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The Kingdom of Ecstasy

 

by S. R. Laubrea


This ebook has been revised. Most of the changes have been to bring it in line with related lore that spans the series, as well as related side-stories that may make their way to the published catalog.

 

Unlike The Elegy of Fate, this publication has had revisions to the story as well. In the back of the book, there are two chapters that serve as a preview to The Rapture of Secrets, that being the third book of this series. Content had to be altered to maintain continuity between the story as seen up to the end of this book, and the tone, themes, and story of book 3. 
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Act 1:

The Ivory Prince


Ritual.

Eiynvas 54th, the last day of the month of Schornn;

Spring of the 691st year into the Seventh Epoch of Dyjian.

 

 

 

The Alyi are not gods. Although divine in nature, and possessing great powers beyond a man's wildest imagining, the Alyi despise reverence in all its forms.

 

This much was common knowledge among all beings. Except for those that gathered in the temple dedicated to Mokallai.

 

The Temple was a secured dome, an annex to a lofty estate in the center of the jungle continent, Phiiva. There was no other place like it, because the indigenous peoples of Dyjian had no thought towards the worship of anything, not even Dyiij, the Alyi of the celestial domain.

 

Within the temple was a circular dais towards one side so deemed the rear of the structure. Ornate kneeling cushions were arranged in a semicircle around the dais. The most prominent feature were the two statues that dominated the dais:

 

A man, Fylus, made of brushed steel, wielded a scythe. Before him was a granite slab for sacrifices, and at the foot of the slab was a golden bowl where the blood of the sacrifice would be burned. 

 

Behind the man was a larger statue: a golden-eyed obsidian figure, poised like a saint in a silver robe. In the clutches of his ruby claws was a burgundy and turquoise globe of the planet. And at the base of this statue, below the soles of his feet was the inscription:

 

THE BLOOD OF THE FORFEIT GIVES LIFE TO FATE;

Destiny is Sacrifice;

PRAY THE WILL OF MOKALLAI BE absolute.

 

"There is but one truth!" Fylus declared. He raised his hands to the ceiling, his chin tilted upwards, his sickly pink eyes gleaming in the light of the fire that blazed in the golden bowl. "Those who give in to Mokallai will rule as his Elect. You will be a chosen people, and he will see to your every desire. Give in to Fate!"

 

The ones knelt bowed forward, chanted: "Destiny is sacrifice!"

 

"We are a chosen race!"

 

"Destiny is Sacrifice!" They raised their voices.

 

"Hand over the forfeit."

 

Four men designated as servitors of the Temple brought in a Kyusoa. The creature was bound at it's wrist and ankles with tungsten-carbonate bonds. It was a human-looking thing, having a woman's face, torso and arms. But it's ears were as triangular sails, and its legs were tri-jointed. Yet these things walked upright on feet that bore a striking resemblance to human hands. And from behind dangled a long, fleshy tail.

 

This particular kyuosa scowled as the men carried her by means of two poles: one between her wrists, the other her ankles. She was a barren Tyiha, that is, a She-kyusoa, and the patron of the estate had declared her good for sacrifice. She wriggled the whole way down the aisle, but couldn't get free.

 

The men set her on the granite slab. She arched her back and hissed. The slab was colder than dry ice. They slid the poles out and separated her arms and legs, chaining them to the rings on the side of the granite slab.

 

Fylus chuckled as she wriggled and thrashed. A lively one this time. He adored when they didn't want to die. Because it made for a better show, he ran his hand leisurely along the side of the slab as he circled it thrice.

 

Then he drew a dagger from off his belt, a gilded, serrated blade with teeth more menacing than the jaws of a shark. She froze as he pressed the cold blade to her neck.

 

"The blood of the forfeit gives life to Fate," he whispered.

 

She spat at him. "Kyida ja Alyi helmacht aasul!" She said: 'May the Alyi destine you to your death!'

 

The teeth bit into her flesh, and he drew the knife deep across her throat. Her blood flowed into the grooves in the top of the slab, draining into the golden bowl. The fire woofed to life in bright hues of cyan and white, and the people bowed, silent.

 

Great plumes of light snaked through the air. Plumes of Aelyth released by burning the tyiha's blood. Aelyth, that is, the power of her spirit, the force of her life; what Mokallai needed to sustain himself outside of a host.

 

Fylus watched the aelyth whirl around the statue before stabbing into its eyes, symbolic of Mokallai absorbing the life of the tyiha. He grinned and turned towards the audience. "Pray the will of Mokallai be absolute."

 

His words were well received. He delighted to see Ridd, the patron of the Ankuseth Estate, present. But as he scanned the faces of those attending he saw two standing just outside the entrance whose faces were alight with disgust.

 

These ceremonies did not sit well with everyone. Ielase crossed her arms, shook her head and glared at Fylus. She had a mind to go in there and tell him off, but the weight of the hand of her older brother held her back. She knew Allondt meant well, resting a hand on her shoulder, but in her heated state, she wished he'd let her go.

 

"Putrid," she seethed. "Just absolutely putrid. That vawd and his vlawdskemmung rituals."

 

"Calm down," Allondt said. His voice was ever-smooth, even though he also despised seeing his father bowing before Fylus and the statue of Mokallai.

 

"Freig," she swore, shoved his hand off of her and started for the skyway connecting the temple with the rest of the estate.

 

Her brother cut her off. "What are you up to?"

 

"What do you mean 'What am I up to'? I'm up to nothing and you know it." She moved around him.

 

"Don't lie to me," he said, falling in-step beside her.

 

She glared him down. How he knew her well. "I want to find someone who can put a stop to all this, to the sacrifices and stupidity." She sighed. "How much longer until they come for Rah'ii?"

 

"You really care about that one." He chose his words carefully, knowing how his sister hated hearing the kyusoa be called 'beasts'.

 

Rah'ii wasn't an animal. She knew it with both her hearts.

 

"But you know he isn't going to let someone be around here for no reason."

 

"Then fire someone else!" She snapped. "Get rid of that vawd who oversees the twenty-eighth enclave."

 

"And who are we going to put in his place?"

 

"The right person — I don't know. But if Pah asks where I am, tell him I'm headed to South Chanton for some cheese. I'll be taking Cou with me."

 

"Alright then." 

 

They stopped and hugged.

 

He was just her brother, but over the past few years his once comforting embrace almost elicited rueful tears. How she despised what their father condoned. He kept a steady, stalwart gaze straight ahead. Neither one allowed place for crying. Here it was taken for weakness; an inroad to desires best kept secret.

 

He released her, and assured her with a nod. Then she was off.

 

The estate was large enough to feature a grid. Certain sections of it were mapped and adapted for warp receptors.

 

Warping was near instantaneous. In less than the time of a blink of the eye, Ielase went from the North East Annex junction and materialized in the receptor of the Crawler bay.

 

Cou was a Crawler: a tripod machine with a smooth, mirror-y chassis. It stood at least three stories tall, and whistled when it recognized Ielase through its bright pink 'eye'. At once it opened the hatch on the bottom of its belly and let down a cone of soft blue light, inviting her in.

 

She stepped into its radiance, and gradually she floated up from the floor into the machine.

 

'Good day, Ielase. [I] Am excited to see you. What is [our] destination?'

 

"South Chanton. Take the long route though Bextun and Trenthoni."

 

'Yes. [I] Will do as ordered. Is everything alright? You sound upset.'

 

"It's nothing I want on record, Cou. But thank you."

 

'It is [my] pleasure to be of service, Ielase.' The machine closed and sealed its hatch. It started forward with a steady, controlled and precise amble.  

 

Ielase sighed, settled in one of the seats and looked at one of the flat panel displays designed to emulate a window, complete with a small vent to incorporate a breeze. 

 

Where on Dyjian was she going to find someone? More than that, the right someone? She hadn't the faintest idea.

 

Schiivas, the 19th day in the month of Byglas;

Concerning a Kyusoa in Trenthoni, 

A small town on the northern continent, Phiiva.

 

From a first glance it is impossible to tell the difference between the four types of Kyusoa. All four types have similar human-esque forms. 

 

Ashenzsi had an advantage, being an Orisoa, the purest and original kind of kyusoa. Because his new owners didn't know what to expect. With anticipation, they had slipped an Anku-brand collar around his neck, designed to keep him from transforming into his alternate, more bestial form. Since the collar wouldn't expand with him if he shifted, it would effectively choke him to death. Without a human's touch, it was impossible to remove, but Ashenzsi wasn't worried about that. 

 

He eyed the wriggling form of a drugged-up nijuan, a little kyusoa boy, as a man in dark leather pants, a jean vest and long leather gloves carried him in. This particular nijuan had a thick, short black mane that crowned his head; a similar row of fur ran down his back to a tuft towards the end of his tail; and his eyes were grayed like an analog tele's static.

 

The man set him down, and the nijuan slumped forward on the floor, half-dazed, and out of his natural wits.

 

"How much do you want for him?" The master asked.

 

"Two-point-eight million nihk," the trapper said.

 

"You'd rob me blind," the master grumbled, thumbing through items on his tablet. He opened his account. "What's your name?"

 

"Make it out to Fylus."

 

The master looked at him oddly, but didn't question him. He ran his finger along the smooth, flat surface. "Done." 

 

"Good doin' business with ya." The trapper gave him a nod, turned, left.

 

"You there!" The master snapped his fingers at Ashenzsi. "Clean this animal up and make sure it's presentable. My wife is expecting a new pet this evening."

 

Of course she is. He knew better than to speak. If ever there was a thrashing in the world to be had, it was for acts that made him seem more 'human.' He lay down on his stomach, an affirmative gesture akin to bowing.

 

The master started down the main hall. "Filthy beasts, cost me a fortune," he grumbled.

 

Ashenzsi waited until the sound of the master's steps were no more. He paused at the little drooling nijuan, still trying to get away from his absent captors. He still had the mark on his belly, a big, bruised-looking purple welt where they had injected him with tranquilizer.

 

He took a deep breath, exhaled, and reached out mentally to his brother. 'You're going to want to see this,' he said, using the internal voice only he and his brother shared. 

 

'What is it this time —' His brother, Rollond, went silent as the images of the bruised, drugged-up nijuan filtered from Ashenzsi and into his mind. He was staying at the Ischiana waterfall, not too far north of Trenthoni.  

 

Trenthoni was a sleepy town, with a population in the two-thousands, and except for the mansion in the center of it, there wasn't much to mention. It rarely got visitors. It was the kind of place where everyone knew everyone, and Rollond wanted nothing to do with it.

 

But his hearts tugged in his chest to see the nijuan.

 

'How soon can you get here?' Ashenzsi asked. 

 

'Tonight.' The trees trembled to the west. Darkness spread over the canopy, even though the hour was high-noon, and the sun appeared a crimson-rimmed white spot in the encroaching dark. 'Jaqobus are on the move. I bet it has to do with the nijuan.' 

 

'I wouldn't be surprised. "You take my child, I take yours" is part of our law.'

 

'Yes, yes,'   Rollond said.  

 

'What are you going to do about it?'

 

'Let me stop off at the hotel. I'll be in town this evening. But there's something I want you to do.'

 

'What's that?'

 

'Set the place on fire and get out.'  

 

'Isn't that irresponsible?'

 

'When's the last time I let you down?'

 

'You remember that one time when I asked you for a hasiba sapling and you came back empty handed?'

 

'Except for that.' He sensed Ashenzsi's hesitation. It came to him as if he experienced it himself, that moment of pause, of uncertainty. His stomach tightened and his skin rippled. 

 

'I'll do it at nightfall. Be here.'

 

'I will.' He took one last look at the nijuan, as Ashenzsi cradled the ill boy.  

 

The connection closed.

 

He took the nijuan down into the basement, to the servants quarters that were reserved just for him, into the simple restroom that consisted of a bucket and a basin with running water. The floor was hard, packed-down dirt, as if the master expected him to bury his wastes right there. 

 

Ashenzsi drew warm water and put the nijuan in the basin. He took barely a handful of soap from a half-broken plastic dispenser, lathered the nijuan up, and carefully hand washed him.

 

The daze gradually lifted from the child. He stared up at Ashenzsi, big, gray eyes studying everything he did. 

 

"Tsche au." Ashenzsi greeted him, cupping his hands to rinse the nijuan. 

 

"Meschiid nai? Chiid au?" he asked in Tswaa'ii: 'Where am I? Who are you?'

 

Ashenzsi touched his first finger to his lips and shushed him. Humans didn't want to know that Kyusoas could talk, that they had their own written and spoken language: Tswaa'ii. "Dyilaan, au sentuul amazsti Uunan," he said: 'Tonight a Human comes to get you.'

 

The nijuan's face paled. He gawked at the news. Not another human — anything but that! His expression soured and he started to tear. He drew breath, wanting to wail, but Ashenzsi pinched his lips shut.

 

"Shh!" He gave him a keen, hard glance. "Au netyiga tschmege. Ieschnaa ja Uunan amazsti au stazsi," he said: 'Don't you make a sound. The male human coming to get you is good.' He released the male child's lips.

 

The nijuan swallowed and nodded. "Tsche," he said: 'yes.'

 

He pat-dried the nijuan with an old towel and took him out of the basin. As he started for the stairwell, he reached back and offered his hand to the little creature. The nijuan hopped up and gripped Ashenzsi's fingers, and together the two ambled up the stairs to the top floor.

 

The lady of the house occupied the master bedroom. As her lord was busy in the office, she took to unbraiding her golden tresses. "Oh, good," she said when she caught a glimpse of Ashenzsi in her great vanity mirror. "Put the little one in the kennel for now. I'll have to make sure he's housebroken before he's officially allowed to roam."

 

A cage, three feet wide by three feet long, dominated the space beside the bed. Its black steel bars were detestable to Ashenzsi. Still, he put the nijuan in after the lady of the manor opened it. She locked him in. "Good. You are dismissed for the rest of the day." She waved Ashenzsi away.

 

He touched his belly to the floor, that gesture affirming her word. Then he rose on all fours, and trotted out of her presence, and returned to the basement. 

 

The hours leading up to the cooled, crisp air of night were tedious. He arranged a pile of rags and retrieved a bowl from the wine store. It was his drinking bowl, and he preferred to keep it separate among the master's assorted collection of alcohols, on the top shelf of the third rack. 

 

He ran cold water into his bowl and took it back to the pile of rags. He sat down on the pile, crossed his legs, and placed the bowl in front of him. He took a deep breath, and let his aelyth flow, the power of his spirit, the force of his life.

 

It brought the calming sensation of water flowing along his skin, as it radiated forth from his core and ran down the surface of his arms, forming green streams of fluid light. He focused on the bowl of water before him, and pictured fire swirling in it. 

 

Gradually the cool clear of the water tossed and rolled. But it wasn't the same as when water boils, because as the water agitated its peaks turned reddish orange, and what was wet became hot and gaseous, until finally, fire jumped up from the bowl. 

 

With the upward sweep of his hand, the flames snaked forth from the bowl and took to the old wooden ceiling. The wood crackled, popped and groaned as the fire wove between the boards, and Ashenzsi started up the stairwell.

 

He inhaled deeply and thought 'fire' as his aelyth welled up in his throat. Flames burst forth when he exhaled, overwhelming the front entrance and foyer of the mansion. His stomach churned. He hated what he did, because the lord and lady weren't cruel and overbearing.

 

The lord's face was red with fury when Ashenzsi arrived on the fifth floor. 

 

"What is going on here!?" he demanded.

 

Ashenzsi bared his teeth and snarled. His aelyth covered him like a blanket and flames of a deep green hue wafted up from his skin. "Get out."

 

"Y-you…" The lord stepped back. "Why are you doing this!? Stop!"

 

"Take your female and get out. I'll not tell you a third time."

 

With the two of them gone, he went back. He stopped beside the front entrance, and splayed his ears. The shriek of sirens pierced through the night air. He knew trouble lurked outside. But to stay in the mansion was unfeasible.

 

He darted out onto the front lawn, expecting to see his brother. But as the mansion smoldered, Rollond was nowhere to be found. 'Where are you?' Ashenzsi asked, reaching out to Rollond. 

 

'Don't worry about me,' Rollond panted. 'Just get off the scene. Meet me at Ischiana.' 

 

'Right.' An unsettling queasiness enveloped Ashenzsi as he set foot on the crisp grass. The cold night's air didn't abate the heat of the consuming fire. More than that, the warmth stretched out and caressed him where he stood, and with bright jade green eyes, he cast an uncertain glance at the mansion. 

 

Then he sped off.


Proposal.

Schiivas, the 19th day in the month of Byglas;

What transpired that evening; 

Spring of the 691st year of the Seventh Epoch of Dyjian.

 

 

 

There exists two kinds of Men: those who believe in Fate, and those who are defined by their choices. Both kinds suffer from the obscurity of their actions. Was it Destiny that called them to their course, or was it an inclination of their indwelling nature? Dyiij, one who really knew the difference, observed him from her place amid her anti-deity companions:

 

Without so much as a second thought Rollond rushed into the burning building. By the time he realized he was still in his favorite coat, the ire of stupidity overwhelmed him. He ducked into one of the five bathrooms on the second floor, and jumped into a bowl-shaped tub full of water.

 

The one thing he figured he would have outgrown, in 240 years, was his immediate impulse to rush face-first into danger. After all, the mansion was on fire, and he was wearing his favorite coat. Not that he cared about the groan of the walls, or the sizzle, pop and crack of the wooden beams. Nor did he care if the rest of his clothing turned to ash. But, still, why? Why didn't he stop to take off his favorite coat?

 

It was too late to go back. He held his drenched sleeve over his face, jumped out of the tub, and ran down the hall. He passed several rooms, and a number of corridors leading deeper into the maze-like mansion, until an off-key, high-pitched cry snatched his attention. He followed the howling to a room just beyond the master bedroom, and found what he was looking for:

 

The nijuan wailed shrilly, desperately tugging at the bars of the cage. It was both reprehensible and understandable why people wanted to keep kyusoakin children as pets: they were adorable.

 

When he saw Rollond he laid his ears back, and his face shifted to an expression of despair. He didn't like humans; Kyusoas rarely liked humans.

 

Normally Rollond would go look for the key to the cage. Instead, he bent the bars open. His abnormal strength was something he didn't want the townsfolk of Trenthoni knowing about. He reached in, and the nijuan shrank back. "Asch suulaani," Rollond said: 'Come with me.'

 

The nijuan perked his ears, surprised to hear his native language out of a human's mouth. "Tsche!" he said: 'Yes!' He climbed up Rollond's side, clutched the man's hips with his hand-like feet, and tightly wrapped his tail around one of the loops in Rollond's jeans. The nijuan was twelve inches tall, and weighted a little over two and a half pounds. He fit snugly in Rollond's zipped up coat. 

 

Rollond turned to go back the way he came, but the groan of warping steel support beams, and the snap of wood stopped him. The ceiling crashed to the floor just outside the room. The next three levels were singing with some tell-tale signs. Not only that, but Rollond was on the second floor, and it wanted to give out.

 

In an instance of primal instinct, he folded his arm over his face, and leapt through one of the windows in the master bedroom. He didn't quite plan the fall right, as the second story of the mansion was higher than he anticipated. He swore as he thudded on the lawn. Thankfully he landed on his right side, and the nijuan on his left was safe.

 

The mansion cried something like a death rattle as its floors collapsed, and finally, its walls caved in. Perhaps that immediate impulse of his wasn't always a bad thing. He got up and shuffled off the lawn. 

 

Outside the shriek of sirens drowned out most other sounds, warning the townsfolk to the presence of danger. Searchlights converged on a towering Jaqobu. The Jaqobu was a Kyusoa transformed into a beast. In this alternate form it resembled a gigantic camel, except that its torso was hump-less and slender. Its head was like a jackal's head: slim snout, and long, pointed ears; and it had dim, gray eyes that flickered statically —  exactly like the nijuan's.

 

The Jaqobu pranced through the streets, deliberately smacking the rooftops off of buildings with its hand-like paws. It appeared that the town of Trenthoni was under siege, but the Jaqobu wasn't interested in humans. It tore the floor from the top story and scrutinized the level underneath. It was digging through buildings, looking for someone.

 

Rollond ran into the thick dark. He stopped at Trenthoni's town square, near where the Jaqobu stood. "Hey, you!" he shouted at it.

 

The Jaqobu's flickering eyes were unnerving, even for Rollond. The high beast stepped over businesses, bringing that execrable mist with it. The beast stopped across the street from Rollond and craned its neck down to look at him.

 

Rollond stared the Jaqobu down, as he unzipped his coat, revealing the nijuan that clung to his side.

 

The beast's ears turned forward, surprised to see the nijuan that clung to Rollond. "Abydni?" the Jaqobu asked.

 

Abydni, the nijuan, stared at the Jaqobu. Then in a burst of excitement, he hopped off Rollond, scurried over to the beast and leapt onto its snout. "Paija!" 'Father!' He latched onto his father's neck, buried his face in the Jaqobu's fur and nuzzled him furiously.

 

The scream of the sirens subsided. The townspeople of Tenthoni poked their heads through their doors, and peered out their windows, as the overhead lights focused on Abydni and his father. Jaqobus weren't mere beasts. 

 

Rollond had known this from the start. A sense of elation flickered within him, knowing that the two were reunited. "I want everyone to take note," Rollond said to the townspeople. He plucked Abydni off of his father, and held him over his head for everyone to see. "THESE are NOT pets! They grow up and become THOSE!" He motioned towards the Jaqobu.

 

The father stepped towards Rollond. He laid flat on his belly, a sign of respect. "Aunii chaas," he said: 'Thank you.' 

 

Rollond nodded. He started for the hotel he was staying at, the one on the northwestern end of Trenthoni. But a tiny pair of hands tugged on his pants leg, and he stopped. Abydni looked up at Rollond, his face beaming. "Vyllen aunai schu!" he said: 'I will see you again!' He rubbed the top of his head on Rollond's shin, an endearing gesture of affection. Then scampered up his father's leg, clung to the nape of his neck, and they were off.

 

Rollond didn't stay to watch them go. As he passed through the streets, he heard whispers. The people, he noticed, shrank back. Even his shadow seemed to make them cringe.

 

Trenthoni was a town where everyone knew everything about everyone, except for Rollond. The most the townsfolk knew about him was that he hardly spoke, he had no residence of his own, no family, and he frequented the Ischiana waterfall northwest of the town. 

 

But now they knew he also spoke Tswaa'ii. 

 

As soon as he walked into the hotel lobby, the air went still, and the silence was thick, save for some shuffling and scoffing. The receptionist ducked into the employee room as Rollond stepped to the counter. 

 

After a little while, the clerk came over to him. "Sir, you can't stay here anymore."

 

Rollond arched his brows. "Why?"

 

"You're not normal," the clerk said, keeping his tone low. "And you're unnerving the guests."

 

He glanced over his shoulder. The people in the bar and lounge were staring at him. He could tell they were tense, as the ladies were all corralled to the far end of the bar and lounge, while the men were standing near the lobby entrance. They wanted to jump Rollond, if he dared to go their way.

 

He wondered how many of them he could handle with just his left fist. He snorted at the idea:

 

Thirty men go at him simultaneously; twenty-eight end up with broken backs — two were left to clean up the mess he turned the others into.

 

The thought made him grin, although he despised senseless brawling. "Can I get my things?" he asked.

 

"Oh, absolutely!"

 

He was expecting a key, to go to his room, and get what few things he had. Until the clerk came back with a bag and dumped his possessions on the counter.

 

"Thank you," Rollond sighed. He stuffed his knife in his pants pocket, put on his gloves, and his old, tattered-leather bracers. Then he left for the Ischiana falls.

 

It was a half night's trek. The townspeople were interested in his visits to the Ischiana waterfall. What exactly did he do there so often anyway? No one would follow him to find out.

 

When he got there, he stripped down to his pants, and sat on a boulder smothered by moss underneath the pouring water. The warm water from the hot spring over the cliff rushed down his back. It helped him focus. He concentrated on the pristine, rolling waters in order to go inward into his mind. 

 

The formless dark of his thoughts surrounded him, but he was not alone. He could sense his brother's presence. It was something as simple, and subtle, as the crisp rush of hushed wind replacing the sensation of the pounding waterfall on his shoulders. He went deeper into himself, and as he did, he became little more than a disembodied voice:

 

My brother stops before me. He sits on his hinds like a complacent sharr, like the little winged bear-cat. I almost know what he wants to say from the way he looks at me. Not only that, but I can sense the stir of his thoughts. I can't tell what he's thinking word-for-word because he's a Kyusoa, and I'm a Man. I think in words, in Gyuton. He thinks in abstract concepts.

 

It's like trying to decipher the meaning of the color pink and blue splotches of something that'd look like an artist's representation of wind. 

 

'That was crazy,' he says at last. 

 

'It was a necessary evil, and you know it. Or else why did you do it for me? I didn't force you to.' 

 

He pauses to think. It is the truth, I didn't take control of him like I could have, making his body move and do as I will. It's a mutual respect between the two of us, not to force our will on one another. Besides, Ashenzsi is so passive, I doubt he'd ever try something like that with me. The only time I bother to is with his express permission.

 

But sometimes, I wish I didn't have a sense of honor. I'll admit there are days where I want to step outside of my body and become part of him. When he's wild and free, his talons clawing effortlessly into the dirt, and his body flows through the wind. It's a kind of freedom I'll never experience.

 

I envy him.

 

I wish… I weren't… human.

 

Ugh, to think these things. It leaves a sour taste in my mouth. My brother says nothing. He seems to look beyond me, at the water. I stop to share his vision: 

 

A woman stands on the bank.

 

Distracted from his thoughts, Rollond jolted. The beat-down of the water, the sensation of wet-heat, the electric ripple along his skin overtook him all at once. When he re-acclimated to his senses, he noticed a woman standing on the bank of the waterfall's basin. 

 

Her hands were folded in front of her, and her head was cocked to one side, studying him. "Meditating?" she asked.

 

To an untrained eye, certainly. But Rollond wasn't about to say that. "Who are you?" he asked, his voice gruff.

 

"Ielase Ankuseth," she said.

 

Rollond looked at her funny. Ankuseth? He recognized that name.

 

"You are Rollond Alekzandyr, right?"

 

"You've got the wrong man," Rollond said.

 

"Of course I do."

 

"What do you want?" Rollond grunted. He narrowed his eyes, wondering what it would take for her to leave him alone.

 

"Work for me," she said.

 

He shook his head. "I work for no one."

 

"You'll want to for me," she said, her voice ringing with confidence. "I saw what you did to save Trenthoni. Although, we both know it wasn't for the town, per-se." Ielase maintained Rollond's hardened, defensive gaze. Her own stare was a look of anticipation, not because of what she knew and inferred. "I know you love Kyusoas. That's why I need you."

 

When his face finally softened, she could see the fringes of rejection. "Look, I —"

 

"Just come and see, please." She wouldn't let him finish. "Stay one night, then decide."

 

He rubbed his temples. Ielase wasn't going to let him go easy. "Listen, even if I said yes, I don't know if my brother would be okay with it."

 

"Your brother?"

 

Rollond motioned to Ashenzsi.

 

He perked his ears and canted his head at Ielase, not speaking because he knew humans didn't like it. As far as he was concerned, he was just another beast to her. That is, until she waved at him.

 

"Ts-tsche… au?" She wasn't sure she said it right.

 

He grinned and nodded. "Tsche. Where have you learned?"

 

"My father has many kyusoas. One of them is really important to me. Which is part of why I want your…" Brother. The thought never crossed her mind until now:

 

Rollond was a man, and Ashenzsi, well. It was amiss. How were they related?

 

It was true that they both had similar facial features: the narrow shape of their eyes, with black rims, as if both of them bothered to wear eyeliner; high cheek bones, to name a couple. 

 

She put the thought aside.

 

"We're a package, Ashenzsi and I. Assume I did accept your offer, what would happen to him?"

 

"Well…" Her expression became grim. "You'd basically sell him into slavery. But I could make sure that he stays under your care. Maybe it's better for you to see what you'd be dealing with first before we get into the finer details."

 

The two of them exchanged glances. "Fine," Rollond huffed. "A single night, no more." He watched her face become aglow with, well, he wasn't sure what. Hope? Triumph? Too much face oil? His guts churned, preparing to start the woeful cycle of regret.

 

As he went for his shirt, Ielase tapped her first finger to her lips. She regarded him. He was an easy creature to get infatuated with, as he was a tall, very well-built man whose arms, chest and abs screamed raw physical power. He was pale, his skin being the color of cornsilk, and his hair was of the purest ivory.

 

That was part of why he used to be called The Ivory Prince. 

 

But as she kept looking, she noticed there was something off about Rollond. The hem of his shirt, as he slipped his arms into the sleeves, drew her attention to the thick black markings on his chest. They ran from his pecs down past the waistline of his drenched pants. 

 

The markings were Tswaa'ii, and said something about worth. She was inclined to ask him, but as he folded his coat over his arm and looked at her, she grinned.

 

"Does your father know you're out here alone?" he asked.

 

"Not exactly," she chuckled. "Why? What could possibly happen?"

 

"Someone could shank you in the eye," he said, jiggling the pocket his knife was in.

 

"That would be unfortunate," Ielase said, her smile ever broader. "Cou would take issue with that, right Cou?"

 

There was a whistle and bleep. Bluish-white waves of light shifted through the air, and gradually the three, lengthsome legs of Cou appeared. Ielase stood in the center of them. She had come all this way by excursion sentinel, the Crawler. When she was on foot, Cou cloaked itself and followed her,

 

If anyone tried to stab her, Cou would've killed them before they were within an arm's reach.

 

Now Rollond understood her confidence.

 

Cou let down the bluish cone of light, inviting them in. There was room for three people inside Cou: three pull-out cots, a touch-top desk with holography capabilities, a small kitchen, a relaxation space with suede cloth lounge seats, and the rest was storage.

 

Rollond sat in one of the lounge seats, and stared at one of the display panels designed to mimic a window, while Ashenzsi sauntered towards the cots. He pulled one out and lay down on it, just as Ielase was coming in. 

 

Cou closed its hatch, rose up, and started north.

 

She plopped down across from Rollond, not sure what to make of his distant visage. "It's three days ride to my father's estate."

 

When he finally glanced at her the very abysmal depth of his cobalt eyes unnerved her. "You're a crass girl. To think you're okay with spending three days in the presence of two males you don't know."

 

"I trust we'll want the same things."

 

"You don't know what I want. I doubt you're sure about what you're doing, either."

 

Ielase's face flushed. She scowled and curled her fingers, being sure to keep her hands in her lap. "I know what my motivations are."

 

Rollond gave her a quizzical glance.

 

She leaned towards him, meeting his mocking gaze with unbridled conviction. "Love," she said, her voice dripping with earnest.

 

Rollond broke out laughing.

 

Ielase grimaced and sulked in her seat as he got up and headed back for the bunks. It was going to be a long voyage home.

 

Melvas, the 23rd day in the month of Byglas.

 

By the time three days passed, Ielase was elated to see the area-distortion of a transparent barrier, like watching heatwaves flitter towards the clouds. The smile on her lips was genuine as she watched her father's estate glimmer against the burgundy and pink evening sky.

 

Cou chimed as it crossed into one of the southern enclaves.

 

Her home, she figured, would surely impress Rollond. "Isn't it magnificent?" she asked. But when she looked over at him, her cheeky grin went flat.

 

He was absolutely stoical, even as he peered at the displays. The entire territory was domesticated land. It was teeming with imported fruit trees, and crops of all kinds. Most notable was the blue-violet, black and pearl corn-like faafah.

 

Yet, none of this bought so much as a grunt from him.

 

An electric twinge of vexation surged through her stomach and tingled in the tips of her fingers. "You're impossible. Nothing incites your interest; it's as if two centuries of work is nothing to you —"

 

He glanced at her, and she shut up. "I assume your father isn't aware that you're bringing me?"

 

"It's complicated." She evened her tone. "I told my brother to inform him that I went for cheese. He doesn't know I've brought someone. It's good because it means you won't have to hand over your brother right away."

 

No one noticed the slight thud of Cou marching onto one of the fright stages in the Crawler dock. The stages were metal panels marked with three circles, one for each foot. Cou aligned its feet on the circles, opened its hatch and let down its light.

 

"Follow me." She lead them to the warp.

 

When they materialized within the estate, an unusual quiet dominated the air. Barely a soul trekked the halls of the five wings, because, save for the few who refused to come, the temple was in full attendance.

 

The absence of people added to the solemn magnificence of the estate. Towering gilded statues stood poised and regal at the mouths of high-arching halls leading away from the central junction of the estate. 

 

Right away, there was something to be known about Ridd Ankuseth: he had a commodity fetish.

 

The most prominent statue was the one of Ridd himself, standing in the center of the junction. He had two sons: Rylieq, and Allondt. None of their statues were as tall as Ridd's, but they were also gilded with gold. 

 

Ridd valued his sons more than his daughters. This much was evident because the smallest of the statues was a silver one of Ielase, and instead of being depicted as standing tall, shoulders squared, and bearing warrior-esque paraphernalia, she was given a feminine pose: half laying on her side like a leisurely cat.

 

Ashenzsi stopped to soak it all in, and his brother slowed to wait for him. 

 

Neither one paid any attention to Ielase, who was a good ways into one of the halls, until she stopped and cleared her throat. "Don't fall behind. It's easy to get lost," she said.

 

He glanced at his brother. The two exchanged nods, and he fell in-step beside Rollond, pacing himself on all fours to neither go ahead nor lag behind.

 

The halls all looked the same, like a repeating texture in a holographic maze that did little to aid the player. There were no signs, and although the decorations were marginally different, there was no telling whether the halls at some point bled into one another.

 

Finally, she stopped and opened a door to one of the guest rooms. "You'll be staying here." She motioned for them to enter.

 

They stepped in.

 

The quarters were like an apartment. It had everything but a functional kitchen: two beds, dressers, closets, and balcony; bathroom, tub and shower, complete with a wall-sized vanity mirror; and the kitchenette on the other side of what served as a living room.

 

The door slid shut behind them.

 

'This one is mine!' Rollond declared. He sprawled on one of the beds, but grimaced at the feel of the comforter and sheets under him. It was no different than the hotel bed. A foreign resting place, that brought no comfort or satisfaction, only a place to lay down. He lifted his head to spy on Ashenzsi. 

 

His brother didn't care what he slept on, so long as it wasn't a hard floor. A strange bed was no different than a pile of rags. He was a humble thing, and didn't seem to mind it at all. 'Are you really going to work for this uunanifha?' 

 

'Ielase? Pff — no. I figure get a good rest out of it and be on my way. I told her, I don't work for anyone.'

 

'Then why don't we just leave?'

 

Rollond opened his mouth to speak, but a voice cut him off:

 

— Because it won't be that simple. The voice of an Alyi wasn't like most other voices. It wasn't perceived with ears, but as Dyiij spoke, Rollond and Ashenzsi heard her words in their hearts.  

 

She first appeared on the balcony as a formless shape of iridescent, translucent tentacles, hovering midair. But as she wafted against the wind, drawing near to the glass doors, she took on a more human shape. 

 

As Dyiij manifested herself as a short, bronze-skinned woman with a wild, reddish-brown afro, it could be said that Rollond and Ashenzsi were unique individuals. Because Alyis don't appear to just anyone.

 

— Two hundred forty years and you're like lost children. Do you even know why you're here?

 

"Because I agreed to stay the night and see what Ielase wants." Rollond stepped out onto the balcony, but didn't sit. Instead he leaned against the guard rail and crossed his arms, giving her a hard-lined look.

 

She smiled at him. Her eyes were hollow, the same as staring into the depth of the night sky. Yet in those endless, empty sockets, thee were splashes of light and splotchy plumes of color. She made Rollond's skin ripple.

 

— It's ironic she finds and brings you two back. Ielase may want what is best for her father's slaves. But there are things going on here that are a blemish on my world. It disgusts me clear to the core of my being to see the sacrifice of Kyusoakin as an act of veneration to a stupid, damnable 'god.'

 

— Mokallai's presence is thick and strong here. Which is why I have come. I want to make you into an unstoppable force, the very beginning of Destiny's undoing. But, I will only operate on your behalf if you give me your willing cooperation.

 

"You know, I find it funny how you need my cooperation. Aren't you powerful?"

 

— I am. This is not about me, though. It's about you, all of you, and if I force my agenda on anyone, how does that make me any better than the creature I seek to destroy? She noted his grimace. 

 

"It wouldn't."

 

— Precisely. Look, if you let Destiny rule you, you're as good as dead. I'm offering you Choice, Freedom of Will. Whichever way you go about doing it, you will become great. That much is my portion of the promise. All I ask is that you do not forget your word to me.

 

"I've been having second thoughts about you, Dyiij. You didn't tell me that Alekzandrya would fall regardless of what I chose."

 

— Yes, I didn't. She bobbed her head. There are certain things that will not be avoided. The destruction of your birth nation was one of them. 

 

"But I thought… you would —"

 

— Use you to stop it? She chuckled. I could have. But that place belongs to your father. Long before you were born I swore to him that it will remain his, and that I reaffirmed before the nation went asunder. Regardless, I've done this much for you: you're still alive and well in your prime, and you will never live to be Neisam. 

 

Rollond scrunched his face, trying to figure out if she meant that he'd die. He slowly nodded. She had a point, he was not the Neisam of his birth nation — the man who governed the 44 kings of Alekzandrya's tribes, like an emperor.

 

— The atrocities of the past aren't what I'm here for, she said, her tone serious. Rollond, I want to make a hero out of you, a man like no other on the surface of this planet. Will you allow me that? 

 

He sighed, but nodded. "I can't see why I wouldn't."

 

— Then I have your cooperation, good. She grinned, crossed one leg over the other and laced her fingers over her knee. You're going to need me to achieve things here. 

 

"And what, tote your name around like some warding trinket?"

 

— No, I am not a charm to ward off bad spirits. 

 

He scoffed. "What good are you then?"

 

— Plenty good, and I'll prove that to you. She got up from the lounge and stood next to him, leaning on the balcony rail with him. Trust in your strengths. You will know what to do when the situation calls for it.  

 

Her human form turned into a blazing, piebald, shapeless brilliance. She was an Aelythian Being, a Spirit. Her colors wafted through the wind like plumes of smoke. 

 

— Your passion is here. Embrace what you are within, she said, then she was gone. 

 

He rubbed his chin, nearly void of the desire to ponder his situation. He sauntered into the apartment, glanced at Ashenzsi, then retired to his room. There he stripped off his filthy clothes and resigned himself to the empty comfort of crisp, clean sheets, a comforter, and a pillow so fluffy his head sunk into it. Sleepy, his every muscle went flaccid.  


Property.

Eiynvas, the 24th day in the month of Byglas;

What occurred the one day Rollond agreed to stay;

Spring of the 691st year into the Seventh Epoch of Dyjian.

 

 

 

At first, Rou'u seems to be a word in Tswaa'ii synonymous with the concept of a Soul. But the way the Kyusoakin use the word denotes a separate meaning. One's Rou'u is the sum of their actions, the expression, the display of who one really is. 

 

Even humans are considered to have a Rou'u, according to Kyusoakin culture. 

 

The air had warmth, even before sunrise. Ashenzsi lay on the balcony, staring into the horizon. He ran his fingers along the collar around his neck, pondering what it meant to an Uunan, a human.

 

Why did they feel the need to control him? Did it make them feel more secure, knowing that he had this cursed contraption around his neck?

 

He knew all he had to do was ask, and Rollond would release him from it. Because he wasn't like other Uunani: his security didn't stem from control. But he left it alone. For now, it was best to keep it on.

 

The door hissed as it slid open. He caught the sound and peered through the balcony doors at the main entrance.

 

Ielase slipped in. She moved in such an amusing way. He thought she was pretending to sneak, how she held her shoulders high and carefully placed one foot ahead of the other. 

 

What a silly girl.

 

He sauntered in, silent as a still wind, caught up to her, and tapped her leg.

 

"Oh!" She nearly jumped out of her clothes. "You," she gasped, clutching the center of her chest.

 

"What are you doing?" he asked.

 

"You don't happen to know if…" She gestured at Rollond's closed door.

 

"He's not awake."

 

"Well that's too bad. He'll be getting up now." She started for his room, but Ashenzsi grabbed her wrist and tugged her back.

 

"That's not a good idea."

 

"I don't care if it's a bad idea. I need him to be awake. It's important we get to the enclave before Pa knows about you two." She jerked her wrist out of his grasp.

 

He sat on his hinds and watched her slip into Rollond's room. 

 

It was a roomy arrangement, the room that he occupied. There was a full bath and a walk-in closet next to one another, and the epic bay windows made it feel more spacious. Ielase hovered over one side of the bed. It was big enough for two people, but Rollond sprawled in the middle. She watched him turn over and snuggle the body-length pillow that nestled his head. She giggled. He seemed so content; as vulnerable as a toddler wrapped in a favorite blanket. 

 

Snickering, she went to the window and threw the curtains open. The early light of dawn flooded the room.

 

He awoke and stared at her, severely unamused. 

 

"Get up Mr. Wrong-guy. I've got something to show you."

 

He sat
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