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PROLOGUE

 


The second time
Antero ever laid eyes on Tenn, she appeared far too alone, young
and beautiful to sing for the rag-tag regulars of a back-country
shit cave like the Tomb of the Living.

For one thing, singing in public was banned
for all low-born throughout the kingdom, even in the forgotten,
guano-encrusted bowels of Mount Mammyth. King Ryzthar, and the
monarchs who preceded him, understood well the power of song and
its potential to plant the seeds of rebellion among the rabble.

Most performers here gripped an instrument,
like Antero’s friend Zakk, who could unlock any sound he desired
with his pilfering fingers and sawing bow thrusts across a
fiddle.

Tenn, however, had nothing in her hands,
which she balled into fists against the sides of her
green-and-silver tunic. Her eyelids slammed shut even tighter, but
for some reason, every wayward soul in the Tomb gazed at this tall,
slender girl — whose long, brown hair cascaded into glowing whorls
of gold in the torch light — with open anticipation and respectful
silence.

Antero nearly laughed in disbelief into the
void, but then her voice smacked him. It was too low and haunting;
shockingly vulgar and treasonous.

 


“Fux the king …

I will never be queen

Because of what you did to her

And what you did to me

 


On the day I flowered

I had already been devoured

Heart, body and soul

 


I have boiled your depraved priests,

leaving them to rot, a feast for Strix,

but my anger remains unquenched

So I will scorch your royal corpse

With my blood-red rage

Until the whole realm is my stage”

 


Zakk, burly, blonde and bearded, quaffed
some ale and flashed Antero a toothy smile as he watched his friend
fall for her like a rock into a ravine.

So restrained was her voice in the first
chorus that Antero’s jaw dropped for her second — the same exact
words, unleashed with the fury of a thousand flaming arrows. Every
one hit its mark and burned true.

Her final echo seemed to travel through time
itself — “age” after “age” after “age” — rocking the cave with its
power.

And when Tenn finally opened her eyes amid
the flickering flames, the sea-green flash of allure and pain made
Antero realize he had met her once before, much higher up on the
mountain.

Somehow she had brought him back to
consciousness, only to fear him when he woke; when he had foolishly
laughed at her strange response to his simple question.

“All men are evil,” she concluded, before
she ran away.

 


 


ONE YEAR EARLIER

 


 CHAPTER 1 —
BLOOD BOIL

 


The king had named
her Marinde, but her mother preferred to call her Tenn, as in
higher than The Nine immortals who overlooked the rugged wilderness
of Mammyth, a mountainous kingdom dominated by a 14,000-foot summit
that stretched out along eight rocky ridges like the tentacles of
an octopus.

She was five years old the last time her
mother called her Tenn. No one had used that name for her
since.

She could recall that Brinsma was beautiful
and sad, but the fine features of her face and the sound of her
voice were as obscured to Tenn’s memory now as the cloud-shrouded
peak that loomed over the temple.

Protected from the west winds of Aurai by a
massive rock wall that seemed to disappear as it rose to meet the
10,000-foot plateau upon which King Ryzthar sat his throne, the
Temple of the Seers of The Nine, at about 8,000 feet, had only
protected Tenn from the elements. Not from the high cleric. Not
from his eight priests and their acolytes. Not even from her own
blood, which last night had betrayed her from the very place where
they had murdered her innocence so many times before.

Nine years with the Seers of The Nine had
been her punishment for being the daughter of a discarded
queen.

And now that she had flowered at age 14, it
was time to die — a human sacrifice to The Nine: all-powerful
Mammyth; the hermaphrodite god’s sons, Freyr (life) and Arus
(death); Nera, wife of Freyr; Ione, barren wife of Arus; Agan, son
of Freyr and Nera; Strix, the chameleon beast begot by the
scandalous union of Arus and Nera; Aurai, the four winds; and Aron,
scavenger of the dead.

The king had ordered the girl’s future
sacrifice on the same wretched night Tenn’s mother met her fate,
and now they would finally reunite in the underworld, ruled by
Arus.

Eight priests, robed in black, all of whom
had taken their turns with Tenn over the years, chanted their
twisted prayers as they led the girl toward the stake. Two rings of
red-robed acolytes surrounded the proceedings in the foreground
while the high cleric, Volz Yth, remained high — staring down from
his large, circular window in the temple’s ninth and highest spire.
He had never touched her; only burned her with his eyes, leering
endlessly and savoring every “purifying” encounter she was forced
to endure with his underlings. He usually pleasured himself as
well, sickening Tenn to the point where she had yearned for this
moment — every second of every day. Death seemed to be her only
hope, and now it was here, at twelve bells on a cloudy summer’s
day.

Tenn had requested to be left unbound
because she wanted to die. She would not run. She had even
volunteered to light the pyre herself.

“Please, I beg you, hand me the torch as
soon as your prayers are done,” she had told Volz Ein, the lead
priest. He simply nodded, almost regretfully, like he would miss
her.

“No doubt you will,” she whispered to
herself when he had turned to lead the procession.

The three winds of Aurai left unblocked by
the cliff above them swirled as the priests covered their heads
with their black hoods and encircled Tenn from a safe distance. She
was actually at the center of four circles — one ring of tinder and
logs, one ring of priests and two rings of acolytes. The ancient
order’s green-robed novices, deemed too young and unworthy to
witness a human sacrifice to The Nine, remained cloistered inside
the temple.

Tenn, wearing her usual dirty gray robe for
the occasion, stumbled over some sticks, spun around and then
backed up against the hard, thick wooden stake. As the metallic
bells began their shrill gong from the temple’s eighth spire, she
took a deep breath of thin alpine air and peered around at her
executioners. When she exhaled, the winds seemed to still and Volz
Ein approached. The torch, already lit by one of his underlings,
quickly consumed Tenn’s vision once she gazed at the licking
flames. Her heart suddenly raced as the priest passed her the torch
and retreated to his circle.

The chanting had long stopped.

The heat of the torch singed her face.

The dry wood surrounding her seemed to
hunger for her downward thrust.

The clang of the twelfth and final bell had
expired.

“Any last words?”

The unmistakably nasal, mocking voice of her
very first rapist, priest Volz Zin, seemed to echo off the rocks
behind her. Tenn couldn’t see him, just like that first time, but
she could feel where he was.

Tenn hissed. The taste of burnt bile filled
her mouth as she slammed the torch into the tinder and shouted,
“Tenn is higher than The Nine, you wretched, evil swine!”

Her hysterical shriek that followed drowned
out the collective gasps of the eight who encircled her. She
watched them lower their hoods, and then she stood firm against the
stake in awe as the flames shockingly drew away from her feet,
snaking across the dirt in eight sizzling spokes toward the alarmed
priests. They each retreated a few steps and the flames died out at
their bare feet.

The ensuing eerie silence, quickly knifed by
screams of agony in every direction, jarred Tenn to tears. She had
braced for a horrible and liberating death, but now she was very
much alive and shivering uncontrollably, as she felt the heat leave
her body instead of consuming it.

She dropped to one knee and continued to
tremble, but she kept her head up enough to see the priests
desperately clawing at their necks and ripping at their robes. When
they all fell to the ground and writhed like overturned beetles,
the two rings of acolytes behind them backed away, but Tenn could
still see the terror in their eyes, even through the rippling heat
waves.

She struggled to make sense of it all.
Perhaps her blood had not betrayed her after all. And perhaps she
had just boiled theirs, cooking their disgusting bodies from the
inside out.

Though the stench of burning flesh nearly
made her wretch, Tenn forced herself to stand up and think about
the unthinkable: an opportunity to escape.

She looked back one last time and, no longer
sensing the sting of his stare, her eyes flicked upward, to the
ninth spire. The massive window was empty. The high cleric must be
scrambling down the long, spiral stairs to get to her.

Tenn thought of her mother for one beautiful
second, laughed out loud for the first time in her memory and then
discovered what it was like to run as fast as she could.

How she’d descend a mountain that would soon
drop off rapidly from the current plateau, she didn’t have a clue,
but at least it wasn’t time to die yet.

Instead, it was time for this high-born girl
to get as low and out of sight as Mammyth would allow.

 


 


 CHAPTER 2 —
THE VULTURE

 


Hagema felt the
pull of gold, but not nearly enough pull from her supposedly manly
fellow rock climbers.

“Did you two dawdling fux stop to talk
again?” she yelled down from the top of Ass Head, the pinnacle of a
rocky headwall that apparently looked like the head of an ass to
some lackwit shepherd who’d craned his neck from Aron’s Ravine
centuries ago.

“Zakk’s slower than a pregnant ox today …
and he’s sweating ale again!” Antero’s voice rose up, muffled some
by the cliff.

A rope-and-knots expert, Hagema gave the
line a tug and made sure it was still secure around the boulder
next to her. Then she walked back to the edge of the cliff and
barked, “Move it! You know we can’t be up here long.”

Low-born were not permitted this far up
Mount Mammyth per orders of the king, and prospecting for gold at
6,000 feet could get a low-born thrown to his or her death. This
brazen trio of gold enthusiasts, however, had proved before that
the king’s soldiers rarely patrolled the mountain’s steepest
routes, preferring to stick to the wider trails that did not
require ropes and rock-climbing skills.

Antero and Zakk finally hoisted themselves
up and joined Hagema on Ass Head moments later. She gave a mocking
clap before helping them unclip from the rope.

“My ancient 40-year-old mother climbs faster
than you two,” the stocky 22-year-old redhead said, quickly coiling
up the rope.

“The bigger the fux, the harder,”
gruff-voiced Zakk replied with a grin, visibly winded as the
18-year-old wrung the sweat out of his long, blond ponytail.

“The hardest,” 17-year-old Antero added,
jerking his thumb into his own bare chest before taking a drag from
his water skin. He hadn’t bothered to put his long, matted and
tangled brown hair into a ponytail, so he looked like a talking
mop.

“No time to drink and fux around up here,”
Hagema snapped, donning the coil like a garment and charging ahead
toward a small stand of pine trees. “Our new stream of gold is this
way.”

“She better be right,” Antero told Zakk
before following her along the narrow, dirt path.

The three loggers by trade hoped to retire
early if they could pillage enough high-altitude gold from the
rocky pockets of Mammyth, and by extension, King Ryzthar. With the
winds of Aurai blowing favorably on a summer’s day and some low
clouds helping to obscure their ascent up the ravine’s rocky rim,
Hagema, Antero and Zakk knew it was the right day to try their
luck. They had left the backside of the mountain before first
light, traversed through the forest to the east side of Mammyth and
methodically climbed out of the imposing bowl of rock.

A far less populated kingdom than the
flatter Ibelynth across the Sea of Freyr, the untamed vastness of
Mammyth offered a certain protection to those bold enough to take
risks.

Still, one random royal patrol in the wrong
place at the wrong time could lead to a fight to the death. Swords
were too cumbersome for Hagema and her younger friends on the
demanding climb, so they sheathed daggers around their waists in
case of a confrontation. In three previous trips up into forbidden
elevations, the trio had come away with zero gold and zero run-ins
with the king’s soldiers, so they considered themselves fortunate
enough to keep looking at least.

Other prospectors had told stories of
finding gold, particularly on the more dangerous east side of the
mountain where Ryzthar’s castle and the temple loomed, but no one
had actually showed off the gold in the caves Antero, Hagema and
Zakk frequented, likely out of fear of getting stabbed and
robbed.

Ione’s Stream, named after the goddess of
ice, flowed down the alpine ridge and pooled in a flatter, wooded
area just to the southwest of Ass Head. That’s where Hagema and her
cohorts began chiseling away at the rocks and crevices along the
sides of the pool with small iron picks.

The sun goddess Nera, high in the sky now,
had begun burning a hole through the cloud layer and adding to the
sweat on Antero’s back as he toiled.

“Remind me why we don’t do this in the
winter,” he muttered.

“Because this is all ice in the winter, you
stone head,” Hagema replied, causing Zakk to crack up.

“I know. I just like to hear you get worked
up,” Antero said.

“How about you focus on finding me some gold
instead so I can buy me a proper girlfriend,” Hagema said in
between scrapes of rock.

The boys laughed. “My sister likes you,”
Zakk said, referring to his 15-year-old sister, Toree.

“Not in that way,” Hagema corrected him.
“She’s too young anyway, though I do like that red streak in her
hair. Red heads are special.”

“You’re special, all right,” Antero ribbed
her.

“Speaking of red streaks, do you see what I
see flowing down toward us?” Zakk asked, wading through shallow
water to get a better look at a more elevated pool. “I’m
serious.”

Antero and Hagema joined him next to the
small waterfall between pools and cupped the water. Sure enough,
there was a reddish tint.

“Red? We want gold!” Hagema said, swatting
the water away in disgust.

“I know, but this is fuxing strange,” Zakk
said.

“Tastes like blood,” Antero noted after
cupping some water with his hands and drinking it.

“Are you crazy? Don’t be drinking it then,”
Hagema warned. “Ione probably cursed this stream.”

“Why would she do that?” Antero
wondered.

“Because she probably sees what we’re doing
up here and goddesses don’t like low-born, cave-carousing,
forest-dwelling grubs like us,” Hagema pointed out.

“Um … guys,” Zakk said, gazing and then
pointing up toward the sky.

“Holy …

“Mammyth,” Hagema finished Antero’s
thought.

“Let’s get the fux out of here,” Zakk
huffed, stuffing tools back in his belt.

“This is worse than a royal patrol,” Antero
said. “Any ideas?”

“It’s too late,” Hagema spat. “It spotted
us.”

Strix, taking the form of a massive
black-and-gray vulture with a blood-hued beak, banked left and
began swooping toward them. When its orange-yellow eyes fixed on
the three targets and blackened, Antero shouted, “Run! Three
different directions!”

“There’s basically two!” Hagema shot back.
“The third is leaping off Ass Head to our deaths!”

“You two go that way and I’ll lure him up
here,” Antero said, pointing and then scrambling up the jagged
rocks to a higher elevation.

“That’s suicide!” Hagema screamed at his
backside.

Zakk yanked on her arm and dragged her until
she reluctantly followed.

The beast shrieked overhead, spinning Hagema
and Zakk back around just in time to see it pluck Antero off the
ridge with ease.

“No, you fuxing buzzard!” Hagema shouted.
“Bring him back here!”

Antero could barely breathe as the vulture’s
gnarled claws painfully squeezed his ribs like a vise. Strix
circled low one time to show off his trophy to Antero’s cursing
friends, and then soared through the air.

Antero felt a paralyzing chill as he got
dragged into a cloud. Then he lost consciousness when his
compressed lungs seized up.

 


 


 CHAPTER 3 —
DEATH SCREAM

 


Volz Yth’s hands
shook much harder than usual on the slow ride up to Ryzthar’s
castle. He tried to convince his mind it was just the vibration of
the ox-pulled cart along the stone-carpeted Passage to the
Gods.

The views were breathtaking off to his right
as Nera chased away the clouds, but the high cleric’s eyes were
closed, and his ears still burned from the shriek of that
witch-blood girl, followed by the ensuing screams of death — his
entire circle of priests claimed by Aron and his death lord, Arus,
in the blink of Freyr’s eye.

The sun goddess warmed Volz Yth even now, as
the cart crested the ridge and leveled off at about 10,000 feet.
The high cleric finally opened his eyes, gasped for air and saw the
castle straight ahead. Mounted on a bed of rocks, it soared 200
feet with high stone walls, two watch towers and four balconies on
each side that could be closed against the weather. Mammyth Tower
rose above all in the center, but even
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