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Pronunciation guide

Symbol Sound Symbol
Sound

ă a in cat ĭ i in sit

ā a in cape ī i in ice

л first a in away ŏ o in
got

ą a in car ō oa in goat

α a in father ő oo in too

ĕ e in get ŭ u in cup

ē e in we ū u in mute

э e as in her

 


Name
Pronunciation

Rabiah rл - bī’ - л

Mame mā’ - mē

Ibirann ĭb’ - эr - лn

Ibirannian ĭb’ - эr - лn - nē -
ăn

Niyaf nē’ - yăf

 Kaliq kл - lēk’

Jabari jл - bąr’ - ē

Merti mэr’ – tē

Chibale chĭ - bα - lē

Lagaly lл - gα’ - lē


 


~1~

Luava

 


Luava had been traveling for weeks. It was
late summer now and it was hot, hotter than any weather she had
ever experienced. She’d stripped down to the bare minimum: a
sleeveless leather top cut where her ribs ended, a skirt short
enough above her knees not to impede her legs when she ran, leather
leggings tied on her calves to protect them from long grass and
thorny branches, and leather shoes to protect her feet. Her
clothing was stained with sweat and dirt and looser than when she’d
begun her journey.

She wished she knew exactly where she was
going. She’d known for years that she would someday help her cousin
who lived far to the south, but she’d always assumed she’d be told
where to go when the time came. However, even during the end, when
it was close to spring, her grandmother would not or could not tell
her where to go. She’d only smiled and said the Spirit would guide
her. Luava believed in the Spirit but so far, she hadn’t noticed
him guiding her anywhere.

Her grandmother had been very near death
when Luava had found the first flower of spring. That was the sign
she was to go, but she couldn’t leave, not with her grandmother,
whom she’d lived with most of her life, so ill. So, she’d stayed to
witness her passing, then had sent her grandmother’s body to the
Spirit as was their custom. To make up the time, Luava had pushed
herself hard, running several hours each day. Sometimes she was so
tired in the evening that the next morning she couldn’t remember
stopping for the night. Often, she thought it must surely be too
late, but something wouldn’t let her give up. Perhaps it was her
grandmother’s spirit urging her on, or perhaps that was the
guidance from the Great Spirit her grandmother had foreseen.

At first running with a pack had been
challenging. She was soft from the long winter indoors and the full
pack bounced and rubbed in the most irritating way. She had stopped
partway through the first day to cut and stitch extra straps so she
could tie the pack around her waist and chest so it wouldn’t
bounce. As she’d traveled, the pack had become lighter and lighter
as she ate her supply of food and divested herself of the warm
clothing she didn’t need. The original food she had packed was long
gone but oddly, her bag had never gone empty. Every time she had
neared the last of her stock, she’d come across a group of
Clanspeople. They would invite her to share a meal using trader
sign, then ask where she was from and where she was going. The
first time this had happened she wasn’t sure what to say. How could
she explain she was on a mission to help her cousin battle a
terrible demon? She couldn’t, not in trader sign. Instead she had
signed she was looking for her cousin, then said ‘Rabiah’. The
people had talked among themselves, then looked more closely at
her, scrutinizing her clothing and her almost-white hair, then the
chief had pointed south.

“You know her?”
Luava had signed.

“We’ve heard of
her,” they’d answered.

The last group of Clanspeople she’d met had
told her Rabiah was chief of Arles. She was sure that couldn’t be
correct. Rabiah was of the Clan. The land of Arles, if not an
enemy, was certainly not a friend based on all the history she’d
read. Perhaps Rabiah just lived close to Arles. Having no other
information to go on, Luava had thanked them and continued going
South.

Now she was here. The river marking the
border between the Clanlands and Arles lay before her, sitting low
between its dark banks, but still flowing quickly in parts. She’d
seen no one for days and her pack was almost empty. According to
the maps she’d studied, mountains lay to the west and an ocean to
the east. There were probably more people to the east, closer to
the fertile lands near the ocean. She started jogging in that
direction, staying close to the river. Several hours passed. The
sun was almost to the horizon when she came upon a pole with a horn
hanging from a hook. A thick rope stretched from the pole on her
side across the wide river to an identical pole on the other side.
There were buildings beyond the pole, lining the shore and
stretching a bit beyond. The buildings were rectangular and made of
stone with triangular roofs. She’d seen pictures of buildings like
them, but had never seen any in person. In the dimness of the
evening, she could just see something squarish bobbing near the
shore on the other side of the river under the rope. That must be
how people crossed. It was a relief to see the raft. She could not
swim. The water in her homeland was too cold, even in the summer,
so she’d never learned.

She was out of food and the only people near
were those on the other side of the river. Perhaps they knew of her
cousin - everyone else seemed to. She picked up the horn to blow it
but changed her mind. It was late and she was tired and hungry. She
didn’t want to face a new people this late in the day. Looking
around, she spied a well-worn path that led away from the river.
She followed it through the tall grass until she found a place
where the grass was flattened and a dark spot indicated someone had
camped there before. She rolled out her blanket, ate the last of
her food, and fell into a deep sleep.

Too soon, the morning sun was peeking over
the horizon. Her feet ached from running so much the day before, or
perhaps it was from all the running she’d been doing since she’d
started her trip. She had nothing to eat, so she rolled up her
blanket, tied it to her pack, and slung the pack over her shoulder.
Dust from her clothes danced in the morning sunlight. She could
barely remember when she’d last had a bath. Deciding she should
clean up before she introduced herself, she walked downriver until
she could no longer see the houses. A narrow path down the steep
bank led to a flat bank with sand and spots of red clay. There was
no one about and she didn’t want to walk around in wet leather all
day, so she slipped off her clothing and walked into the river. It
took a while to scrub all the dirt from her skin even with the
small piece of soap she’d packed. She’d made it following
directions in one of her scrolls. To make it smell good, she’d
added some berries that only grew in late summer in the
wind-protected crannies of the higher hills. The smell reminded her
of home and her grandmother.

Clothes wiped as clean as she could make
them, leggings tied on and hair braided back, she walked purposely
up to the pole and blew the horn as hard as she could. A couple of
doors flew open, but only one person came out. He stumbled out of
the building near the raft, his belt still in his hand instead of
around his wide waist. He yelled something at her as he tied it on.
She couldn’t understand. She used trader sign to indicate she
wished to cross the river. He yelled something else. She shook her
head and made a motion to show she didn’t understand. He yelled
again, then waved as if to say ‘forget it’, when she started
signing again. He turned his back on her and went back into the
building.

She saw another man standing further down
the bank, watching her. He was wearing some kind of armor and his
hair was the oddest color she’d ever seen. It looked almost orange.
She signed to him asking if he could help her across. He shook his
head, to say no or to say he didn’t understand she wasn’t sure.

Disappointed, she pondered what to do. She
supposed she could continue east for a while. Surely there was
another crossing somewhere. Her stomach growled. She had to eat
first. She went back down near the bank where she had bathed,
rummaged in her pack for a fishing line, hook, and a leftover
sliver of jerky, then sat down to fish.

The hot sun was already climbing high in the
sky by the time she’d caught, cooked, and eaten her fish. It she
had to catch and prepare food every day she’d never make it on
time. She had to get across the river and find some dried food.
There were more people walking about between the houses across the
river, but no one, except the man with orange hair, was paying her
any attention. All he did was watch when she signed to him. Giving
up, she tied her pack on and started jogging east along the river.
The farther she went the more wrong it felt. After a mile she
turned back. Surely someone would come along soon and she could
cross with them. She waited an hour near the post, the hot sun
beating down on her head. She’d have to catch more fish and camp
out again at this rate. A whole day lost.

The man who had yelled at her came out and
glared across the water. She tried signing again. He just turned
his back on her. There had to be another way to cross. Maybe she
could build her own raft, or cut the rope and just hang on as the
river pushed the end to the other shore. She scanned the banks
several hundred feet in each direction. There were no big pieces of
wood around and the rope was thick. It would dull her knife. Not to
mention, she couldn’t swim. Perhaps she could crawl across the
rope. She could try at least. It would give her something to
do.

She changed into her pants and stuffed her
boots and one legging into her pack. She used the other legging to
loosely tie one wrist to the rope. The legging could slide on the
rope and that way, if she fell, she wouldn’t fall into the water.
Once she figured out the best way to scoot her hands and feet along
the rope, it wasn’t as hard as she had feared. Her legs were strong
from all the running and her arms from moving and caring for her
grandmother during her last days. The rude man started yelling at
her. She didn’t answer. He grew quiet suddenly. She took a look
behind her and saw him cross the path to speak with another man in
the same kind of armor the orange-haired man had worn.

She had passed the midway point! She was
almost there. Twenty feet, fifteen, ten, five. She was over the
raft. The rope attached to the raft was preventing her from sliding
her wrist any further. Climbing down the raft rope would be easier
than using the post anyway. Hooking her legs over the rope, she
untied the leather from her wrist and slid down the raft’s rope
until she could drop easily onto the raft. As soon as her feet
touched it, the raft lurched beneath her. She barely kept herself
upright as it moved a foot away from the shore. The rude man leaped
onto the raft, almost toppling her again. He started pulling the
raft back to the other side, using a smaller rope she hadn’t seen
that was attached to the other shore.

“What are you doing?” She asked in her
language.

He said something she couldn’t understand,
but from his angry face and gestures, she gathered he was taking
her back across.

“No!” She tried to pull
the smaller rope from his hand. He shoved her. She tried to catch
herself, but there was nothing to grab onto. She screamed. The
water splashed into her open mouth as she hit the river. She
couldn’t breathe. The bank wasn’t far but she couldn’t touch bottom
and she was choking. More water went into her mouth. She didn’t
want to die. ‘I’m sorry Grandmother. I
tried,’ she thought as the water closed
over her head.


~2~

The Castle

 


Sneaking the King and Queen and their babies
back into the castle was easier than it had been to sneak them out.
Owen commandeered one of the arrested noble’s carriages, picked the
royal family up from the midwife’s house at the break of dawn, then
had a squadron of soldiers escort the carriage onto the castle
grounds so it simply looked like another arrest had been made.

Other than the guards manning the castle
walls and the soldiers who had escorted them, there was hardly
anyone around to witness the triumphant return of the King and
Queen. They managed to make it all the way through the Great Hall
and up the stairs to their rooms without seeing anyone.

Not wanting to trespass on Mame’s
hospitality any longer than necessary, they had left before she
could serve them breakfast. Tristan wasted no time in ringing for
food when they reached their rooms. Getting up early had made him
hungry.

“You know, that’s the first time I’ve seen
you ring for food since I’ve been here,” Rabiah commented as she
sat down with Lily.

“Only because you always beat me to it.” He
went into the bedroom to lay down Solomon, who had fallen asleep,
and to change his tunic, which Solomon had managed to spit up on,
again.

In a surprisingly short amount of time, a
servant appeared at the door bearing a tray loaded with food enough
for four. Right behind them, panting as if she’d just ran a race,
was Cook.

“Cook Alawich, what are you doing here?”
Rabiah asked, surprised. She’d never seen Cook anywhere but in or
around the kitchens.

Cook raised her finger as she waited for her
breathing to go back to normal. After several seconds, she stepped
forward and gave a small curtsey.

“I just came to see for myself who was
ringing the bell. I’m glad to see it is actually you, Your
Highnesses.”

Rabiah gave her a bright smile, “We are glad
to see you too, Cook Alawich.”

She gave another curtsey. “I’d better get
back to the kitchens. The Lords will be wanting breakfast
soon.”

“How many people are left?” Tristan asked.
“There can’t be many.”

Cook Alawich nodded. “That’s true. I’ve
never had so few to cook for. I fear I may have made way too
much.”

“I’m sure the soldiers will appreciate it,”
Tristan said. The soldiers did not usually get to sample Cook’s
fare for breakfast.

“Stay for a little. You can hold one of the
babies if you’d like.” Rabiah held her daughter up so Cook could
see the four-day-old better.

“I don’t know,” Cook said, stepping
closer.

“It will be a good opportunity to see how
well Imogene can handle the kitchen without you,” Rabiah tempted.
Imogene was the second in command. In theory she would be the next
head cook, but Cook was showing no signs of stepping down. Rabiah
offered her daughter to Cook. Cook couldn’t resist. She took the
baby and cradled her gently against her well-padded, aproned
exterior then turned to the servant girl who was still waiting,
“Emily, tell Imogene she is in charge. I’ll be with the Queen if
she needs me. And I better not smell anything burning when I get
back!” she finished with a yell as the servant curtsied and hurried
down the hallway.

Cook sat in the chair Tristan pulled out for
her, carefully cradling the baby. The baby looked curiously up at
her with bright blue eyes. It was the first time Alawich had gotten
a good look at either of the babies up close. The little girl had
big blue eyes, chubby cheeks, and a head covered with light-colored
fuzz. Her eyes were shaped like her mother’s. Alawich put her
finger next to the baby’s fist. The little girl gripped it
tightly.

“She’s beautiful,” Cook said softly.

“Thank you,” Rabiah said.

“I think I can see a little of Queen Naomi
in the shape of her lips, Your Highness,” Alawich said to
Tristan.

“I think she looks more like Rabiah,”
Tristan replied, “But I’m sure my mother would agree with you.” He
shoved another bite in his mouth. “Good,” he said after chewing a
moment.

“Thank you,” Alawich said, pleased. It
wasn’t every day she got a compliment from the King. She couldn’t
contain her curiosity any longer. “I was worried when you didn’t
show up for the evening meal last night after the castle was
liberated. People said the temple was destroyed and that you were
inside when it happened. Some said you were glowing and others said
you had vanished. Someone even said there were people singing
inside the temple and it was the music that destroyed it. Were you
there? What really happened?”

The King and his young
Queen looked at each other and grinned. “That is what really happened,” Tristan
finally said.

“What? What do you mean? Which part?”

“All of it. We were in the temple. We sang
and the temple was destroyed, then we left, vanished, I suppose you
could say,” Tristan said.

“But where did you go?”

“We stayed with a friend. Didn’t Sir Owen
tell everyone?” Tristan asked.

“He said you and the babies were fine and
just had something to take care of.”

“So we did,” Tristan nodded.

“We took care of the demon,” Rabiah chimed
in, giddy again at the thought. Her babies were safe, Tristan was
safe, Owen was safe, and the demon was buried in stone. The future
looked bright.

“You may have defeated the demon, but you
still have his followers to deal with,” Alawich remarked darkly.
The Queen was busy smiling at the King and didn’t appear to hear
her.

Alawich stayed long enough for the King and
Queen to finish their meal, but felt uncomfortable being away from
her kitchens so long and to be sitting at the table with the King
and Queen holding the Princess as if she were part of the family.
She handed the baby back to the Queen as soon as the Queen pushed
back from the table.

“Thank you for inviting me, Your Highnesses.
I should get back to the kitchens.”

“But you didn’t eat anything,” Rabiah
said.

“I get plenty,” Alawich said, patting her
ample belly. “Besides, I ate earlier.”

“Thank you for the company then, and for the
delicious food. If you see Esmerelda, can you send her up?” Rabiah
asked.

“I haven’t seen her since the day before
last, but I will relay your message if I see her.”

“Thank you, Cook.”

 


Senna came by with six-year-old Kaja after
Tristan had gone downstairs to begin sorting out the mess left
behind after the demon attack. Kaja went immediately to check on
the babies who were now both sleeping. The little girl took her
duties as a Mother’s helper seriously.

Senna hugged Rabiah tightly. “I’m so glad
you are awake. That was scary how you and Tristan both collapsed. I
was afraid Owen and I were going to have to raise your children
along with our own.”

“Three babies at once? That would be
challenging. I’m sure you could handle it, but I’m not so sure
about Owen.”

Senna smiled fondly, “He could. You should
see him with the children we rescued from the mines. He’s like a
kid himself.”

“So, you’d have four kids at once,” Rabiah
laughed.

“Yes… Just don’t do that again,” Senna said,
a serious look on her normally cheery face.

“Speaking of children, has anyone checked on
the schools? I was going to ask Esmerelda but I haven’t seen her
yet and Cook says she didn’t see her yesterday either. Have you
seen her?”

Senna frowned, thinking. “No, I haven’t. I
didn’t see her yesterday either, even when everyone was asking
where you were. I’ll go look for her.”

“I hope she didn’t get hurt when the demon
attacked,” Rabiah commented, beginning to worry.

“I’ll check the infirmary if I can’t find
her in the castle.”

“Thanks Senna.”

 


Senna couldn’t find Esmerelda anywhere. Owen
and Tristan were busy so Rabiah ordered her guards to have the
grounds searched to make sure Esmerelda wasn’t lying injured or
worse somewhere. They came back to report she’d last been seen by a
soldier guarding the gate as she left the castle grounds two days
prior.

“She was going to check on the children at
the school,” Rabiah remembered. “Has anyone checked on them since
yesterday?” she asked the soldier who had brought her the
report.

“I don’t know, Your Highness.”

“Can you ask Sir Owen?”

“He and the King are very busy dealing with
lawyers trying to get the prisoners released. It’s a madhouse down
there.”

Esmerelda might be in
trouble. That was more important than the lawyers. Rabiah used
their telepathic link to send a silent message to Tristan,
‘Tristan, sorry to interrupt, but has
anyone checked on the schools since yesterday?’

‘I don’t know. Let me ask
Owen.’ A few seconds later he responded,
‘No, not yet.’

‘Esmerelda’s missing. She
was going to check on the children. I’m worried.’

‘I’ll send
someone.’

 


There were exactly three of Tristan’s
advisors who had not been arrested or exiled from the castle due to
their association with the Bull demon. One was Owen, the second was
Tristan’s Uncle, General Ormond, who was currently in charge of
securing one of the temples, and the third was Lord Higsley, a
nondescript, quiet man who rarely had anything to say. Tristan had
often wondered why his Father had selected Lord Higsley three years
ago to be one of his advisors.

At least ten lawyers and just as many
relatives had filed in when the castle gates were opened, each one
trying to push forward to conclude their business first. Tristan
wondered where all the lawyers had come from. Most of the lawyers
he knew had been arrested. Everyone claimed their clients or
relatives were simply innocent bystanders who had been arrested by
overzealous guards, or they had been under control of the Bull and
were therefore not responsible for their actions.

Tristan knew the truth. The castle had been
under siege by both supporters of the Bull and by soldiers who were
unwillingly under the Bull’s control. The soldiers had been forced
to fight shoulder-to-shoulder with the True Believers. When the
demon had been defeated and lost control, the soldiers had turned
on those next to them and were able to capture most of them. The
soldiers had served as witnesses when Owen had returned to the
castle. Those people who had dropped their weapons and whose auras
confirmed they were telling the truth when they claimed they had
acted while under control of the Bull were released. Everyone else
was currently being held in a prison camp quickly set up under
Owen’s orders on the training grounds. There was nowhere else to
hold them all.

Tristan wasn’t sure what he was going to do.
He needed the Lords. They cared for and managed the lands on which
they’d been raised. There weren’t enough knowledgeable, loyal
people to replace them all. He understood why they had turned on
him. They were fighting for what they thought was a god, but in
doing so they had all committed treason. At the same time, he
wondered how anyone could think a being that promoted so much hate,
especially against a young, pregnant queen, could be good.

The supplicants were now standing in a line
starting at his study, down the hall, and out into the Great Room.
The guards were letting them in one at a time. Each one seemed
determined to stay until Tristan agreed to release their relatives
or clients and went on and on about the virtues of those arrested.
It was a big, fat waste of time. Rabiah’s request provided him with
both a good excuse to get away, and an opportunity to have a
private meeting with his two advisors so they could devise a
strategy for dealing with those imprisoned. The man in front of
them had already been going on for at least five minutes. Tristan
raised a hand to stop him as he took another breath.

“Thank you. Your request has been heard. The
circumstances of every prisoner will be considered before
sentencing. If you haven’t already, give your name, how you can be
contacted, and list of the people you represent to the scribe as
you leave.”

The man was clearly irate to have been
cutoff so abruptly, but he didn’t voice his opposition. Yet another
unsatisfied citizen, Tristan signed to himself. He ordered a boy to
call a carriage and another to locate Lord Higsley, then went into
the hallway to personally request that everyone give their
information to the waiting scribes and to ensure them that they
would all be attended to.

“When?” some of them called out.

“As soon as possible,” he responded.

“Where are you going? Are we to just wait
around?” a couple yelled. Tristan didn’t bother answering. He gave
some instructions to the guards and left with Owen. The people
frowned and muttered to each other as he and Owen passed by.

Lord Higsley was waiting by the carriage.
Tristan had never heard the man say more than three words at a
time, so he was impressed when Lord Higsley managed two full
sentences during their impromptu meeting and his idea wasn’t bad
either. Higsley suggested that those who foreswore any association
with the Bull and swore alliance to the King be allowed to resume
their positions after paying a heavy penalty. All others would be
stripped of their property and exiled. Tristan decided he would
take Lord Higsley’s advice, with a few changes. Those who swore
would have to mean it: Owen could decipher that from their auras,
and he wouldn’t exile anyone. They’d become prisoners of Arles.
They could replace the slaves he was about to free. He hadn’t told
anyone about that yet. It had come to him, just this morning, that
since the country was at a turning point anyway, they might as well
start with a clean slate. He had promised Rabiah after all, and if
he truly believed in the Great Spirit, which he did, shouldn’t he
live the way the Spirit would want him to?

The carriage pulled up in front of the
school. Unlike the first time he’d visited, no one came out to
greet them. Tristan and his two advisors exited the carriage. He’d
brought eight guards with him as well. They all clustered at the
front door. Tristan nodded and one of the soldiers knocked. After a
minute passed with no response, the soldier tried again, pounding
the door so hard the hinges rattled. No one came. The soldier tried
the handle with no success. Tristan was just about to order the men
to break it down when the door opened a crack and an older lady
peered around the edge.

“Your Highness! What a surprise. The school
is closed right now. The children have all come down with
something. You’ll have to come back later.”

“All of them?” Tristan asked doubtfully.

“Most of them. It has spread very
rapidly.”

Owen cleared his throat quietly behind
Tristan. She was lying. Tristan signaled with his hand behind his
back for four of the guards to spread out around the school. He
wanted to make sure they weren’t sneaking the children away as they
spoke.

Tristan stepped closer, hoping to distract
the movement from the guards’ movements. “Have you called the
healers? Has anyone died?”

“No. No deaths, Your Highness, just fever
and rash.”

“Have you seen Esmerelda? The Queen is
concerned for her. She thought she might be checking on the
children.”

“Mmm,” the lady looked behind her into the
school, then looked back. “Yes, yes, she is here. She caught what
the children have. We are caring for her.”

“Perhaps I should take her back to the
castle. I have a carriage.”

“No, that won’t be necessary. We don’t mind
caring for her. What is one more?”

“I’ll send some healers to help you as soon
as I get back to the castle.”

“There is no need,” the woman said quickly.
“We have our own healers here.”

The guards should be in place now. “I want
to see her at least, before I go, since I’ve come all this
way.”

“You will get sick and pass it on to your
little ones. You should stay away.”

Tristan stepped forward. “I insist.”

“No, Your Highness. You must not.” The woman
stepped inside and tried to shut the door. The guard who had
knocked, blocked the door with his foot and pushed it open, forcing
the woman to back away. She was wearing a pale apron over her gray
tunic. Something red was splashed across the lower part of it.

“What is that on your apron?” Tristan asked
as he in Owen entered behind the soldier.

She shook her head as she took another step
back. “It is nothing, Your Highness. One of the children would not
take their medicine and it splashed on my apron when she dropped
it.”

“It is blood,” Owen growled. He drew his
sword and stepped forward. The woman turned and ran down the long
hallway surprisingly fast for such an old woman. Owen chased after
her with Tristan, two of the guards, and Lord Higsley following.
The woman slipped as she tried to stop in front of a closed door
near the back exit of the school, nearly hitting an older girl with
a baby, but caught herself with the handle. The older girl was just
the first of a long line of children that stretched from outside
the door and out into the play-yard behind the school. The woman
righted herself and pushed through the door. Owen pushed the door
all the way open behind her, causing it to slam into the wall, and
followed. Tristan was right on his heels. Owen stopped suddenly in
front of him. Tristan narrowly avoided hitting him by sliding to
the right, then froze, aghast at what he saw. Blood was everywhere,
splashed on the gray stone walls and the floor and pooling around a
pile of black stones. A Bull priest stood above the puddle, his
black robe shiny with blood, a knife in one hand and the ankles of
a dead child in the other. The child had a cut across his neck that
was still dripping. He wasn’t the only child that had been
sacrificed. Several lay on the stones in front of him. Not all of
the bodies were intact.

Horrified, Tristan spouted, “What have you
done?” Visions of his own children lying there, blood covered and
dead flashed through his mind.

“What have
I done? What have you
done?” the priest yelled, tossing the body on the stones. The body
bounced then lay limp and unmoving atop the stones. “You’ve ruined
everything!” He leaped over the bodies and the stones and charged
at Tristan with his knife. Owen stepped forward with his sword and
stopped the man, permanently. There were other adults in the room,
both women and men, dressed in the robes of the Bull. They had been
standing in a loose circle around the pile of stones but had
stepped back when the priest attacked. The old woman who had run
before them turned to face them in front of the pile. With an ugly,
disturbingly gleeful look on her face, she raised her hands as if
to unleash some horrible power. The guard beside Tristan threw his
knife before she could open her mouth. She fell on the stones
clutching her chest.

Tearing his eyes from the scene of carnage
before him, Tristan stepped forward and looked around angrily at
the rest of the people in the room. Owen positioned himself on
Tristan’s left, the guard at his right. “Anyone else?”

One of the women fell to the ground, hands
clasped before her in supplication. “Your Highness, we are only
doing what the Bull requires. He is silent. He must be angry. We
are only trying to appease him.”

“He is a demon. He is silent because he is
gone. I sent him away. You are murdering innocent children. There
is absolutely no excuse for that.” They needed more soldiers.
Tristan sent a quick mental message to Rabiah. “All of you are
under arrest.” There was movement to his right. The guard stepped
in front of Tristan to shield him as rocks started flying from the
pile. Tristan took a throwing knife from the back of the guard’s
belt and threw it around his arm. It wasn’t a deadly throw - it hit
the man’s shoulder, but it stopped the onslaught. The guard,
bruised but otherwise unharmed, charged the man and quickly secured
his arms behind his back.

“You would attack your King?” Tristan asked,
his anger building.

“What is a King to a god?” the man replied
angrily. He stared at the pile. More rocks shook and shifted. Lord
Higsley slipped to the man’s side and touched his shoulder. The man
went stiff and fell over like a rotten tree stump, eyes still
open.

“What did you do to him?” Owen asked
curiously.

“Paralyzed. He’ll be like that for an hour
or so.”

“That’s a handy gift,” Owen thought out
loud.

“Not usually.”

Tristan’s eyes were drawn
to the large stone in the center of the pile. It looked like the
one they’d trapped the demon in except it was coated with fresh
blood. Fury, disgust, and sadness warred within him. How could his
own people do this? He turned to Owen. ‘Can you see souls?’ Tristan
sent.

Owen gave a quick nod.

“I am not a god, but
neither was the Bull and I can prove it.” Tristan said loudly. He
hoped the paralyzed man could still see. Tristan walked to the
pile, stealing himself against the sight of the dead children and
body parts lying all around the stone. Anger surged. He wanted to
shatter the stones until nothing but dust remained. He sent an
image of what he was seeing to Rabiah. ‘Sing with me.’ He put his hands on
the big bloody stone and began to sing.

Back in their rooms, Senna and Merti looked
up in surprise as Rabiah began to sing with tears flowing from her
closed eyes. She sang of love for the children and sorrow for their
deaths. Tristan sang of power and strength and the protection he
wished he could have provided for all the children. The words came
easily to him. He realized now that he had seen them before but had
not known the melody. They were from an ancient language that no
one spoke anymore. Owen couldn’t hear Rabiah, but he could see the
silver and gold swirling around Tristan. The hairs on the back of
his neck and arms stood painfully up.

“I suggest everyone take a step back,” he
said as he followed his own advice. The guards and Lord Higsley
didn’t need to be told twice. Tristan’s voice was getting higher
and louder. Owen could now hear Rabiah’s voice in his head, or at
least he imagined he could. He couldn’t look at Tristan
anymore.

“Here it comes,” Owen said more to himself
than anyone else as Tristan neared the pinnacle of the song.
Suddenly, every black stone on the floor and around the watcher’s
necks blew apart. Rock chips pelleted the walls and everyone
within. Owen lowered his arm which he’d put up to protect himself
from the rocks. There was still too much glow to look at Tristan
directly. He could tell Tristan was still angry though. The gold
was lined with red.

“Do you see?” Tristan demanded of the
followers angrily. “Feel! This is what the power from a true God
feels like.” He touched a woman’s arm. She yelped in pain and
pulled her arm away, then began to sob. Tristan went to every
follower in the room and touched them. The glow was starting to
fade. Owen had to get Tristan out of there before the glow faded
completely. He didn’t want anyone to witness the aftermath of what
happened when the King and Queen used their gift.

“Your Highness, that’s enough. There’s
nothing more you can do,” Owen said.

“There is much more I can do,” Tristan said,
thinking of the other schools and the mess in front of him. His
aura was still pulsing red.

“Yes, but not now.” Owen stepped closer and
spoke quietly, “Remember what happened last time?”

Tristan blinked and looked at Owen as if
waking from a trance. Owen was right. He needed to get to the
carriage before he ran out of energy again. He touched Owen’s arm
as he spoke to him, “Thanks Owen, you are right. I hate to ask yet
again, but take care of this, please?”

Owen nodded, barely able to stand Tristan’s
touch. So much power, so much love, it was bringing tears to his
eyes.

“Are you all right?” Tristan asked,
squeezing Owen’s arm a little.

Owen pulled his arm away. “If you’re not
blinding me you’re scorching me,” he grumbled, hopefully low enough
that only Tristan could hear over all the sobbing in the room.

Tristan flashed a grinned, momentarily
pleased with himself, then sobered, “Sorry.”

“Hurry,” Owen urged.

Tristan went out into the hallway. Owen
followed right behind him after asking Lord Higsley to put everyone
else down. Better safe than sorry. Who knew what other gifts the
followers had? Several older children glared at Owen in silent
suspicion as he left the room. Great. Righteous teenagers who had
been taught their entire lives that the bull was a god; they were
going to be a problem.

He turned away to go down the hall. What was
he supposed to do with all the children? His own house was already
overrun. They’d have to stay at the school for now. He’d need to
find someone to care for them and they still hadn’t found
Esmerelda. He saw Tristan reach the carriage through the still-open
door at the end of the hall. By the time he got to the carriage,
the golden glow surrounding Tristan was almost gone, replaced by
the white glow that meant he was talking to Rabiah.

“Shall we go or should I find Esmerelda
first?”

“Find Esmerelda.” Tristan yawned. Owen
wondered how long they’d sleep this time. Surely not as long as
before. Tristan and Rabiah had only broken a pile of stones, not an
entire temple, although this time the stones looked like they had
been crushed instead of merely broken in half.

After recalling the guards from around the
school to watch over Tristan, Owen searched the entire school for
Esmerelda. There was no sign of her. He even asked the children if
they had seen her or if there was anywhere else he should look.
They were no help. Surely the priests wouldn’t have sacrificed her.
He looked again in the room, now littered with small pieces of
black stone. He saw only small bodies. It made him want to weep.
How could anyone be so callous? By the time he was done with his
search, a squadron of soldiers had arrived, sent by Rabiah, he
presumed.

He instructed the soldiers to clean up the
room, bring the bodies to the castle so they could be given a
decent burial, and bind all the followers in copper before placing
them in the more secure part of the prison camp where the priests
were being held.

The children were still standing in the
hallway, the older ones angry and distrustful. Some of the babies
had begun to cry. He noticed one girl pinching the little girl of
about a year old that she held.

“Why are you pinching her?” he asked,
stopping before her.

“She won’t be quiet. The babies were never
this troublesome before.”

“Has she been fed lately? Babies eat often.”
He’d only recently realized this. Rabiah always seemed to be
feeding her babies.

“It is not time to eat.”

The child was squirming, trying to get
down.

“Why don’t you put her down?”

“Oh, no. Babies aren’t supposed to crawl
around. They could get hurt or get in someone’s way.”

“Babies like to crawl around. There are many
people here to watch her. Put her down.”

“No. She is just being bad.” The older girl
slapped the little one’s leg and held her firmly up in front of
her. Shaking her a little, she said, “Bad girl. Bad girl.”

The little girl cried harder. Owen pulled
her away from the older girl’s grasp and hugged her to his chest.
He couldn’t leave the little children here with these older ones.
They didn’t know how to care for them properly. Not that he knew
much himself, although the little girl seemed to prefer him to her
handler. She was leaning against his shoulder and sucking on her
fist now. Maybe one of the soldiers knew about caring for children.
He marched into the room where the bodies and stones lay.

“Do any of you know anything about
children?”

A veteran soldier and two young ones eagerly
stopped what they were doing and approached him.

“I have three of my own, Sir Owen,” the
veteran said. “What is the problem?”

“What about you two?” Owen asked the younger
soldiers.

“I have ten brothers and sisters. I’m the
third eldest.”

“Ten? There’s eleven of you?”

“Yes,” the young soldier grinned, “seven
girls and four boys.”

“What about you?” Owen asked the other
soldier.

“I just have six younger brothers.”

“Just six?” Owen asked.

“Yes, Sir.”

Owen couldn’t imagine having that many
brothers. Tristan was troublesome enough and he wasn’t even his
brother by blood.

“Tim,” Owen turned to the veteran, “I need
someone to take charge of the children. Can you and the other two
here see that they are fed and kept clear while the rest of the
soldiers clean up? I’ll send help as soon as I can.”

“I can handle them,” Tim assured him.

“The older ones may cause problems,” Owen
cautioned. “They’ve been taught the demon was a god their entire
lives and they have no idea how to properly care for children. I
just caught one pinching and shaking this little girl.”

“Want me to take her?” Tim put out his arms.
Owen tried to gently transfer the girl but she turned her head away
from the soldier and clung to Owen like a leach.

“I guess I’ll take her with me.” Senna would
be amused. All the children from the mines seemed drawn to him like
bees to honey. He couldn’t sit down without at least three trying
to climb up on him at once. He really didn’t mind. He liked how
simple and honest or guilty they were, but they could quickly wear
a man out.

“Lord Higsley, are you ready?” Owen
asked.

Higsley nodded, an odd look on his face. So,
Sir Higsley thought it amusing that children liked him? Owen
wondered if the man had ever held a child. Out in the hallway a
baby was wailing. The girl in charge of him was trying to silence
him by holding her hand over his mouth and nose. Owen nodded toward
the baby, “Lord Higsley, if you would please.”

“You want me to paralyze him?”

“No. I want you to take him from the girl
before she hurts him. We’ll take him with us. Lady Senna can care
for them.”

“You want me to pick up a baby?”

“Yes.”

“How?”

“Just pick him up.”

Lord Higsley grabbed the child under his
arms and lifted. He held the squalling baby in front of him all the
way down the hallway and to the carriage. It would have been funny
if the crying wasn’t so irritating. Owen climbed into the carriage
one-handed. The little girl was clinging tightly enough he probably
could have used two. He squatted and reached back so Lord Higsley
could hand him the crying boy before he climbed in. The boy looked
to be about six months old. Owen bounced him a little as he sat on
the backwards-facing seat. Tristan had fallen asleep on the other
seat, head leaning against the wall, mouth open. At least he wasn’t
snoring. How on earth he could sleep with so much noise was beyond
him. Lord Higsley climbed into the carriage, and after a small
pause, dropped down next to Owen.

“He’s asleep? Is that what happened after he
and the Queen destroyed the temple?”

“Yes. They collapsed shortly afterwards and
stayed asleep until early this morning. I’m hoping it won’t last as
long this time.”

“Did they glow when they were together?”

“You could see it?” Owen asked.

“Couldn’t everyone?”

“I don’t know. Did you see any colors?”

“No. Just bright white. It’s odd, but I
thought I could hear the Queen singing too.”

“With those two, anything is possible.” The
boy quieted as the carriage began to move. Owen realized why the
boy was so unhappy as a wet spot slowly spread across his own
tunic. Wonderful.

“The question is, how are we going to get
the King back up to his rooms without anyone knowing why he is
asleep,” Owen said when they were halfway to the castle. “I don’t
want his enemies to hear how destroying stones affect him and the
Queen. They might take advantage of it somehow.”

“Leave that to me,” Lord Higsley said. “You
can take care of the babies.”

Was that a smirk? Lord Higsley was oddly
hard to read, except when he looked at Lady Hellysant. Owen had
often wondered if the man was just too shy to speak to her or if
they had been seeing each other and she’d broken it off. He was
clearly attracted to her but just as clearly saddened by something
too.

The carriage rolled to a stop. Lord Higsley
quickly stepped down and rushed to the infirmary. The boy Owen was
holding had fallen asleep. The girl had relaxed as they drove, but
at the sight of people outside the carriage door, she plastered
herself tightly into the nook created by his arm and started
sucking her thumb. It was not easy to get out of the carriage with
his wide shoulders and a baby on each arm. He’d barely gotten his
balance when he was accosted by more lawyers and family members
seeking the release of their relatives.

“Where is the King? Has he returned?” they
all clamored at once. The baby boy woke up and started to cry
again.

“Now see what you’ve done,” Owen groused.
“The King is not available at this moment. You’ll have to
wait.”

“Not available? But I heard he was in this
morning,” someone said.

“I demand to see the King. We have a right
to be heard!” a few others said.

Owen spied Lord Higsley coming with two
healers carrying a stretcher. “Talk to him about it,” Owen said,
pointing with his chin. Half the mob descended on Lord Higsley. The
other half waited, not wanting to lose their positions next to the
carriage. Owen waited too, curious to what Lord Higsley had
planned.

Higsley clasped his hands together and said,
“Oh, it’s all my fault. All my fault.”

“What’s all your fault?” someone asked.

“There was a skirmish and I tried using some
of that sleeping powder to stop the attackers but the King breathed
it instead. I don’t know what I was thinking. I threw it right in
front of him.”

“Was he hurt?” someone asked.

“No. He’s just sleeping, but he got a good
whiff. He may be out for a while.”

“Who were you skirmishing with?”

“People, with knives,” Lord Higsley said
like it was a normal thing to do. He turned his attention to the
healers who were pulling Tristan out of the carriage. “I’d better
follow them. I have to tell the Queen what I did. I fear she won’t
be very happy with me.”

He was a pretty good liar and actor too,
Owen thought, impressed. He would have never guessed the man had it
in him.

Owen hurried to get ahead of the sleeping
Tristan, Lord Higsley, and the crowd following them. Lord Higsley
was causing such a commotion no one had commented on the two
children in Owen’s arms. He hurried up the stairs to the King and
Queen’s rooms. Senna met him at the door.

“Queen Rabiah started singing and then fell
asleep.” Her eyes went from one baby to another. “You brought more
children?”

Owen explained what had happened while she
changed the boy’s diaper. She laughed at him when he showed her his
wet tunic, but quickly sobered when he told her what they had found
at the school. The healers came in and deposited Tristan on the bed
next to the Queen. Lord Higsley entered after them and sat on the
couch, staying after the healers left.

“The King has put me in charge of cleaning
up his mess again,” Owen complained to Senna.

Senna sat the boy on the couch next to Lord
Higsley. “Don’t let him fall,” she ordered. Higsley obediently put
his arm out as a barrier.

“You’re good at it, Owen,” she soothed,
turning to her husband.

“I should be. I’ve been doing it his whole
life,” Owen grumbled.

“The Kingdom would fall apart without you,”
Senna said, trying to pull the little girl out of Owen’s arms.

“It’s falling apart with me.” The little
girl was clinging to him like a burr.

“We’ll figure out something. How many
schools are there?” Senna picked up a shiny metal ball someone had
sent the twins. She started rolling it around in her hands.

“At least one near each temple and I think a
few more.” The girl he was holding was watching the ball intently.
Senna pretended she didn’t notice, then set the ball on a chair,
out of Owen’s and the girl’s reach.

“Then send messengers to the soldiers at the
nearby temples and the Queen can have Justin relay the message to
the ones farther away when she wakes up.”

“It might be a while before she does, and
what are we going to do with the children?”

“There are lots of servants and few guests.
Send the servants to the school. Merti can help the Queen and watch
these two. I can help find new teachers for the school.”

“Are you sure?” Right after they were
married, Senna had told him she was enjoying not having any little
ones underfoot. Now they had a house full of children, the Queen
had just had two, and they were expecting one themselves.

“I’m sure. I’ll just find some people to run
it, I won’t watch them myself. Besides, I’m sure the Queen will
want to help when she wakes, so I won’t have to do it all
myself.”

The girl was still clinging, but she had her
eye on the ball. Senna ‘accidentally’ bumped the chair with her
hip. The ball rolled under the sofa. The little girl was suddenly
sliding off his legs and down to the floor. Senna picked her up
after she had retrieved the ball. “Go. Change your tunic. Wait. Did
you find Esmerelda?”

“No. One woman said she was there though. I
searched all through the school, but I didn’t find any sign of
her.”

“Where could she be?”

“I don’t know.”

“What should I do?” Lord Higsley asked,
making a face as the baby leaned forward to slobber on his
elbow.

“You can go keep our guests happy since you
managed to knock the King out. Also, make a draft of the pledge you
suggested. I think the King means to act on your suggestion.”

Lord Higsley pushed the baby back against
the back of the sofa with one finger of his other hand, then
quickly stood before the boy could attack him again. He gave Owen a
cocky little bow, “As you wish, Sir Owen.”
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