…” He had assumed that someone
from Colne had foolishly come too close to the borders of the
grove, but that didn’t make sense. It was the Illeniel Grove that
most closely approached Colne and the valley it was located in. The
girl wouldn’t have been taken by the Mordan in that case, which
meant that it had been a patrol. The patrols ignored the people of
the valley, unless they exhibited signs… “She’s a mage.”

Lyralliantha nodded.

“And she’s from Colne.”

“She’s a wildling, like you,” she
confirmed.

The She’Har patrols were primarily to
make sure that the traits that they had imbued their children with,
didn’t migrate into the small remainder of the free human
population. Their magical slave collars were marvelously effective
at preventing their human property from breeding without
permission, but it had happened in the past. When Tyrion had first
been captured, they had assumed he was the result of such an event.
It was only later that they had discovered that his ‘gift’ was the
result of a purely random mutation.

It was extremely unlikely
that such a thing had happened by chance. Don’t think about it, he told
himself. “What about Thillmarius?”

“What of him?”

Thillmarius was the only She’Har
trainer he had any real personal experience with. A child and
lore-warden of the Prathion Grove, Thillmarius had been the one
originally entrusted with Tyrion’s care and training. Thoughts of
the torture he had endured made a cold sweat break out whenever he
thought of the black-skinned She’Har, but Thillmarius was his best
hope.

The Mordan would be highly protective
of their new find if the girl was a true wildling mage. Tyrion had
upset the balance of power within the She’Har groves after he had
been found, allowing the Prathion and Illeniel groves to gain
greater status. His winning streak in the arena had brought a large
amount of ‘shuthsi’, a sort of currency, to the Illeniel Grove, and
Thillmarius had taken strategic advantage of his wins to improve
the standing of the Prathion Grove as well.

“He’s a trainer, and he’s helped us
before. If anyone could convince the Mordan trainer to let me see
their new prize, it would be him,” explained Tyrion.

After a somewhat hasty breakfast, the
two of them went to Ellentrea. It was the most likely place to find
Thillmarius, who spent most of his days training the Prathion
slaves there. It took most of an hour to reach it, but the Prathion
lore-warden was easily found.

Thillmarius smiled at their approach,
an expression that never failed to chill Tyrion’s blood. It was
part of the She’Har’s continuing attempts to communicate more
effectively with humans, but there was no true feeling behind the
smile. The Prathion trainer could kill or torture as easily as heal
one of his baratti, and none of it seemed to truly affect
him.

“I had a suspicion you might finally
come to visit,” said the She’Har, looking at them with golden eyes
that perfectly matched his shining hair.

“I’m surprised you haven’t already
gone to see the new arrival,” said Tyrion, keeping his tone cool.
He had learned long ago that no good came of becoming emotional
while dealing with Thillmarius, or any other She’Har for that
matter.

“Actually, I would have sought you out
first, if you hadn’t come to find me. The Mordan are unlikely to
welcome excessive interest in their new prize, until they have had
a chance to test her abilities for themselves. “You will provide an
excellent incentive for them to allow us into
Sabortrea.”

“Trading favors?”

Lyralliantha spoke then, “You
understand our people well, Tyrion.”

“What will they want?” asked
Tyrion.

“Nothing more than a blood sample,”
answered the Prathion. “They will want to confirm your relation to
the girl and see if there are any pertinent genetic
differences.”

Tyrion winced. “Then they already
suspect she is my daughter.”

Thillmarius smiled once more. “I doubt
you are aware of it, but the groves have been sending more frequent
patrols since your arrival. They all would like to obtain the same
advantage that the Illeniels enjoyed for so long.”

Tyrion had long ago told
them that he had no offspring, but he had known deep down that his
lie was in vain. I should have known this
would happen, he thought.
I just didn’t want to face the
possibility. Now the girl, whoever she
might be, would suffer for his refusal to face the inevitable.
“What will they do with her?”

“You remember what it was like when
you first came here,” stated Thillmarius. “Sabortrea is much the
same, and their methods are nearly identical.”






***






The world below them was a vista
dominated by the vast forest that stretched away to the horizon in
every direction. The trees covered the world as far as the eye
could see, broken only by the occasional river, or in the distance,
a range of mountains. The ride to Sabortrea was several days on
horseback, so Thillmarius had summoned a ‘dormon’, one of the
flying plant-like creatures that he had once previously used to
show Tyrion the remnant of an old human city.

The flight made a trip of days into a
few meagre hours. They had already passed the borders of the Mordan
Grove and were now descending toward an open area that represented
Sabortrea and its arena.

Upon landing they were met by two
wardens, humans with the same hardened, indifferent faces that
Tyrion had become accustomed to during his time among the She’Har.
Raised in the pits and trained to constant violence, their hearts
were stunted by cruelty and barely capable of the subtler emotions.
Standing between them was one of the Mordan She’Har, recognizable
by his light blue skin and ebon hair. The She’Har’s eyes were a
vivid blue, notably darker than the icy blue that the Illeniel
She’Har exhibited.

“Thillmarius,” said their greeter,
inclining his head toward the dark skinned She’Har who rode in
front of Tyrion and Lyralliantha. After a second he turned his eyes
to Lyralliantha, skipping over Tyrion as an object to be considered
later. ‘People’ took precedence over animals. “Lyralliantha, I see
you brought your pet to visit our new prize.”

She nodded, responding to the greeting
with one word, “Dalleth.”

Tyrion knew her response had been for
his benefit. The Mordan She’Har might have taken offense if she had
gone so far as to formally introduce them, slaves didn’t merit such
an honor. Instead, she had answered with the newcomer’s name,
knowing Tyrion’s quick ears would not fail to take
notice.

“Unfortunately, I am afraid you have
wasted your time coming here,” said Dalleth. “Our new baratt is
still adjusting to her place here. I feel it would interfere with
her training to expose her to uncertain influences at this
juncture.” His eyes flicked toward Tyrion as he spoke.

Lyralliantha touched Thillmarius’ arm,
a gesture indicating he should speak on her behalf. They had agreed
on her response beforehand, but Thillmarius was a lore-warden as
well as a respected trainer. He would do the
negotiating.

“I’m sure you are interested in your
animal’s lineage. Since she comes from the same region as
Lyralliantha’s slave, you must have your suspicions,” began the
Prathion She’Har.

“The Illeniels have thus far refused
to share the information gleaned from Tyrion’s testing,” commented
Dalleth. “Are you able to offer something?”

Thillmarius glanced at Lyralliantha,
waiting on her nod before answering, “A sample of his blood, in
return for a like sample…”

Lyralliantha coughed, interrupting
Thillmarius. His eyes met hers for a moment before continuing,
“Correction, in return for permission to allow her baratt to visit
with yours for a short period of time.”

Dalleth snorted, “I thought you
bargained for the Illeniels, Thillmarius, but it sounds as if you
represent the baratt.”

The Prathion showed no sign of
offense, “You are mistaken, Dalleth.”

“How so?”

“The wildlings are different from our
domestic baratti. Tyrion’s successes were a result of something
beyond the normal training regimen. We will learn more about your
new animal by letting him speak to her,” answered
Thillmarius.

“That is of little concern to the
Mordan Grove,” answered the cerulean-skinned She’Har
trainer.

Thillmarius lowered his head slightly,
conceding the point, “No, but what is of concern to your grove, is
the fact that your new animal may benefit greatly from even a brief
interaction with Tyrion.”

Dalleth sighed, “I find that highly
unlikely. I would refuse your offer, but I will consult Gwaeri
first. The lore-warden’s opinion may differ from mine.”

That surprised Tyrion. Since the only
trainer he had had much experience with was Thillmarius, he had
assumed that all She’Har trainers were also lore-wardens.
Obviously, that was not the case here.

Dalleth left, and they waited for more
than an hour before he returned. Tyrion was filled with a feeling
of impatience, but he kept it firmly under control. He had spent
years imprisoned in a tiny room. He had learned to wait, but he had
never come to like it.

The Mordan She’Har returned alone.
“Gwaeri’s thoughts differed from my own. He has convinced me to
accept your offer, though my own preference would be to reject
it.”

“Then we should discuss the details of
our terms,” offered Thillmarius.

The two She’Har trainers spoke at
length before eventually settling on the specifics. Tyrion would be
allowed to spend twenty-four hours with the Mordan Grove’s new
slave in exchange for a sample of his blood. Dalleth led them to
the slave quarters within Sabortrea immediately after drawing his
precious sample.

As they walked, Tyrion scanned the
dwellings around them. The structure and layout of Sabortrea was
very similar to Ellentrea, but he couldn’t be sure which of the
small huts contained his daughter.

No, that must be
her.

They had gotten closer and he now
sensed a dwelling with a noticeably different occupant. A girl was
within, and he could tell at a glance that she must be at or near
the age of fifteen. What really stood out though, was her aythar.
Unlike the other human slaves, hers was far brighter; she shone in
his magesight like a star among candles. Her strength was far
greater than anything he had seen before, among either the She’Har
or their human property.

And someone was in the small hut with
her.

He could feel her pain well before
they reached the door, and his rage, long dormant over the past
years, began to rise once again.

Lyralliantha’s hand was on his arm.
“Remember, this is not our place. I cannot shield you if you make a
mistake here.”

His eyes were stony, staring ahead as
he responded. “I know.”

Dalleth watched him, a faint smile on
his lips. At his touch, the living wood of the doorway drew apart.
“You may enter.”

Tyrion stepped inside without
hesitation, although he could sense Lyralliantha’s hand behind him.
She had tried to catch his arm again, to urge caution. Within, his
eyes saw what his other senses had already shown him. A man in
brown leathers stood over the girl, the red whip so often used by
the wardens in his hand.

The girl at his feet was young, her
body still soft and her features still rounded with the fat that
gradually disappears in adulthood. She was naked, like all slaves
of the She’Har, and her skin was marked with dirt and bruises.
Dried blood stained her thigh.

His eyes took these things in
instantly, with a clarity wrought from adrenaline. The red whip was
descending toward her, and he reached out, catching it with his
left hand, feeling the old, familiar agony as it wrapped itself
around his wrist.

A shield would have saved him from the
pain, but to raise one in the presence of the She’Har was a
declaration of hostility. Instead, he caught it without protection,
gritting his teeth while the magic of the whip sent fire through
his nerves and tore at his sanity.

It was something he would never have
dreamed of before. His first year among the She’Har had instilled a
fear of the red whips that went so deep as to be engraved in his
soul, but that was the fear of another man. He wasn’t Daniel
Tennick anymore. He was Tyrion, and his anger, like a silent
tempest, had scoured his soul clean of its old
frailties.

“We need to step outside,” he told the
warden, his lips twitching involuntarily as he spoke.

The warden’s eyes widened as he stared
at the man holding the other end of his whip. The pain should have
sent him to the ground, screaming and twitching, but rather than
collapsing, Tyrion continued to hold it, a grimace on his face and
sweat forming on his brow.

“Tyrion no!” barked Lyralliantha. She
knew him well enough to see that he was almost beyond reason
now.

The warden’s eyes flicked to the
doorway, noting the presence of the three She’Har, including his
own master, Dalleth. They returned to Tyrion’s face, and then he
released his will, letting the red whip vanish. “My lord,” he said,
dipping his head in deference to the She’Har.

“Outside,” repeated Tyrion
slowly.

The girl watched them in confusion,
not knowing any of them. She hadn’t seen Tyrion since she was a
small child, and it was highly unlikely she would recognize him.
She scrambled back from them across the dirt floor, pressing her
back against the far wall.

“If he damages my property, there will
be consequences,” said Dalleth coolly, speaking to Thillmarius and
Lyralliantha.

Tyrion glanced at
Lyralliantha, noting the fear in her eyes. It was not something he
had ever seen before. She’s afraid of
losing me. He knew his next actions would
likely result in a swift demise, but he no longer cared.

“Actually,” said Thillmarius, his
voice sudden and unexpected, “I have an idea. Would you consider
selling me a couple of your wardens, Dalleth? I promise you’ll find
it entertaining.”


Chapter 3






The evening air was cool as he stepped
into the arena. He felt it more acutely now, since he had been
forced to remove his clothing and leathers. It had been many years
since the last time he had crossed into such a space.

“What are those strange markings?”
asked Dalleth from behind him. The question, naturally enough, was
addressed toward Lyralliantha rather than her slave. The Mordan
She’Har was puzzled by the tattoos that covered Tyrion’s body. Most
of them had been added in the years since he had been released from
the arena.

“A new magic, but I doubt we will get
to see it,” she answered smoothly.

“Why is that?” said
Dalleth.

“This fight won’t require it.” She
glanced down at the girl standing in front of her. The young human
was trembling, which was understandable considering the cold air,
but Lyralliantha could also sense her fear. In the human tongue she
added, “Relax child, no further harm will come to you
today.”

Dalleth coughed, then commented to her
in Erollith, “Child? The rumors must be true.”

Lyralliantha raised a brow in an
unspoken question.

“That you’ve gone soft on the
baratti,” he stated.

Thillmarius broke in, “The Illeniels
have never been in favor of keeping the baratti as
slaves.”

“Yet she keeps one,” noted Dalleth.
“He is more of a pet to you, though, isn’t he? Or do you have more
perverse ‘emotional’ ties?”

She ignored the question. “They are
about to begin.” Touching the girl’s shoulder she added in Barion,
“Pay attention, child, you may learn something that will help you
survive.”

Tyrion was staring across the field,
watching the two men who had just entered from the other side. One
was the warden he had just met, the other was new to him. As far as
he knew they were both Mordan, meaning they would be able to
teleport. It was a troublesome talent, and one that made it hard to
predict where they would be from moment to moment.

In the past he had dealt with that
problem by turning large regions of the arena into an uninhabitable
hell, either with wind or fire. It was a brute force approach that
would end the match too soon, however. Now that he was in the arena
once more, he found himself not wanting to end it too
quickly.

The two wardens across from him
stepped apart from each other, exchanging a few quiet words. Then,
the first one raised his voice, “No shield, Tyrion?” The Mordan
vanished after his first words, reappearing twenty feet closer
before vanishing again. He was advancing toward Tyrion by
teleporting unpredictably, always closer but never following a
straight line. The second warden remained where he had entered the
arena.

“It wouldn’t be interesting if you
didn’t have a chance,” answered Tyrion. As soon as he spoke, the
second warden vanished.

It was an old tactic. The one who was
advancing was meant to hold his attention, while the second would
appear behind him at the moment he seemed most
distracted.

The second warden appeared and then
flew backward, struck by a wave of pure force so powerful that his
shield collapsed. The man’s body hit the outer barrier that
surrounded the arena with lethal speed. He was dead before he
finished falling to the ground.

Tyrion hadn’t even turned. Still
watching the first warden he cursed, “Damn. I had hoped this would
last a little longer.” Focusing his will on his hand, he batted
aside the deadly lance that the first warden had sent surging
toward his midsection. His return attack blasted the warden’s
shield with a powerful strike calculated to almost overwhelm his
foe’s defense, without actually doing so.

The other man staggered and then
teleported to avoid the second attack. He knew he wouldn’t survive
a second strike. He began teleporting at random, hoping time would
offer him a chance, but the warden already knew it was
hopeless.

Tyrion began to raise a fog, one that
went beyond the merely physical; a strange mixture of aythar and
water vapor that rendered the area within it difficult to sense. He
had long ago named it ‘mind fog’. Its practical result was that it
obscured magesight just as effectively as it blocked eyesight. It
had originally been one of his solutions for dealing with the
invisibility of Prathion mages, but it had interesting applications
in many other situations.

In this case it prompted the warden to
panic. Unable to sense his surroundings, the Mordan mage would be
teleporting blind. Sooner or later he would make a fatal
mistake.

The one unbending rule of
combat was movement. Everyone who had survived more than a few
matches knew that. If you stayed in one place for too long, you
were dead. The warden knew that Tyrion’s first action after raising
the fog would have been to move. The wildling could be almost
anywhere by now. The only place he wouldn’t be was the spot he started.
It was also the one place he wouldn’t expect the warden to teleport
to.

The rule of movement went hand in hand
with another important rule of survival. Be unpredictable. The
warden teleported to the position where he had last seen Tyrion
standing before he had raised the fog. He would wait there,
conserving his aythar and preparing a powerful counterstrike. When
the wildling wandered close enough for him to sense, he would be
ready.

Unfortunately for him, Tyrion was
still standing there.

Aythar flared at the speed of thought
as the tattoos on Tyrion’s arm lit with sudden power, sheathing his
arm in a razor sharp blade of magical energy. The warden’s shield
utterly failed to stop it and the blade took his right arm off at
the elbow before continuing to cut a deep gash through his belly.
He stared at Tyrion in horror before slowly dropping to his
knees.

Tyrion sealed the stump of the
warden’s arm before blood loss could rob the man of
consciousness.

“Why?” asked the warden weakly,
looking up at the man who had slain him.

“Do you know how many Mordan mages I
have killed?” asked Tyrion.

“No,” whispered the warden.

“Neither do I,” responded Tyrion, “but
you will answer my questions before you join them.” The fog
continued to swirl through the arena, blocking the view of any
spectators.

“I will answer nothing,” said the
warden, looking down at his ruined midsection. “I am already
dead.”

Tyrion smiled, “I can keep you alive
for quite some time. The manner of your death could be painless,
or…” He reached down to push his hand through the gash in the man’s
stomach, wrenching the wound wider, and starting to pull out his
entrails. “…it could be very unpleasant.”






***






A long scream pierced the fog before
being replaced by empty silence. Dalleth stood beside the other two
She’Har and waited in frustration. The fog had spoiled his
enjoyment of the match.

“You should have forbidden him to do
this,” complained the Mordan She’Har. “We can’t tell what’s
happening in there.”

Lyralliantha’s lips quirked into a
half-smile for a moment, “It won’t last too long.”

In contradiction to her words, the
silence, as well as the fog, lasted for several interminable
minutes, before finally dissipating. When the air cleared they
could see Tyrion kneeling over the warden he had encountered in the
hut. It appeared to be over, except for the final blow.

Tyrion’s arm lit up with focused power
once more as he stared down at his fallen opponent. “My final gift
to you…” he said, in a voice just loud enough to be heard.
“…freedom.” His arm moved, and the blade touched the warden’s
throat in a motion that was almost delicate. The spellwoven slave
collar there vanished, disintegrating at the touch of the
blade.

The She’Har slave collars were linked
to their slaves in such a way that their proper owners could order
their death at any time. They were also designed to kill the wearer
if they were destroyed. The warden lost consciousness almost
instantly, even though Tyrion’s blade barely nicked the skin of his
throat. He was dead within seconds.

Tyrion watched the entire process with
intense focus, waiting until the warden was completely gone before
standing up and walking back toward Lyralliantha and the other
She’Har.

The girl, his daughter, watched his
approach with barely suppressed fear.

Dalleth wasn’t paying attention. The
moment the collar had been destroyed he had turned to Lyralliantha,
“How did he do that? I had heard rumors, but…”

“That information was not part of our
agreement,” she responded lightly. “Perhaps we can discuss it when
I return to collect Tyrion tomorrow.”






***






The girl huddled at the far end of the
room. She was still cold, still naked, and most definitely still
afraid. It didn’t help much that the man who had, until just
recently, been torturing her was now replaced by a different man,
one who had killed her previous tormentor. She knew nothing of his
motivations, but the events of the past few days had made her wary
of trusting anyone.

He watched her with cold eyes,
studying her intently, but he said nothing.

Eventually she could stand it no
longer, and anxiety overcame her fear. “What do you want?” she
asked.

“Who was your mother?” asked the
stranger.

That was the last question she
expected, but she answered quickly. Her captors had been quick to
punish any hesitation. “Emily Banks.”

The man sighed, “Then you are Haley,
correct?”

She nodded, wondering how he had
known. Until now, no one had seemed to care what her name was.
Looking at the man’s intense gaze, she became even more aware of
her nakedness. Hunching forward she hugged herself with her arms,
hiding her chest.

“Stop that,” he ordered.

Haley flinched, but ignored his
command. A sinking feeling came over her. She knew what he must
want. Her previous tormentor, the one he had slain, had already
violated her once, though he had used only his fingers.

“You’re broadcasting your
vulnerability. Keep your head up and your shoulders back,” said the
stranger. “Forget about being naked, that means nothing here.
Showing strength, or weakness, that is all that
matters.”

She glanced at him in
surprise. The man hadn’t come any closer. Who is he? Why does he look familiar? “I’m cold,” she replied. “It’s hard not to cover
myself.”

“I brought a blanket, but after I’m
done you won’t need it. Let me show you how to warm yourself
first.”

She gave him a puzzled
look.

“Close your eyes. It will help you
focus. Then imagine yourself with a thin layer of warm air around
you. You will need to visualize it carefully before you put your
will into it. Go slowly or you might burn yourself. I frequently
put a shield around the air, to make it easier to maintain, but if
you do that around the She’Har, they’ll take exception to it,” he
explained.

“Shield? She’Har?” she responded. The
words confused her almost as much as the strange
descriptions.

He waved her questions away. “Forget
those things, I’ll explain them afterward. For now, focus on
creating a layer of warm air around yourself.”

She tried, and the room began to heat
up.

“No. Stop,” he commanded. “Your effort
is unfocused. While it may be nice to heat the entire room, it’s a
waste of energy. It will also be far too inefficient when you go
outside. Watch me.”

She opened her eyes to stare at him
intently.

“Not like that. Close your eyes. Use
your magesight to watch what I do. Your eyes will only distract
you,” he told her.

Magesight?
She guessed he was referring to the strange new
visions she had recently been afflicted with. Rather than ask, she
did as he said, watching him only with her mind. After a minute,
she understood what he had intended, although her own effort at
replicating it was much sloppier and diffuse.

“I think you’re getting the hang of
it,” he noted.

Haley nodded, “I thought I’d never be
warm again. They took my clothes several days ago.”

He was staring at her again, studying
her face carefully. “You have your mother’s hair, but your
eyes…”

She looked down, hooking her hair up
over one ear self-consciously. “People always say that.”

He seemed curious, “What do they say,
Haley?”

The stranger’s continuing use of her
name was disconcerting, but she couldn’t help the feeling that he
wasn’t really a stranger. He knew too much about her home, though
she wasn’t sure how. “They say I have my mother’s looks, but the
demon’s eyes.”

She looked up again, and her blue eyes
locked on his.

He smiled, “That’s a sad way of
putting it. I would have said you have your grandparent’s eyes;
both Alan and Helen have blue eyes like yours.”

Haley was certain then. The stranger’s
eyes were so much like her own, and now he had given the names of
her grandparents—the people who had raised her. He might be—no he
had to be her father, Daniel Tennick, the gods-cursed man who had
raped her mother and driven her to suicide. The monster who had
fathered over a dozen children before being chased from Colne by
the forest gods themselves, but not before he had set fire to the
town itself.

At least, that’s what the townsfolk
said.

Her grandparents had told her
different things about their son—about her father. They had told
her of a young man frightened by a gift he hadn’t understood. A man
who had made mistakes before being enslaved by cruel beings who
were not fit to be called gods at all. And now she was trapped with
him.

“You’re him, aren’t you?” she began,
“You’re Daniel, my…” She let the sentence trail away. It was just
too strange to say aloud.

He nodded, “That used to be my name,
but I don’t deserve to be called a father. My name is Tyrion
now.”

Haley couldn’t speak. She opened her
mouth, but no words would come forth. It closed while her mind
struggled to present something to her other than a blank void.
There were a million questions, but she could not give utterance to
any of them. Fear and surprise, had robbed her of the ability to
communicate.

Tyrion waited patiently, wondering if
she would curse him when the shock wore off. Eventually her lips
moved again, and a few halting words emerged.

“Did you really…? Why did you do…?”
She stopped, afraid to accuse him. After a moment she started with
a simple statement, “I have a lot of half-siblings.”

“You’re afraid to ask me if I raped
her, or the others? You want to know how much is true?” he asked
bluntly.

Haley nodded without looking at him.
His answer was not what she had expected.

“I did. I can make no excuse for
that.”

“Why did you want to hurt
them?”

Tyrion stared up at the ceiling. “I
didn’t. I can’t excuse what I did, but I didn’t consider the fact
that I was hurting them. Deep down I think I knew, but I wasn’t
fully conscious of it. They weren’t either, at least not until
later.”

His answer confused her. “How could
they not know? Are you saying you didn’t force them?”

“No,” he responded. “I coerced them. I
used magic to alter their feelings, overwhelming them with a
passion that they thought was of their own making.”

“Then you seduced them, but you didn’t
actually rape them,” said Haley.

He could see her youth and naiveté
trying to put a more positive light on his past actions, but Tyrion
had come too far to try and cover his sin with such a thin veil.
“It was rape, Haley. I didn’t hurt them physically, but the lack of
a choice is not the same as choosing. I am certain that if they had
been in control of themselves, none of them would have lain with
me. I regret it now, but I cannot pretend it was not an evil
act.”

She paused for a minute, absorbing his
words before speaking again, “They said she was—that my mother,
Emily, that she was in love with you. That she killed herself, not
for shame, but because of a broken heart.”

His chest tightened. “That’s the sort
of thing people tell a child to paint things in a better light. She
was obsessed with me, Haley, because of what I did to her. We were
friends before that, but afterward—I’m sure shame had as much to do
with it as any affection she may have felt for me.”

“Why am I here?” she asked, giving
vent to the building, hopeless frustration that the fear and terror
of the last few days had instilled in her. “Why is this happening?
I never did anything terrible like that. I didn’t hurt anyone. What
did I do to deserve this?”

“It’s going to get worse,” he
cautioned.

“Why?! This isn’t fair,” angry tears
began to slip down her cheeks. “I’m not like you!”

“Because of your power—the power you
inherited from me. This world isn’t fair. It’s full of evil and
suffering. The creatures who own you now have no understanding of
kindness or compassion. The other humans here, their slaves, are
worse than animals. They have been raised on cruelty and
torture.”

She looked at him with wet eyes, but a
tiny spark of hope remained in them. “Are you going to help me
escape? Will you take me home?”

He shook his head, “I cannot.”
Touching the spell-woven collar at his neck he then motioned to her
own throat. “These prevent our escape. If you go too far without
their permission, you will die. If they decide you are being
disobedient, they can simply order your death.”

“Can’t you use magic to remove
it?”

“I can, but it would still kill me.
Nothing you can do yet will even damage it.”

“Then what is the point of this? You
should just kill me,” she returned.

“No. I cannot stop them, but I can
help you. I can give you what I never had when I first came
here.”

“What?”

“Knowledge.” He stepped toward her,
moved by the surge of emotions in his heart.

She shrank back and he stopped,
reminded of her fear of him.

“When I was first taken, I was alone,
frightened, and ignorant. No one talked to me. I knew nothing, and
I barely survived that first year. Now I have some small amount of
hope. I have bargained for twenty-four hours, to teach you what I
can. With luck it will be enough to keep you alive. I will show
you…”

“Why only twenty-four hours?” she
interrupted.

“The Grove that owns you is different
than the one that owns me. They are competitors. They are reluctant
to let me have much time with you, for fear I will weaken or kill
you,” he explained.

“But why? You’re my father, why would
you hurt me?” she said, aghast.

“The She’Har, the forest-gods, they
don’t think like us. They don’t understand familial bonds, just
loyalty to the Grove. The Mordan have claimed you, while the
Illeniel Grove owns me. That is enough to make them cautious,” he
explained.

“None of this makes sense,” she
exclaimed.

“I will teach you as much as I can.
They will force you to fight. I will show you how to make a shield,
how to defend yourself, how to kill…”

“No! I won’t fight, I won’t kill for
them. They can’t make…”

“You will!” he interrupted. “You will
kill, or you will die.”

“I can’t do it. I’m not a fighter. I
wouldn’t hurt anyone,” she argued stubbornly.

Seeing her, listening to her, Tyrion
felt his anger growing. His years struggling to survive, and the
torture that had gone with it, had taught him otherwise. He wanted
to help her. The girl standing before him now was his own flesh and
blood. She had even been raised by his own parents. He cared for
her, yet the words coming from her now were nothing but weak
complaints. She might as well beg for death.

His hand itched, and he
felt his shoulders tense. He wanted to strike the words from her
mouth. Teach her pain, teach her anger,
before they teach her fear and death.

It took an act of willpower
to restrain himself. That was not how I
was raised. Why would I hit her? Those
thoughts were not enough. He was no longer Daniel Tennick. That
person was too soft, he couldn’t help her. But Tyrion
could.

“Say what you like,” he said after a
moment. “I will teach, and you will learn. First you must learn to
create a shield around yourself.”

“I’m not going to—ow!” her sentence
ended in a sudden shout.

“A shield will prevent me from doing
that. You will learn, or I will continue and the pain will grow
more intense and powerful each time,” he said through gritted
teeth. “Do you understand me?”

Haley stared at him, her face suddenly
pale. Sweat was starting from her brow, and her eyes had changed.
Where there had been defiance, now there was fear. She
nodded.

“Good. Your mind,” he tapped his
temple, “is the most effective defense, as well as weapon, that you
have. You must train your imagination. To create a shield, you have
to visualize a barrier between you and the rest of the world. It
can be any shape or form, close against the skin or farther away,
like a bubble. Try to create one, close your eyes…”


Chapter 4


Tyrion worked with her for hours,
until one of the nameless appeared to bring food, a small tray with
two bowls. The nameless were human slaves who had been deemed
unworthy of fighting in the arena. The She’Har only granted a slave
a name once they had been blooded, killing their first
opponent.

The young man who entered was thin and
awkward. Like all the humans living in Sabortrea he was a mage, but
in Tyrion’s magesight he appeared to be a very weak one. It was no
wonder he had been relegated to his role as an errand boy. Tyrion
stepped in front of him before he could withdraw after delivering
the food.

“I need you to take a message for me,”
he told the man.

The nameless one kept his eyes on the
ground, mumbling a response that was too soft to be
heard.

Tyrion already knew what it would be.
The slave wasn’t supposed to interact with them, and he definitely
wasn’t supposed to be taking on extra tasks from other slaves.
Tyrion also knew how the She’Har slave cities worked in the real
world. There was always a hierarchy, and the slaves traded favors
with one another.

The She’Har stood above all of them,
but beneath them were the wardens, slaves who had fought long
enough to be released from the endless killing of the arena.
Wardens were allowed to wear clothing, and they commanded
considerable respect amongst the other humans in the slave cities.
They acted as trusted servants for the She’Har.



Among the wardens would be one feared and respected more than the
others, one with considerable ability to affect the treatment and
consideration shown to a new slave such as Haley.

Tyrion didn’t respond with words,
instead his power lashed out, enclosing the nameless one and
pinning him to the wall. “You will find the one called ‘Gwaeri’ and
tell him that I wish to see him.” He had learned the name while
interrogating his opponent in the arena. “Yes?”

The nameless one nodded fearfully, but
not with the same terror someone from Colne might have shown. Fear
and intimidation were part of daily life in Sabortrea.

Tyrion released him, stepping aside so
he could pass through the door. “If he doesn’t visit before the
next feeding time, I will find you,” he added.

Haley had shrunk back, terrified by
the violent exchange.

“Stop that,” said Tyrion calmly.
“Straighten your back. Keep your head up. I told you before, do not
show fear or weakness. You will wind up like that one otherwise.”
He jerked his thumb in the direction of the doorway the nameless
one had left through.

She nodded, sitting straighter and
trying to look calm. The effort wasn’t enough to disguise her
timidity, though.

“You saw the difference in strength,
didn’t you?” continued Tyrion. “You could see how weak he was. I
cannot see my own aythar, but I am guessing he looked like a candle
beside a bonfire. Is that right?”

“Y—yes,” she stuttered.

“You are the same,” he responded.
“Your aythar shines like the sun, even compared to one of the
wardens.”

“Wardens?”

“The ones who are allowed to wear
clothes.”

“Oh.”

“You must wear your strength with
pride. You are a hunter, a predator. They can see your power; act
like you know it, and they will fear you,” he told her.

“I d—don’t want p—people to fear me,”
she struggled to say.

“Your old life is gone,” said Tyrion
mercilessly. “These people are animals. The only thing they
understand is fear and power. Strength is everything here; without
it, you will be abused, but with it, your lot will be much less
unpleasant.”

His words had the opposite effect of
what he intended. Instead, Haley began to cry.

The sight of her tears was so
different from the reactions he was used to from the slaves of the
She’Har that it made his mind reel for a moment. It reminded him of
his old life. The emotions that followed threatened to destabilize
him. He wanted to hold her. He wanted to cry with her, for what he
had lost as much as for what she had lost.

But he had not survived among the
She’Har for the past fifteen years by giving in to such feelings.
Viciously, he suppressed the sorrow that rose within him, shoving
it back down, pushing it into the darkness where it must forever
hide. Anger replaced it, and reaching out with his mind he touched
her skin, sending a jolt of burning pain through her.

Haley gasped, choking on her
tears.

“Put your shield back up. We aren’t
finished,” he informed her.


***


The man who entered was not what
Tyrion had expected. He was short and stout, neither of which was
particularly unusual. What was strange, was his hair.

It was gray.

Tyrion stared at him for a long
moment. In all of his years among the She’Har, he had not seen
anyone with gray hair. People simply didn’t live that long in the
slave cities. The closest thing to gray was the shining silver hair
possessed by the Illeniel She’Har, which was almost metallic in its
hue.

The old man stared back at him,
appraising him with cautious eyes, mentally assessing the danger
that Tyrion represented.

Tyrion had already recovered from his
shock and had made his own mental calculation. The Mordan warden
was strong, his aythar far brighter than most of the Mordan mages
he had seen before, but it was not strong enough to concern him.
“You are Gwaeri?” he asked.

The old man nodded.

There was little reason to delay the
point. “I want you to see that the girl gets good
treatment.”

Gwaeri listened but didn’t
respond.

“No one is to harm her or seek favors
from her. I want her treated as if she were your ‘friend’,”
continued Tyrion. Friend was a word with a different meaning among
the slaves of the She’Har. In essence, he was asking Gwaeri to make
sure that Haley was treated as well as if she were one of his sex
partners.

“I care little for favors anymore,
certainly not from one so scarred as you are,” responded Gwaeri.
“You have nothing to offer me.” One of the few currencies in the
slave cities was sex. There was little else for slaves to trade,
since they were allowed almost no personal possessions.

Being from outside of Sabortrea, there
was little Tyrion could offer the man. His influence was
non-existent there, and since Gwaeri was already at the top of the
limited slave hierarchy, his good will meant nothing to the old
man. “Your continued well-being should be of some value, even to
one as old as yourself,” said Tyrion.

“I am Mordan.”

A simple statement, meaning that he
couldn’t hope to threaten one who could be gone with a thought. The
Mordan gift of teleportation made it difficult to threaten
them.

Tyrion skirted the issue, “You think
you could deny me?”

“I know your legend. I am not such a
fool to think I could face you, but you have no way to keep me
here. This is not the arena.”

He had expected that line of
reasoning, but what the old man didn’t know was that he could
render him helpless in less time than it would take the Mordan mage
to teleport. He didn’t want to offer that threat, though, for it
would end their negotiations. “You know what happened to the other
warden. I have some influence among the She’Har. You could be sent
to the arena.”

That was a complete fabrication.
Tyrion had never discussed such a thing with Lyralliantha, nor did
he know that the Mordan would even consider selling their most
senior warden, but based on recent events, he judged it to be a
credible threat.

Gwaeri laughed, an uncommon thing
among the humans kept by the She’Har. Reaching up, he stroked the
coarse gray hair that crowned his pate, “I have lived longer than
most. I do not fear dying.”

Tyrion stared at him. Torture was his
next option, but he had hoped to find a more amicable
solution.

Gwaeri spoke again, “You have given
away the importance this girl has to you. Perhaps we should
consider how you will appease me so that her condition does not
become worse after you leave.” The old man gave him a grin, showing
a mouth full of rotten teeth. The glint in his eyes spoke of pure
evil.

“You seek to extort
me?” said Tyrion,
surprised by the old warden’s boldness.

The old man sensed the flicker in his
aythar. Gwaeri was wily as a fox and had only survived to such an
age by trusting his considerably well-honed instincts. The Mordan
mage raised a shield and then turned his mind to escape. A
half-second would be all he needed.

Tyrion didn’t bother raising a shield
himself. His first action was to lash out, crushing the warden
against the wall with such sudden force that his shield collapsed.
The backlash didn’t quite render the other mage unconscious, but it
ruined his effort to teleport. Tyrion’s second attack was more
precise, clamping down on the other mage’s still reeling
mind.

He held Gwaeri trapped, his
aythar crushing the old man’s will. He nearly missed the movement
of the warden’s hand. The warden had somehow hidden the moment he
had drawn his wooden sword. Eilen’tyral was the material it was
made of; a special heartwood grown by the She’Har father-trees to
produce weapons that were as strong as steel and just as sharp. The
blade shattered as Tyrion’s rune-sheathed arm swept across,
destroying the weapon.

Tyrion expanded his mental hold,
paralyzing the warden’s body as well as his aythar. “Now that we
understand your situation better, perhaps we can have a more
meaningful discussion.”

Gwaeri’s eyes rolled wildly as he
stared back at Tyrion. He was unable to speak or even scream as he
saw the younger man produce a long red line of power from his
hand—the red whip used so often by wardens to discipline their
victims. It struck his leg first and then his mid-section, sending
burning pain tearing through his body.

The old man’s body shook despite its
paralysis, and tears ran from his eyes. The expected scream that
filled the air though, came from Haley.

Tyrion had forgotten about her. The
girl was frantic, with a look of stark terror in her eyes. She was
frightened beyond reason, and not of the warden; she was afraid of
her father.

If she only
understood, thought Tyrion. “I am doing
this for your benefit,” he told her.

She stopped screaming, but her fear
was no less. Haley continued to cower, her eyes searching the room,
hoping against reason to find some way to escape the
horror.

Sighing, Tyrion dismissed the red
whip. Obviously, Haley had been treated to its use a few times
already, and the sight of it would only make her state of mind
worse. Instead, he loosened his control of the old man’s throat,
returning his power of speech.

“Please!” begged Gwaeri. “I’ll do
anything.”

“Of course you will…” sneered Tyrion.
“…now. But I have to make sure I can trust you after I have gone.
You are obviously too sly to make a simple bargain.”

“No! I was just testing you. I never
meant to offend. I will make sure no harm comes to her…”

“Yes,” interrupted Tyrion. “Yes, you
will. After you awaken, I will explain precisely, why you will do
anything and everything I ask of you.” Reaching out with his
aythar, he drove the older mage into unconsciousness, forcing his
mind to sleep. Then he relaxed his hold.

Haley stood at the door. She had been
trying to force it to open, and now she shivered when she saw her
father’s gaze fall on her.

“I need your help,” he told her.
“Carve a small sliver of wood from your bed, then burn it. I need
black ash to mark him, and a bit of urine.”

She stared at him uncomprehendingly,
her mind in shock.

“Use your power to slice a small piece
of wood off, then make a small flame to burn it. I’ve already shown
you how to do both. Snap out of it!”

Startled, she jumped, but after a
moment she moved to do as he told her. Her aythar was rough and
untrained, but she managed to cut a small piece of wood as he had
asked. She wasn’t sure where to burn it however,
“Where…?”

“Use the food bowl,” he said,
indicating the bowls they had recently emptied.

Haley dropped it in before producing a
small flame and carefully burning the wood. She scorched the bowl
as well, but that was of little consequence to Tyrion. After
finishing, she held it out to her father.

“Mix a little urine in with it,” he
commanded, “but crush the charred wood first.”

“Uri…” She stopped without completing
the word.

“Piss in the bowl, or your hand,
however you think best. Just a little bit mind you. I need it to be
more fluid than a paste
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