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The children huddled together, afraid to move.

A face rose from above the hungry, dancing flames. Deep black pits for pupils focused upon the trembling youngsters.  The mustache and beard split apart to form a malicious grin filled with clenched teeth.  A pair of hands disconnected from any arms hovered on either side, the fingers curled into gnarled talons. 

"And it roooooooooooossssssse..." hissed the face.  

Behind the phantom stood a thick, menacing shadow, dancing across the faded glow cast upon the wall of misshapen rock.  Audible gasps of frightened breath escaped some of the juvenile mouths.  

"And it drifted this waaaaay..."

The apparition's eyes and hands rolled to the left.

"And it drifted that waaaay..."

It repeated the gesture in the opposite direction.  One child followed the thing's wide-eyed gaze and looked off into the darkness for whatever might be out there.

"But it couldn't find them..."

The eyes centered back upon the audience of twelve, glaring at them with wicked intent.

"And so it began," the whisper continued, "looking... looking...  leaving its grave... searching through the field.... searching through the hills... searching through... this forest..."

Young faces fading in and out of view with the rising and falling of the flames searched each other in terrified curiosity.  

"And the story goes, children, that on dark nights like this, the spirit of Papalia Cheroh rises from his resting place and haunts this area... seeking vengeance for those who put him in the ground.  And they say, too, that he has taken his hatred out on a great many who have been foolish enough to come out here at late hours."

The face drifted closer to the flames.  From the perspective of the children, the hot, devouring tongues seemed to be licking it, attempting to set it ablaze.

"He never rests," the face murmured.  "He still looks... still hunts... still executes revenge on those he sees, innocent or not.  So hear me, children.  Hear me carefully.  Listen for the sound of a falling foot.  Listen for the sound of snapping twigs.  And watch for the dim, ghostly form of Papalia Cheroh.  And if you do see him..."

The face formed an expression of feigned pity, marred by the upturned corner of its smirking mouth. 

"Well... we'll think of something to tell your parents."

The visage's mouth formed into a gaping, round hole, eyes squinting.  The floating hands formed clenched fists that punched outward on either side, and for a moment the children saw the frozen image of a beast in the middle of a mighty roar.  A dull, soft yawn spilled from the face's lips, fading into the inky air.  The mouth closed, forming a thin-lipped smile.  

"Well, children," he began, his eerie, low tone replaced by one brimming with exaggerated cheer, "looks like it's time for us to get some sleep.  Remember, we've got a long hike ahead of us tomorrow.  We have to make it to the Valley Trail by midday, so get to your bed sacks right away." 

The face and hands dropped below the flames and reappeared a moment later. The hands held a wide, metal bucket pocked with dents and scabs of rust.  Something within the bucket sloshed and slapped, flinging a few clear droplets up and over the container's opening.

The face's wicked grin returned.

"Sweet dreeeeammmms," it sang.

The hands turned the bucket over, sending a cascade of quenching liquid into the fire.

**
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AN HOUR LATER, FAINT smoke continued to disperse into the cloudless night.  Little more than scattered bits and pieces of dying embers remained in the pit, half buried by grey piles of soaked ash and charred chunks of drowned wood.  The children had retired to their sleeping quarters, dome-shaped tents set up for providing two bodies with a place to lay their heads.  Neither illumination nor noise came from any of the temporary structures.  

A lone figure moved in the darkness, guided by the dim glow of a short candle seated upon a thick, fallen tree trunk that had served as a makeshift bench during daylight hours.  Before him lay an arrangement of half a dozen tools arranged in a single row.  His fingers fidgeted with the items, picking each one up, examining it with a close, scrutinizing eye, then returning it to its set place upon a large, black square of cloth which earlier had been draped over his body, concealing every bit save for his head and hands while he told his horrific tale to the captive audience of twelve children.

He rose to his feet, using the massive stone wall to his left for assistance.  Taking two corners of the cloth, he folded the material up and over the tools, bringing the top and bottom to the middle.  The previous step was repeated, decreasing the size of the cloth and shaping it into a long, thin strip.  With a brisk motion that did not require his sight, he tucked the remaining flap of cloth up and into itself before securing the edge with snap buttons sewn into the material at intervals slightly longer than the length of his hand.

He moved to one end of the folded cloth, running his hand against the material until he found it: a slender hook sewn into an edge.  Taking hold of the protruding curve of metal, he carried the end to the other side and mimicked his successful search on the opposite end of the cloth.  He brought the ends together, locking the identical hooks into each other and placing his head and right arm through the circle of cloth.  The intersecting hooks rested against his left shoulder, while the elongated stretch of folded cloth ran across and down his body, curving at the hip and crossing upward behind him.  

He ran his hand along the newly-formed sash, noting the subtle bulges matching the position of each tool, now folded and secured.  With a satisfied sigh, he turned his gaze toward a seventh tent placed several paces away from the other six.  His left foot took a step in the direction of the tent.

"Impressive story, Lector Zakoti."

The deep voice gave his hand a startled shake, causing the candle to trace an erratic zigzag of light against the black backdrop of night.  He whirled around, thrusting the light source outward, eyes searching this way and that until he spotted the author of the words: a figure shrouded in a curtain of black, denying any hint of bodily shape beyond the obvious protrusion of a head.

"Who is that?" he demanded.  "Who are you?"

"You did quite a good job in frightening those children, Lector," the Being continued as it approached.  The candle traced the vague outline of an angular face devoid of any beard or mustache, a compliment to the bald, rounded scalp.  A pair of golden irises housing black pinpoints at their centers stared at him.  Lips were stretched from one cheek to the other, forming a thin smile that seemed less than sincere to the Lector.  "I'll bet more than one of them will be having an unpleasant dream tonight."

"Nice of you to notice.  Now, would you please tell me who you are?"

"Hmm? Oh yes! Where are my manners?" A thin, bony hand exploded from the dark, shrouded torso.  "I'm Salme Shedea."

The Lector sent his own fleshy hand out in a slow, reluctant manner.  The stranger's grip was stronger than he had anticipated, which did not set the Lector's mind at ease.

"Your face shows apprehension, Lector," Salme continued with a chuckle.  "I suppose I can't blame you for it, considering how remote a place this is."

The golden eyes shifted upward, toward the tall, smooth rock wall.  "Never been to Velike's Fang before," he mused, touching the abrasive surface.  "I saw it before the sunset, though.  Beautiful.  Far more beautiful in person than any rendering I've ever seen.  Not quite as tall as I'd pictured in my mind, though."

"You need to get out a little more, then," the Lector replied with a nod. His gaze did not deviate from the newcomer.  "This place is quite popular during Perihelion Festival, what with the lake on the other side and the town of Alevelike down there as well.  Hard to be bored, even outside of Festival time.  Perhaps you should plan a trip."

Salme's lips peeled back, displaying rows of crooked teeth.  "Perhaps I will, although I don't know about waiting five years to come out here."

"And I'm willing to guess," the Lector continued, "that you didn't come out here this night just to visit Velike's Fang and talk to me about your wish list for future vacation destinations."

The hairless head responded with a conceding nod.  "Quite right, Lector.  I'm here to talk about something else." He gestured toward the log-bench.  "May we sit?" he asked.  "I assure you that it will take very little of your time."

The Lector glanced at the prostrate thing that had once been a tree, then back at the stranger.  After a delayed moment of consideration, the Lector settled upon the edge of the log.  Salme did the same in the middle. His gaze remained fixed upon the other Being.

"Your reputation for your expertise in legends and myths is well known," he began in a low voice.  "We had heard of you quite some time ago, back when you were publishing your academic treatment of the research done in the caverns near Phelisia."

"How did you hear about that?"

"Your old mentor and friend Safisk Estose, Principal Lector of History from North Phelisia Academy," Salme paused to swat at a small, fluttering insect inspecting his ear.  "He explained the situation to one of my associates who knows a little bit about what's happening up there.  As I understand it, he bypassed a few of the understudies in his own group and requested you personally for this assignment.  He referred to you as... oh, how did he put it? 'The most trusted, gifted, and eager understudy I had ever worked with in all my forty-one years of work in the field'?"

Lector Zakoti's suspicious eyes fell from the stranger's face as he replied.  "That assignment was my dream.  I was in need of a topic for my academic treatment; that was the only thing holding me back from being able to take a Lector position. What Safisk did for me in permitting me primary access to the Phelisia research was beyond helpful.  It was a dream come true.  A chance to write my treatment using the latest archaeological information that tied as directly into my field of teaching as I could have hoped."

"And was it all that you had hoped?"

A satisfied smile crossed Lector Zakoti's relaxing face.  "Indeed it was.  So much information was gathered, so much new data learned.  I couldn't believe it."

"You received what you needed as well as what you wanted?"

The bearded fellow nodded his head.  "Yes, I did.  Granted, Principal Lector Estose had inadvertently submitted himself and me to some unpleasant consequences, but it was worth it."

Salme raised an eyebrow, "Unpleasant consequences?"

"The other History Lectors in Safisk's academy were less than pleased that somebody outside of the formally approved group was granted first access to the cavern discoveries.  They took time to write him—and me—letters expressing reactions that ranged from mildly disappointed to outraged and hostile, even threatening in a few instances."

A scowl crossed Salme's face.  "Nothing more than words uttered, I hope!"

"For the most part, yes, but some of these Lectors harassed us in other ways.  One of them published a rebuttal piece to a commentary I had submitted to our quarterly journal.  She criticized every premise and assertion I put forth, and anybody with half an intelligent mind could see she was merely flaw-finding out of spite.  Not once in her work did she respond with sound counter-arguments or evidence to the things I wrote.  All she could do was banter about the most trivial points."  

Lector Zakoti paused and leaned toward the fire pit, examining the remnant of a charred, wooden nugget.  "The worst part about it is that, no matter how minor the criticisms, they have a tendency to leave a mark on you when you're looking for employment."

"But you found employment, right?" Salme asked.  "South Liverse Academy, correct?"

"You seem to have done your research regarding me, fellow.  Can't say I'm too comfortable with how much you know."

"It's our duty to do so, my friend," Salme answered, giving the Lector a wink.  "Think of it as a pre-interview examination."

"Oh?  For what?"

"We'll get to that shortly, Lector Zakoti.  Are you pleased with your employment at South Liverse?"

The Lector stroked his beard in consideration of the question.  "A smaller class than I would have taught at a more prestigious academy, but I enjoy it just the same.  Plus, it puts food on the table and clothes on our backs."

"That's right!" Salme exclaimed, slapping his thighs.  "It's not just you now!  Found yourself a lovely wife who's at home right now with your twin infants, yes?"

The Lector threw him a surprised look that gave way to a furious glare.  "Relax, my friend!" Salme laughed.  He put a hand upon the other's shoulder.  "Principal Lector Estose mentioned all of this.  I assure you that we're not in the habit of stalking our potential clients!"

"Good to hear that," Zakoti responded with a snort.  His smile did not reflect the jolly outburst of Salme.  "And since you brought up the word 'client...' "

"Yes!  Quite right, Lector Zakoti.  Enough small talk on my part.  Let's get down to the reason I'm here, why I traveled three quarters of the way across the province in order to talk to you."

Salme's hands disappeared below his robe, then returned with objects a moment later: the left hand in possession of something long, thin, and cylindrical, apparently fashioned from parchment.  The right one gripped a hand-sized object bearing a slight arch: a writing ustensil.

"I'd like to ask you a question, Lector Zakoti," Salme began, training his gaze upon the flickering candle in Zakoti's hand.  "How familiar are you with our world's history?"

The Lector shrugged.  "I'd like to think I've got a pretty good grasp of it."

"Your studies took you into the area of the Great Schism, correct?"

"Are you referring to the legends of the war between the followers of Balys-Crahly and the Heretics?"

Salme answered with a nod.

"Well, seeing as it's one of the most well-known Shurin legends, I'd say I'm quite familiar with it.  Tales of the Schism have been passed on through the generations for about a millennium and a half by now.  Look at the volumes that comprise our children's literature; at least a quarter of it borrows in some way, shape, or form from the characters and places of the Schism mythos."

"Quite true."

"Or the modern religions we Shurin embrace.  What's our most popular belief system, Salme?"

"Daliha worship."

"Right.  How many deities does Daliha worship involve?"

Salme scrunched his face together in a perplexed expression.  "I believe seven, if I recall correctly."

The Lector tilted his head toward Salme.  "You're not involved in Daliha worship?"

"No, I'm not.  I'm sorry, are you?  I meant no offense."

"Oh no!" Zakoti replied, raising an outward-facing palm.  "I don't practice Daliha worship, not any more.  I don't worship any deity at all.  But my point was that of comparisons between Daliha worship and the mythos of the Great Schism.  And, yes, you were right; there are seven deities: Daliha and her Six Sisters, thus the use of the seven-pointed symbol on the sanctuaries and holy books. I personally believe that the use of seven deities in Dalihia worship is taken straight from the Schism mythos.  They borrow it from the belief that Shur was one of seven different worlds, all of which had access points of some sort into a central... para-world, for lack of a better name for it.  Well, I find it hard to believe that the Daliha worship that so many cling to just happens to teach that each deity, each sister, represents one aspect of Shurin inner being, and that communion with each Sister in prayer, meditation and—according to some—magic casting brings our Intercessors to the 'holy center' as they call it, bringing the worshiper into a state of complete wholeness.  Seven deities, seven worlds, seven portals to a central world—I'm sure you're picking up on my point."

"I think I am, Lector."

"Surely one who is versed with the original scripts of the Schism sees the parallel elements, especially if one has studied the copies of the scroll fragments available through various academies," the Lector said as he stood.  "It simply doesn't make sense to dismiss the two as coincidence.  Not at all."

"A well-put point, Lector Zakoti.  But tell me, you mentioned earlier that you don't believe in any deity worship at all."

"That's right."

"None?"

"None, my friend.  My 'deity' is fact.  I believe in what I can see, what I can touch, what I can experience."

"But our experiences can lie to us, can't they?"

"Only if fact and truth have been divorced from the situation."

Salme responded with a grunt of approval.  Setting aside the roll of parchment, he reached into his robe once more.  "What if I told you, Lector Zakoti," he began, "that I was about to expose you to an experience that would cause you to rethink everything you knew about this 'mythos' as you call it?"

Zakoti's eyes narrowed as he looked upon the next object retrieved by the stranger: something about the size of Salme's hand, its shape irregular, defined by jagged, uneven edges. "Look at this," Salme murmured, holding it out.  

Zakoti took it, bringing it near the glow of the candle. "Careful," Salme cautioned.  "Your flame might melt it."

A rub of the Lector's fingers against the backside of the fragment confirmed the need for the warning.  "Sealant wax?" Zakoti asked.

Salme nodded, smiling. "I knew you would notice that," he said.  "You yourself wrote in your treatment that the presence of sealant wax for an ancient tablet was a sure sign of authenticity."

"Excavating parties have tried forging sealant wax tablets before," Zakoti countered.

"But without success. As you know, imitation tablets can be easily dismissed with a chemical test that determines the age of the wax.  If you'd like, I'd be more than willing to have that piece submitted for such a test, Lector."  

The bearded Shurin studied the fragment's face, peering at the etched symbols that filled the flat surface.  He frowned, rotating the piece in an attempt to follow the rows of grouped symbols. "Where did you get this?" he asked.

"Phelisia, Lector Zakoti.  Not long after you finished your academic treatment.  Recall the structure with the multiple pillars?"

"The one believed to be a temple to Balys-Crahly?"

"The very one.  This fragment was found in there, retrieved after one of the fallen pillars had been cleared away."

Zakoti licked his lips, his eyes drifting left to right and back again, examining and re-examining the symbols.  "This writing... I've seen portions of it before.  Elements of it appear to be Shurin."

"But the rest of it is unintelligible, right?"

The Lector pressed his thumb against the symbols, wiping away some sort of smudge that covered a corner of the fragment.  "Tell me," he began, "how did you manage to acquire this piece? Archeological overseers usually aren't too fond of allowing finds like this to fall into the hands of outsiders."

Salme steepled his fingers together, fixing his gaze upon the candle.  "Let's just say that I and my associates have a few connections of our own when it comes to taking things we need."

"So you stole it?"

"Hardly," Salme responded as an indignant look crossed his face.  "A better way of putting it would be that our people discovered it and promptly removed it before anybody else found out about it."

Zakoti frowned.  "You should've given it to the excavation overseers, Salme."

"Perhaps, but then again you wouldn't have the opportunity to examine it like you are right now.  Am I right?"

"No," Zakoti sighed, "you're right.  That was one of the reasons Safisk wanted to grant me access so quickly.  He knew that a great deal of the items would be carted off and locked away in various academies for the better part of a full year before seeing the light of day again."

The hairless Shurin rose, standing next to the Lector.  "And wouldn't you like to have a look at something like this before it's been prodded and dissected by a gang of secondary lab assistants?  Wouldn't you like to have a chance to figure out this piece of the puzzle before somebody else does?"

Zakoti turned to Salme.  "Do you know what this is?"

"I do, Lector Zakoti.  Not only can I tell you what this writing means, but I can also show you how to decipher it, how to translate it and read it for yourself."

"I would like that very much," Zakoti replied.

"And I can also prove to you that the Sovereign and Balys-Crahly are not myths."

Salme retrieved the rolled up parchment and the writing utensil as he returned to the log.  His fingers found the parchment seam, peeling back the paper as he spoke.

"What if I told you, Lector Zakoti, that the things we learned about concerning the Great Schism were more than just fables for children?  What if I could prove to you that the truth of our history has been lost and obscured, and that those responsible for doing so were acting on an agenda designed to keep that truth hidden from our people?"

He took the unrolled paper and placed it on the log beside him.  Lector Zakoti kneeled, leaning over the crackled, tanned page.  Scrawled across the top and bottom were sets of mostly foreign characters similar to those found on the fragment, arranged in sets of crossing horizontal and vertical rows.  But the middle section was a paragraph written in the familiar Shurin language.  

The Lector looked up at Salme. "You're a Pact-Maker," he said.

"Guilty as charged," the bald fellow replied, dipping his head in a bow of acknowledgement.

"And my name is on this paper, which... if I'm reading this right... is a Pact."

"Correct, Lector Zakoti," Salme held the writing utensil up.  "It's an opportunity to see what few others are permitted to see.  I'm giving you a chance to learn about our history in a way that none of your academic associates ever will."

The bearded Lector held the paper up as Salme continued. "There's an unseen realm as real as this one, a place—a 'para-world,' to borrow your own description—that houses one of the greatest and most coveted treasures in history.  What I'm offering you, Lector Zakoti, is the chance for you to see this place for yourself, to have all of your questions answered."

The robed Shurin brought his face close to Zakoti's ear, "You sign this Pact," he began "and upon the day you draw your final breath you will be brought into the Meridian, awakened with a body far stronger and healthier than the one you have now.  You will see myth become reality, Lector.  You will see fables and stories fleshed out.  But more importantly than any of this, you will have the chance to secure for yourself a legendary power that as of yet remains unclaimed by any."

"Power?"  The Lector backed away from Salme as he turned toward him.  "You're talking about the Control?"

"Yes, Lector.  It exists, but it’s kept hidden away in the Meridian.  It's waiting to be discovered, and I believe that you would be an excellent candidate for retrieving it." 

Zakoti brought himself upright again.  "This is what this was all about?" he asked, an irritated edge filling his voice.  "You did this just so that I could participate in your superstitious little soul-signing?"

"It's not superstition, Lector, not at all.  It's quite real, more real than you realize.  The Control promises power for any who—"

"For any who discover it," Zakoti interrupted with disgust.  "Spare me the selling line, fellow." He handed the paper back to Salme.  "Forget it," he muttered.  "I have no interest in this whatsoever."

Salme pressed his lips together, frowning at the parchment now in his hands.  "My associates believed you would act this way," he began,  "but I was hoping to prove them wrong by appealing to your curious side."

"My 'curious side,' as you put it, is tempered by my rationality," Zakoti scowled.  "That paper is a joke, a ploy used by you and your associates to take advantage of gullible individuals, nothing more."

"Has it occurred to you that there may be more to life than those things which you experience with your own senses?" Salme countered.

The Lector let out a hollow, insincere laugh. "Listen to yourself!" he exclaimed.  "You're asking me to sign something on faith, to believe something that's impossible to verify!  How do you know that what you're telling me is true!?  Have you ever been to this afterlife world you talk about?  Have you seen it?  Experienced it in some sort of tangible way?"

"No, Lector, I have not," Salme answered.  "But it exists nevertheless."

"And furthermore," Zakoti continued, pointing to the alien script above and below the Shurin paragraph, "how do I know that contract of yours doesn't somehow sign over my entire estate to you through some sort of legal loophole?  You expect me to place my name on a document without a thorough reading and understanding of what it says, particularly with regard to the unfamiliar writings here?" 

Salme's voice held a calm, even tone. "I assure you that our associates have more than enough material resources for our survival, Lector Zakoti.  We have no need for your property."

"Uh-huh, sure," Zakoti sneered.  "Save it.  I'm not interested.  Go tell your associates to take their scam of an offer to some other fool."

"Lector Zakoti, if you send me off like this, you'll not be given this offer again, no matter what happens," Salme warned.

"Good!  That's what I want!  I'm not signing this or anything else like it!  You want to go on believing in deities and myths, go on! You and your associates have fun in your little fantasy world!  But you find somebody else to play along with your little game, because I don't believe in any of your fanatical religious rubbish, and I never will!"

Salme bowed his head as he stood.  The parchment disappeared under the robe along with the writing utensil and the fragment. "I'm very sorry to have wasted both my time and yours, Lector Zakoti," he said.  "I had hoped you would have been a bit more open-minded about my offer.  But I see now that you live and die only by the things you see with your own two eyes.  Forgive my candidness, but yours is a very sad and pathetic way of living."  

The bald man started off, fading away from the glow of the candle. "Good night, Lector," he mumbled.

Zakoti watched the silhouette until it dissolved in the surrounding black of the nighttime forest.  Soon afterward, the soft crunch of leaves and grass under heavy steps faded away as well.  He stood his ground, candle in hand, half-expecting the stranger to return in order to restate his offer with redoubled efforts, but the hairless head of Salme Shedea did not reappear.

He took an empty hand and rubbed his face, covering his yawning mouth in the process.  Another glance at the surrounding cluster of tents told him that all was quiet, save for the occasional rumble of a juvenile snore cutting through the silence here and there.

A puff of air from his cheeks extinguished the candle as he started for his own tent.
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A flood of something wet and cold smothered and blinded him.

Bherta gagged, thrashing this way and that, his feet unable to find any solid surface upon which to rest.  Whatever it was that contained him in its liquid envelope impeded his movements with heavy resistance.  He opened his eyes to blurred images: a dull light above him that merged into a thick, inky black below.  A low, heavy droning of distant thunder filled his ears, rivaled only by the choking attempts at breath smothered within his own mouth, sending blurred, silver shapes upward before his eyes.

Water... I'm underwater!

Panicking, he turned his head upward and spotted a marred, pinkish hue.  His legs scissored, arms reaching for what he hoped was the surface.  Impatient lungs began to ache for air, prodding him to move as quickly as possible.

Almost to it...

Liquid flooded his nose, searing his sinuses with pain. He fought harder, grasping for the aquatic boundary between water and air.  

ComeonmovemoveMOOOOOOVE!!!

A numb, fuzzy spot appeared in the back of his mind.

Nononononocomeoncomeon!!

His left hand broke through, gripping unresisting air.  Triumph flashed through his brain as the numb, fuzzy spot began to spread.

IgotitIgotit!

The other hand escaped, followed by the arms, then the head.  Bherta opened his mouth, inhaling a mixture of air and water.  He gagged on the concoction, releasing a series of heavy coughs that prevented him from taking in a full breath of air.

The numbness did not want to leave him.

Bherta turned his body, trying to backstroke.  He sucked in a breath that had a foreign taste to it, but hopefully a life-giving one all the same.  The coughing fits subsided as air replaced water, removing the fuzzy numbness stemming from the lack of necessary air.  With each exhale came a release of tension; he would not drown—at least not yet.  After a dozen uninterrupted breaths,  Bherta ceased from his backstroke and repositioned himself to tread water.  His legs pumped with the rhythmic, circular scissoring motion, while his arms drifted to either side, pushing through the water with gentle, broad motions.  

He smiled and thanked his deceased mother for the endless hours of nagging and prodding she had inflicted upon him, demanding he take his swimming exercises seriously.  As a youth Bherta loved the water, but hated swimming.  He would wade in lakes and pools, oh yes, but when it came to venturing near depths where the water rose above his head he kept his distance with a steadfast resilience.  That his friends could dive deep with the grace of fish and other aquatic creatures did not motivate him; that was just fine for them, but not for him.  Still, when his mother hassled him about learning to swim just before entering Secondary Learning levels, he finally gave in to her persistence (That she had promised him a trip to town to purchase several books of his choosing in return didn't hurt his decision either).  

He learned how to swim, how to really swim, and loved it.

Plus, it ended up helping him in more ways than he could have foreseen.  His newfound love for swimming prompted him to take an interest in it as an extracurricular activity, and he ended up doing quite well,  even making first place in four competitions.  In turn, several Academy recruiters noticed his success, which opened the door for him to enter higher level career training without having to pay full tuition.  And while his performances at Academy level swimming competitions were not quite as fruitful regarding wins, he did earn honorable mentions for his efforts.

All this, and now saving his life here.  Quite a worthwhile endeavor to undertake.

A turn of his head revealed a stretch of beach that blended into what appeared to be a strip of bluish-green vegetation.  Just beyond that lay another boundary of grey, extending in all directions, far beyond and above the protruding piece of land.  With a grunt, Bherta started for shore.  Arms plunged into the water and rose again, while legs churned the water behind him.  His head turned with each stroke, taking and giving air with measured breaths.  The lungs, though still burning, nevertheless performed their function with adequate efficiency.

It was when the water began to lighten with shallowness that Bherta heard the voices.

"...aster!  Get a jav...!"

A look straight ahead revealed three bipedal forms standing at the border between shore and water, two of them giants in comparison to the short, stocky third member between them.  One of them—the one on Bherta's right—scampered toward a nearby section of clustered, towering vegetation.  The other two ventured into the surf.

Bherta paused, dropping his foot in search of sand or rock.

"No!  Don't!"

The remaining pair accompanied their frantic command with waving hands, the shorter one jumping up and down with impatient excitement.  Their companion returned, carrying a thin, elongated object possessing an enlarged, angled end.

A pair of realizations began to dawn upon Bherta, causing him to frown.  The first was in relation to the object in the returning stranger's hand. At first Bherta imagined to be some sort of tool fashioned in order to extract the wet, fatigued Shurin from the water, similar to a hookstick used by fishers to draw in their nets and lines when distance denied them the ability to take hold of their fishing tools by hands.  But a more prolonged look at the triangular point at the gleaming metallic tip suggested another purpose besides drawing in bait lines and bottom traps.

It suggested the design of a spear.  

The unease of the first observation was compounded into curious fear by the second observation, one that became more obvious to the Shurin Lector as he held his place treading water while studying the features of the Beings urging him to come closer.

Two of the three were not Shurin.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Two

[image: ]


"Swim!  Keep swimming!"

Bherta spit out a mouthful of water that made its way in by a stray wave, forcing a hard cough. "Who are you?" he called to them.

The three continued with their pleas for him to approach.

"No!" Bherta shouted.  "Not without an answer!  Who are you and where am I?"

It was the Shurin who responded first.  "Brother!  Come in, quickly!  I'll give you the answers you need, but you must come in before it's too late!"

"Why must I come in?" Bherta asked.  "And why is your companion there holding that thing?"

"For your safety!" the shore-bound Shurin responded.  He pointed to his companion’s retrieved, elongated tool—or weapon. “The javelin is for your protection!  We mean you no harm!"

"Protection from what?  How do I know that?"

The purple-skinned fellow leaned toward the other two while pointing in Bherta's direction.  Bherta looked ahead, searching the green watery barrier between himself and the shore, but saw nothing.  He furrowed his brow, both puzzled and suspicious at the alien Being's reason for gesturing toward him.  A flick of the eyes to the left and right revealed limits to the shoreline; either Bherta was approaching some sort of island, or this was the foremost portion of a small peninsula.  Whichever was the case, there was little chance, if any, of making it to shore apart from dealing with the unwelcome greeting party.  The fact that his arms and legs began to ache from his vigorous and desperate efforts to keep from drowning didn't help either, and an unpleasant heaviness from somewhere inside his chest told him that he needed relief.  Soon.

From behind him came a heavy splash, as if something enormous had fallen into the water.  He twisted his torso in order to see it: a black, rounded object some distance away, moving from right to left, its movement creating a foamy wake.  "Is that a ship?" he asked himself.

From shore, the cries beckoning him to swim resumed, but the words came with even more urgency.  With a deep paddling motion of his hand, Bherta returned his gaze to the unfamiliar trio. "Please, Brother!" the unknown Shurin called.  "Come in now!  Come in before it's too late!"

"That thing behind me," Bherta began, "what is it?"

The answer came from the tall, fur-laden creature on the other side of the Shurin.  "It's what will kill you if you don't start swimming!" it growled.

Bherta looked back again.  "It's not even approaching me!"

"It will eventually!" the purple-skinned fellow replied.  "And when it does you'll have no chance of safe arrival!"

Agitation filled Bherta.  The warning, true or false, stirred up his imaginations about aquatic terrors, and he had no desire to be eaten alive.  Still, with that weapon held in the one Being's hand... "No!" Bherta snapped.  "Not until you dispose of that javelin!"

The three exchanged glances for a moment before the hairy, bipedal feline spoke again.  "If we put the javelin down, we cannot guarantee your safety if the Angler gives chase to you."

Bherta nodded with a cough, "I understand," he replied.

The Shurin nodded toward his violet companion, who in turn tossed the javelin toward a barren area.  The weapon landed with a bounce before settling in the pale sand.

"If you start toward the weapon at all..." Bherta began.

"You have our word, so long as the Angler doesn't approach."

With a nod, Bherta resumed his swim.  His body moved in gentle, even strokes, propelling him through the water in a smooth course.  Never in his Shurin life had he swam in a body of water containing a predator capable of eating him, but he knew enough about the potential danger through his studies as a youth in Pathblazer, and took the time to instruct his own youth groups about it.  The strategy for survival in the presence of any carnivorous aquatic creature with a palate inclined toward Shurin flesh was always the same, be it a deep water gulpfish or a hungry school of beaked reefwater gar: swim slowly, swim calmly, swim away.  No matter which deadly form of Shurin marine life one dealt with, they all shared the same behavior regarding the pattern of attack: if something drew attention to itself through excessive splashing or thrashing, it was singled out by predators as the nearest, most convenient meal.  

Bherta hoped that whatever coasted through the waters behind him operated on the same premise.

He paused, venturing another drop of his foot.  Still no bottom beneath him.

"How am I doing?" he called.

"Almost there, Brother," the other Shurin replied. "Just a little further!"

"You don't sound so alarmed now!"

“You’re almost out of the danger zone," the purple-skinned biped answered.  "but keep coming!"

Bherta complied.  His eyes continued to alternate between the odd colored fellow and the discarded javelin nearby.  None of the three made any movement toward the weapon, even as his feet fell and found the relieving firmness of sloping ground below him.
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BHERTA EMERGED FROM the surf and lurched toward the shore, sinking to his knees.  He took in a greedy heave of air before exhaling it in a coughing fit as the trio gathered around him.  Bherta glanced at his fellow Shurin, equal in stature to himself and topped with a flowing mane of black hair striped with silver streaks.  His face sported a beard bearing the same blend of colors, but lacked a mustache: a facial hairstyle rarely seen anymore.  All three Beings were clad in long, flowing cuts of dark material that formed tunics and loose-fitting pants. 

"Edz," the Shurin said, "get a splitfruit rind."

The purple fellow responded by running toward the vegetation.

"Where... where am I?" Bherta began.  "Is this the Meridian?"

The other Shurin laughed, giving Bherta's shoulder a squeeze.  "Yes indeed, Brother!  And let me say that you're the first Bearer I've met in a long time who has realized where he is!"

Bherta nodded.  "I know a little about it... can't say that I believed it was true though." He heaved another deep breath.  "Sorry... guess I'm having more trouble catching my breath than I thought."

"It's more than that," said the fur-covered being.  Bherta couldn't help noting the creature's size: even kneeling, the feline still maintained a significant height advantage over him. Its pointed, triangular ears jutted from the sides of its head, giving the creature a monstrous appearance.  That it wore something akin to a snarl on its face didn't help, although it’s lack of aggression gave the soggy Shurin hope that he would not end up as the beastly fellow's next meal.

"The water itself is poisoned," the hairy beast continued.  "Based upon your coughing fits and labored breathing, I assume some of it made its way inside you."

"Meaning we need to get you an antidote as quickly as possible," the Shurin added.  "It'll be your funeral by this time tomorrow if we don't."

A chill shook Bherta's body.  His lower lip quaked. "He needs different clothing, Areana," the Shurin said.  "I have a spare outfit in my hut.  Would you go get it?"

The beast nodded, rising to its full height.  Bherta felt his mouth drop open as he watched the towering creature walk past him, stomping flat, wide paws into the sand.

"Well now, Brother!" the unfamiliar Shurin began, turning toward Bherta, "I'll wager you're feeling a little disoriented and confused at the moment!"

"Th-th-that's an understatement," Bherta replied, peeling away the outer layer of clothing on his top: a dark, green jacket.  The shivers prevented him from perfect articulation of his words.  He was cold, chilled from the water—or from something else.

"You've guessed correctly about the Meridian, Brother.  This is the place inhabited by few and forgotten by most.  What's your name?"

"Bherta.  B-B-Bherta Zakoti."

The Shurin patted his own chest.  "I'm Baldemek Lemety, from Phelisia.  Ever been there?"

"Many times," Bherta answered, pausing to gasp for air.  "Amazing city."

"You have been there!  Tell me, how does the old temple look?"

Bherta wiped a stray, tickling droplet from his cheek.  "You're talking about the ruins of the temple dedicated to Balys-Crahly?"

Baldemek's outstretched, beaming smile contracted into a shrunken, surprised stupor.  "Ruins?  You said ruins?" he asked.  

"I did.  Why?"

The silver eyes that had focused upon Bherta's face shifted to the sand.  His mouth closed, the corners falling.  A deep, melancholy sigh flowed from his nostrils. "Have I been here that long?"  he asked.  

Bherta glanced over Baldemek's shoulder, spying his two friends as they emerged from the shroud of thick vegetation.  The purple-skinned fellow carried a deep blue object about the size of Bherta's head, while the fur-coated Being held within its hands a bundle composed of cloth.

As if suddenly alerted to something urgent, Baldemek gave Bherta an alarmed look. "What year is it on Shur, Brother Bherta?" he asked.

Bherta opened his mouth to answer, but a painful cough interrupted the words.  Baldemek turned back toward his companions.  "Edz! Hurry up with that splitfruit!" he barked.

“It’s the eight hundred and fifteenth Perihelion Festival," Bherta murmured.  "We celebrated it five months ago."

"You did!?"

The purple-skinned Being came alongside Baldemek, handing him the blue object.  Bherta noted that the thing's surface was composed of a waxy skin filled with pinpoint-sized dimples, much like a dust melon in its appearance, save for the obvious difference in color.  Baldemek turned the object over, rolling it in his hands until he came upon a dimple notably larger than its surrounding neighbors, housing some sort of dark green stub that might have functioned as the point of attachment between this piece of fruit and the plant that brought it to maturity.

The fruit-bearing fellow looked at Bherta with its unsettling orange eyes.  Another shiver ran down Bherta's spine, one definitely not caused by the chilly dampness clinging to his skin.

Baldemek pressed his thumbs into the stub.  The object responded with a fresh, wet ripping sound, splitting into two clean halves. "The eight hundred and fifteenth?" 

"Ahh... yes," Bherta answered.  

Baldemek stopped.  His hands had begun to tear the fruit's rind away from the glistening, golden center of meat.  He looked at Bherta an astonished expression. "Eight hundred and fifteenth?" he repeated.  His fingers resumed their automatic, unconscious work, but the shock clung to his face.  

Bherta turned aside, pushing another painful cough from his lungs before speaking.  He rose to his feet and started to remove his shirt as the shaggy being with large, pointed ears approached, setting the cloth bundle in the sand beside him. "Why?  When did you come here?"

Baldemek shook his head, letting out a disbelieving laugh.  "It really has been that long," he said.  "How quickly time passes in this place.  Feels like I arrived only a few days ago."

He glanced at Bherta.  "But I've been here far longer than a few days, Brother Bherta.  In fact, long before you came into existence, before your father or even your grandfather came into existence, I had already spent many lifetimes in this place waiting for you."

"For me?"  Bherta asked, picking up the first article of new clothing, a tan, long-sleeved shirt.  He pulled the material over his head and inserted his hands into the warm, dry sleeves. 

"For the Bearer, the one bringing the Artifact."  Baldemek gestured toward the ochre-colored band looped around Bherta's wrist.  "That's it, correct?  Looks like it's made of brazium.  Nicely polished, I might add."

The Shurin newcomer popped his head through the appropriate hole in his new shirt and held out his arm.  Beams from the white sun overhead filled the bracelet's surface with a brilliant gleam. "Well, yes, but... wait a moment here.  Do you know how long you've been here?"

"I know now," Baldemek replied with a smile.  "And I have the rind ready for you once you finish changing."  

He stood up "Edz, Areana, if you would..." A finger pointed upward made a spinning motion, followed by Baldemek giving Bherta his back.  The other two followed suit as they turned away from the newcomer and faced the clusters of trees and bushes.  Bherta began to peel the wet pants from his legs, grateful for the small degree of privacy.  While embarrassment at being seen like this was not foremost on his mind at the moment, he did believe in behaving decently around others, alien or not.  

"Okay, I'm better now," he said, fastening the pants.  The clothing hung on him, but a pull of the waist-level drawstring on the new pants brought the material against his skin in a comfortable fit.  He took the sleeves and folded each one back upon itself three times, bringing his hands out into the open.  "Don't happen to have any shoes, do you?"

"No, sorry," Baldemek responded.  "You'll have to dry yours off.  But that's alright; we're not in a dire need to head off anywhere anytime soon.  And I shouldn't be so rude as to continue to be the only one speaking for this group.  Bherta Zakoti, I would like to introduce you to Edzevin the Juvan—just call him Edz—and Areana the Fyryn, my Sect brother and sister, respectively."

"Welcome," Areana said. An underlying purr accompanied her words.  "Baldemek feared that our presence would frighten you, so he told us to remain silent and allow him to do any speaking until he said otherwise."

"Well I do have to admit your presence was a bit alarming at first," Bherta confessed.  "Where I come from, you and... Edz, was it?"

"In the flesh," the Juvan replied.  "Different, aren't we."

"Very much so," Bherta answered.  "No offense, but the two of you are a bit unsettling to look at.  Especially you with those orange eyes of yours."

"None taken, although each of us looked as alien and frightening to each other the first time we met," Edz replied,  “so we understand the shock you're experiencing, Bherta."

"Thank you.  And as I was saying, where I come from the two of you are considered nothing but myths and fables."

"That's more than what I learned about you as a youth back on my world,” said Areana.  

Bherta nodded. "So are there really Seven races of beings?" he asked

"There are," Baldemek replied.  "When we depart from here, you might meet some from the other four."

"Where are we going?"

"Going?  Why, we're going to gear you up and prepare you for your trek to the Vein!" Edz exclaimed, giving Bherta a firm pat on the shoulder.  "That's why you're here after all!  You're a Bearer!"

Bherta looked at the violet-skinned fellow with a furrowed brow.  "I'm a what?"

"A Bearer!  Surely you knew something about that as well, right?"

The Shurin racked his brain, recalling the things he had read and remembered.  "I think I remember something about Bearers," he began, "but those were appointed by your deity for a purpose, weren't they?"

"Yes!" Baldemek replied.  "Just like you are now."

"Wait a minute here," Bherta began, taking a backwards step.  His hands came up in a gesture of surrender. "I didn't come here for that."

"You didn't?" Areana asked.  Bherta noticed the hint of a feral snarl following the end of her question.  "But you used the Artifact!"

"Yes, I did.  But I wasn't 'appointed' by anybody."

The furry beast tilted its head, staring at Bherta in a manner that reminded him of a predator considering its next meal before consuming it.  "Look," Bherta continued, "I know a great deal about the Sect as it was on Shur.  I know a bit about your deity, Balys-Crahly.  I even have a little knowledge about this place, although—" he looked up, his vision sweeping across the vermillion expanse overhead, "although I admit that I was unprepared for its alien appearance."

The Shurin's eyes fell to the trio before him.  He rubbed the tan-tinted clothing against his body, hoping to hasten the dry warmth that spread over his skin.  "But I didn't believe any of it.  At all.  It was academic to me, nothing more than ancient myths and fables told by our early fathers to their children before bedtime for the sake of encouraging moral behavior and stirring wild imaginations."

"So it was simply a set of bedtime stories to you?" Baldemek asked.

"Precisely.  I'm not a religious fellow at all, not for this, not for Daliha worship or anything else of the sort.  Nothing but superstition to me."

"I trust that you're rethinking your thoughts about this, my friend?" Edz asked with a grin.

Bherta wiped a hand over his bearded chin.  "I'm rethinking some of it," he replied.  

"Some of it!?" Areana exclaimed.  "Isn't your presence here enough to erase any doubts you may still be harboring?"

Baldemek laid a small hand upon the gray-haired forearm of the Fyryn.  "Patience, Areana," he cooed.  "My brother has only just arrived.  We can't expect him to comprehend everything at once."

Bherta frowned at his distant kinsman.  "I appreciate your camaraderie, Baldemek.  I also appreciate your assistance in keeping me alive.  By the way—" he pointed to the ragged section of rind, "—you wanted me to use that?"

"Yes.  Chew the rind to relase the rind juice.  Get as much as you can of the juice it holds and drink it.  But don't eat the rind itself."

"Not edible?" Bherta asked as he took the rind.

"Not at all.  In fact, it'll kill you faster than the seawater."

Bherta held the skin away from him.  "Don't worry," Baldemek added.  "The rind is quite resilient.  It would take quite a deliberate effort on your part to tear off a piece and chew it well enough in order to swallow.  Just bite down enough to extract the juice and you'll be fine."

Bherta did not bring the rind to his mouth.  Instead, he stared at it with a face full of apprehension. Edz leaned closer, so close that Bherta could feel the tickle of lips against his ear as he spoke. "If we wanted you dead, Bherta, we would've already done it," he whispered.

Giving the odd-colored fellow a sideways glance, Bherta brought the rind to his mouth, parting his teeth.  A scent of something rich and sweet filled his nostrils, filling his mouth and tongue with a hungry saliva.  

"Smells delicious," he remarked.

"Yeah," Areana began, "about that..."

Bherta's teeth pinched a corner of the rind.  A trickle of liquid candy began to run down his tongue.  "Mmmm," he purred. "I like that. Reminds me of—"

The candy flavor faded, replaced by something bitter and gritty. Bherta jerked his head away, spitting the hideous taste from his mouth.

"Reminds you of eating ash?" Baldemek asked, laughing.

"Ugh!" Bherta cried, retching.  "That's hideous!"  He spit a second time; the disagreeable flavor did not want to part ways with his tongue.  

"Get used to it," Areana mumbled.  "We all have."

Bherta gave the rind another sniff; nothing but the sweet, savory aroma he had first encountered.  Taking a different corner, he bit down and sucked the released liquid down his throat as soon as it contacted his tongue, hoping to avoid the dirty aftertaste before it poisoned his senses.  But the pungent transformation clogged his throat, and it took him several attempts to force down the liquid before he could manage to swallow it without serious interruption.

After a dozen more attempts at extraction, Bherta held the rind out toward the others, his face puckered in an unpleasant expression.  "I need to take a break from this," he muttered.  "This is horrible!"

Baldemek chuckled as he took the chewed piece from the Shurin's hand.  "That's fine," he replied.  "I think you've had plenty.  Looks like more than enough.  You took to it faster than most others."

"I think a better way of putting it would be that he tolerated it faster than most," Edz laughed.

"A much more accurate description," said Bherta.  "On a better note, I think I've warmed up quite well."

"You should," Areana said.  "This island possesses a moderate climate.  Rarely does it become too cold or too hot here."

"Island, you said?"

"He did, Brother," Baldemek replied as he walked toward the prostrate javelin.  "This is indeed an island."

"So this isn't the Meridian?" 

"Oh, this island is a part of the Meridian!  But we're on the fringe of it, quite some distance from where we need to go."

Baldemek pointed the javelin's sharp, shiny head inland, toward the clusters of trees and bushes.  "We've got a small campsite back there, Bherta.  Let's go back there to talk.  We'll answer as many questions as we can before heading back to the mainland.  Come with us."

"Mainland?"

"Yes, Bherta.  Look there..."

Bherta followed the javelin's point, now aimed at the water from which he had emerged only moments earlier.  On the horizon stood an irregular strip that separated green sea from red sky, a formation of what appeared to be a base of thick, craggy rock smeared with patches of green and blue. Bherta guessed that to be vegetation based upon the similarity in color scheme to the wall of alien trees, bushes, and grass less than fifty paces from his current location.  Near the center stood a gap, an inlet colored in the darkness of shadow.  Above and beyond the inlet stood something else that aroused the damp Shurin's curiosity and wonder: a thin vertical line of luminescent blue cutting through the sky, stabbing a tiny, swirling island of silver clouds.

"Is that the mainland?" he asked.  

"It is," Baldemek replied, "and on that mainland lies our destination."
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From the campsite, Bherta almost forgot that he was on an island.

They were in the middle of a clearing, seated upon a ring of large black rocks- topped with flat surfaces formed in all likelihood by tools rather than by natural erosion.  The boulders rose to Bherta's chest, which meant he and Baldemek did not ascend to their seats without a bit of effort.  By contrast, the far taller Areana and Edzevin had no trouble at all. Taking their respective positions on their rocks was simply a matter of bending their knees and lowering their upper bodies.  

Bherta envied that physical difference.

Just a dozen paces away from the gathering area stood an elongated building fashioned from an assortment of horizontal logs.  Bherta noted that no two logs carried the same color or even varying hues of one color, giving the edifice a striped, unfinished appearance. Atop the structure sat a slanted roof coated with a thick layer of something that reminded Bherta of short grass, perhaps even some kind of moss.  From within the structure came the sound of running water, but a look at the lone open window on the building's far left side revealed only darkness.  Tall trees tinted with sapphire and emerald foliage loomed on every side, forming a circular opening to the red sky above. The white sun at its center looked down upon Bherta like an angry eye throwing hot, furious beams upon his head.

That thought provoked him to tip back the jug of water in his hand, sending cool refreshment down his thirsty throat.

"So from what you've told me," he began, "you three are members of the Sect of the Awakened?"

"That's correct," Baldemek replied before sipping from his own container.  "Or at least, we're part of what's left of them.  I can't speak for the other Meridian cities, though.  I pray that the other brethren were spared the carnage we experienced."

Edzevin and Areana affirmed his words with positive grunts and nods.

"But other Sects have their own... what did you call them?  Associations?"

"Lodges."

"Yes, Lodges.  Are there more of these Lodges?"

"Assuming what happened in Lo-Phamn and the Citadel didn't happen everywhere else, yes," Areana answered, picking up a small stone and tossing it into the woods beyond.  "We lost everything.  Our weapons, our scrolls, a good number of our brothers and sisters... all of it, taken away."

"Did you learn who it was who betrayed you?" Bherta asked.

"We did," Edzevin nodded.  "Never caught him, though. By the time we learned of the betrayal to the Order, it was too late."

"They swarmed down upon us like digger beetles on ha-bears," Areana murmured.  "Killed more than half our lodge.  We didn't know what to do, where to go.  We hadn't expected an attack like that, not one so sudden and coordinated.  Orders don't usually engage us in all-out battle with us like that, but they knew where and when to attack us that day."

"Shame on us for letting our guard down," Baldemek muttered, kicking aside the fragment of a broken branch at his feet.  "That was part of the problem too."

"But things had been so quiet, so uneventful."

Baldemek gave Edzevin a hostile glare.  "That's irrelevant," he scowled.  "We knew better!  We're supposed to be prepared at all times, whether or not danger is imminent!  Even if we didn't know about the attack, we could have handled it better!"

"You don't know that," Areana answered, scratching behind her ears. Bherta did not miss the long, curved claws attached to the fur-covered Being's fingers.  "The infiltration was deeper than we first realized, Baldemek.  At least ten of our Sect were in on the betrayal.  That was more than enough to sabotage the Lodge when the attack began."

"How so?" Bherta asked.

"Our scythes," Baldemek replied.  "We kept the unused ones in our weapon vault.  The traitorous band got to them before we could.  Removed the power cells from them."  He tossed his hands up in a gesture of concession.  "No surge capability."

"Meaning what?  What's 'surge capability'?" 

Edzevin turned toward the Shurin.  "Are you familiar with the scythes?"

"Your weapons?  Somewhat, yes.  Curved and bladed, fashioned for the purpose of cutting through your enemies with ease."

Areana rose to her feet.  "I'm hungry," she announced.  "Going to get some dried fish meat.  Any other takers? Bherta?"

The two Sect members shook their heads. "I am a bit hungry," Bherta remarked.  Areana nodded as she proceeded to the hut. 

Baldemek slurped more water before resuming the conversation. "That's part of the design," he explained.  "But only a small part.  The scythe can do much more than that, and its functions extend beyond those of a weapon, although it is primarily a weapon.  One of its functions is to contain and deploy energy for the purpose of attacking enemies from a distance.  It sends a surge of energy out, rolling upon the ground like a wheel—"

"Or on the side of a wall as well," Edzevin added.

"And depending upon the setting, it can do as little as knock an enemy down or as much as render them unconscious."

"Can it kill?" Bherta asked.

"At close range, yes.  But this surge function is made possible by a power cell installed in the weapon.  Without that, the scythe is essentially nothing more than a curved sword, useless beyond close quarter combat.  And while we do train with the scythes as swords, we also employ the added benefit of surge capability. Taking that away seriously handicaps us in combat."

"Especially when you prep your scythe to release a surge and nothing happens," said Edz.  "Losing your ability to perform a ranged attack when you need it the most isn't exactly a pleasant experience."

Baldemek nodded, "And mass removal of power cells in a short time without showing signs of tampering isn't something that just anybody can do, not even the average Sect member.  Only a well-trained scythe crafter has that sort of skill."  

"So you lost this ability to use your surges?  What about this Order you're talking about?  Do they have these scythes as well?"

"They do now," Edzevin answered, rolling his eyes.  "Thanks to those 'brethren' who defected to their side, they know everything they need about the scythes.  But at the time of the attack, they didn't have them.  They only possessed their improvised weapons and their slings."

Bherta perked up.  "Slings?  As in the ones used on Shur?"

"The slings in the Meridian have some different modifications, but essentially it's the same weapon," Baldemek explained.  "You'll find at least a couple of Beings in every city who can build and supply them.  While some of them find their way into the hands of ordinary citizens, a great many of them are used by Order members, which makes it easier for them to take control of the cities, as well as matching up against us in combat."

"And your inability to use your scythes gave them the advantage."

"That and the element of surprise in their favor.  The Order had us surrounded, outnumbering us by at least three to one.  Any other time, it wouldn't have made a difference as we could have held them off.  But that day they had us."

Bherta spotted the large, feline form of Areana emerging from the hut, holding a small satchel in her hand.

"They torched us out," Edzevin said.  "Threw oil vials against the building, soaking the walls.  Had to have thrown a hundred of them and set fire to the Lodge.  I tell you..." 

He sighed. His purple chin dropped to his chest, orange eyes disappearing behind violet lids. "I've never seen a fire spread so fast in all my life.  Engulfed the exterior before I could blink twice.  We tried to put it out, but they kept peppering the windows with bolts, preventing us from dumping water down the walls."

"How did the survivors escape?" Bherta asked.

"When Sects take a building as their Lodge, they install a quick tunnel."

"A what?"

"A secret exit," Areana explained, handing Bherta something wrapped in a cloth. Baldemek nodded as he received his own portion.  "One of the first things to be constructed, specifically designed for a hasty retreat in case a situation like the one we were experiencing came to pass.  When our defeat was obvious, our Council sounded the call for evacuation.  We headed for the exit as quickly as we could.  Most of us made it down there before the Order had broken through."

Edzevin looked at his two companions. "A few brave ones remained behind to hold them off for as long as they could," he said, his voice flat and defeated.  "Even knowing it was death to do so."

"But they bought us time," Baldemek answered.  "Praise to the All for it."  

Bherta removed the covering, unleashing a savory, sweet aroma.  "Smells delicious," he mused.

"Won't taste like it," Baldemek responded.  "That terrible bland taste you experienced with the splitfruit is in everything we consume here."

"Why?"

"We don't know.  It has something to do with the final confrontation between our Sect and the Blindmen, perhaps some curse their malevolent deity brought upon this land when Balys-Crahly was banished into the Vein."  

Edz offered Bherta a weak smile. "If it makes you feel any better, you do get used to it."

The Bearer bit into the browned, tender texture.  Before his mouth could perform a second chew of the meat, the ashen aftertaste covered his tongue, washing away what little remained of the rich flavor that had first filled the space between his teeth.  He leaned over, spitting the saliva-saturated mass into the grass.  

Edzevin let out a guffaw.

"Come now, Edz!" Areana scowled.  "That's no way to treat our newcomer!" She turned toward Bherta.  "I'm sorry about Edzevin.  He has a rather broad and often insensitive sense of humor—or what's left of one.  He loves to laugh, whether with others or at them."

"No...” Bherta responded after a couple of coughs.  "No, that's... that's alright.  I'm sure I would think the same if I were in his position."

"You're nicer about it than the rest of us, I'll give you that,"  Baldemek commented, bringing his own food to his lips.  "He often receives threats in response to his ill-timed jolliness.  Looks like you won yourself a friend, Edz."

The violet-skinned fellow rose to his feet and dropped his head in a deep
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