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AUTHOR’S NOTE


 


It’s
coming up on ten years since I first wrote The Temple of the Exploding Head.
I recall wanting to move off in a different direction, as the first two books
focused on the daring exploits of Captain Davage and Countess Sygillis. Those
books were cool, but not conflicted enough. I wanted more conflict, I wanted
turmoil, hence the Temple book was born.


As with all the books I’ve ever written,
I started off with a totally different tale in mind, but as the book unfolded,
often with myself as an active observer, the impetus of the story went in an
unforeseen direction. I’m used to that by now.


The plot changed.


The hero changed.


The heroine changed.


The villain changed (Many times).


Once I got everything sorted out, it was
my intention to present this book as one rather large tome, but my publisher at
the time was having none of it—weighing in at well over 300,000 words, he said
the book was way too big. A 100,000 word book usually comes in at around 300
pages, give or take, so the Temple would have been somewhere around 920
to 1000 pages.


That said, I was forced to do the ole
“Chop-Sockie” on the book and Ginsu
it up into three roughly equal bites. The first bite came up quite small when
compared to the other two, so I had to add around 30,000 words to bring it up
to the century-mark. We then published it one at a time over three years. I
hated that, I really did.


Flash forward around ten years. I’m
finally able to republish The Temple of the Exploding Head as a single
omnibus, which is how I intended it to be.


One book. One big book …


The paperback version of the story is a
marvel, featuring a grand spanking new cover and well over 100 interior maps,
sketches and illustrations from artists all over the world, featuring: Carol
Phillips, Fantasio, Eve Ventrue, Ewelina
Dolzycka and many more. It’s a cataclysm of awesome.


So, sit back, grab a charger for your
phone or your pad or whatever you’re reading this from and let me tell you a
story …


 


Bowl Naked


RDG


Columbus, January 2018
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The Temple of the Exploding Head Omnibus


 




Book 1


The Dead Held Hands





 


 


The Vith have a saying
that the Dead hold hands and lend the living their power.


With the Dead, the
Living are Invincible,


Without the Dead, the
Living can do nothing.










 


 


Prologue


 




I—The Temple





The
latest round of Faithful filed into the huge temple complex. The temple was
vast and stony, washed in dark shadows and unseen reaches. It was deep
underground and, like a cave, was bereft of sunlight. Pillars, covered with
lurid painted glyphs and symbols, lined the distant walls, and pagan idols
lurked in the shadows like predatory beasts. Brass braziers on thin, stilt-like
legs created fitful pockets of jumpy orange light. The light from the braziers
did little except throw the huge space into a mass of flickering mystery.


The whole place seethed with energy,
enough to light a thousand cities, but the temple needed more. It had to have
more energy, much more, and the Faithful were there to give it just that.


Rugs of various types and materials were
thrown out on the gritty stone floor, looking like a patchwork of cancerous
skin. Incense burners in the shape of squat, angry gods filled the dank air
with a heavy smell.


The Faithful made their way into the
interior and took their places. They were naked. Their golden bodies of various
shapes and configurations were washed and oiled—they glistened in the feeble
brazier light.


They quivered in anticipation. If they
lived through what was to come, they could expect to indulge in each other’s
flesh after it was over.


If they lived— and that was very much in
question.


Far away, at the front of the complex, a
naked priestess, her golden body dripping with oil and wearing a feathered
headdress, climbed up onto a dirty stone platform. The steps leading up to the
platform were dented in the center, from the slow wear of passing feet up and
down through the ages. The Priestess was one of 10,000 who served the temple.
She would stand there on the platform and lead the Faithful until she collapsed
from exhaustion, and then the next one would take her place.


She lightly tapped a small
tambourine-like instrument. Though small and lightly played with slim, oiled
fingers, its tinkling sounds filled the vast temple from one end to the other.
From the unseen sides of the temple to the right and left, throaty drums beat
in answer.


Behind the priestess, ten nude figures
were chained to several posts. Either drugged or tormented into a trance, they
hung in their chains and vibrated with the drumbeats, insensate and mumbling in
their obscure language. Several reeking creatures with no skin tended to the
chained figures; they washed their pale flesh and tenderly stroked their long
masses of black hair.


The chained people didn’t have long to
live.


The Faithful, spaced out on their motley
rugs, fell to their knees (if they had knees, for some did not—some had no
knees at all, and others had many more than just two) and abased themselves.


The ceremony continued, and would last
for as long as this batch of Faithful held out. It was exhausting and would
possibly be fatal for some in attendance, but they lived for this. There was no
other place they wanted to be. To die here, to have their flesh consumed here
in the dark, would be a blessing.


The brutal rituals taking place in the
temple had been going on, without stop, for ages. The 10,000 feathered
priestesses of golden skin presided over the temple, each stepping alone onto
the platform, each playing the tambourine, one after the next, daughters and granddaughters
of priestesses before them. Likewise, the Faithful, in shifts, took their turn
exploring the wonders and facing the consequences of the temple—such was the
price it exacted. It was a like roaring fire that needed constant tending;
otherwise, it would go out. The priestesses made sure that didn’t happen.


That would ruin everything.


This temple was the anchorage. This was
their portal and place of power supreme granting them mastery over time and
distance, and they, in their depravity, gave it life, gave it power. Their
age-old rule depended on the temple. They fed upon the riches the temple
granted them, and, in turn, the temple fed upon them –a closed circle.


In an alien language, they began afresh.


“Bathloxi, hear our prayer …”
the priestess sang.


“Enemies of old, feel despair
…” the Faithful replied.


“Bathloxi, dance of light
…” the priestess sang.


“God of gods, invincible knight
…” the Faithful, entranced, mumbled.


“Bathloxi, our faith is sold …


“Give to us what was foretold …”


And on and on, over and over, through
the hours, through the buried night, they concentrated. The temple needed
strong emotion to function, and that’s exactly what the Faithful were going to
give it.


The Faithful focused on all sorts of
strange feelings—though what they were truly feeling was known only to them.
They felt something similar to hatred. It could be said they lusted. They might
have envied, and probably they despised. Whatever they were feeling, it was
passionate, and all of that heated energy condensed into a visible spark that
danced off their prostrate backs and went to the nearest pillar like a leash of
blue flame.


Eventually, a cloud of condensed energy
filled the heights of the temple like an angry fog and became dense enough for
the temple to feed upon it. Some of the Faithful strangled in the cloud, choked
on its vapors and died where they were. The temple soaked the cloud up, drawing
it into the stone and converted it into raw, bestial power. Gouts of lightning
from this newly collected energy sparked across the heights of the temple every
so often, charging the humid air with static. Sometimes, the lightning came
down fast in belching strokes, hitting select pockets of the Faithful, killing
them by the score. If that happened, then so be it; again, the temple exacted
its price.


If they managed to survive the noxious,
energy-rich cloud and the random lightning hits, a further horror vexed the
Faithful. Every so often, some of the Faithful, clutching their heads (if they
had a head, for some did not), suddenly stood in a panic. Spinning around in
the fog, their bodies bulged, losing their shapes, and spread out in
gold-flecked masses, enveloping those around.


And their heads (if applicable) exploded
in a spray. The effort, the strange feelings they generated, and the greedy
temple itself had been too much for them.


The rest continued, having survived the
cloud, the lighting and, so far, the exploding head chanting until their alien
voices were ragged.


A few more fell apart in an endoplasmic
gel and head spray.


Another lightning hit—more dead. More
blood. The temple gorged itself on death.


As the pagan night wore on, their
prayers appeared to be answered. A strange creature appeared near the
priestess. Four-legged, hoofed, antlered, it looked like a deer, though its
sylvan eyes were flickering with bad intentions.


Slowly the deer began dancing to the
drums and the tambourine. It reared up on its hind legs, and, when it did, its
deer-like body transformed into a shaggy, man-like shape with horns.


A continual bolt of lightning came down
and struck the deer in the antlers—apparently causing it no harm. It wore the
lightning like a bright, spindly hat.


Bathloxi, a mixture of man, animal and
pure energy, he had come at last.


The priestess presented the ten chained
figures as an offering. Having total mastery over her body, she gave herself
many arms. They grew gracefully out of her body. With hardly an effort, she
broke their chains and picked them up by the throat, holding all ten victims
aloft as easily as new born babies. She presented them, dangling, to the god.


Bathloxi regarded them with nostalgia
and a bit of longing; then, he sprang with passion. After a howling moment,
some were consumed, others were electrocuted, and a few were burned.


The chained people with pale skin and
thick black hair were dead. They were merely the latest victims of the temple.


“I am here; my body is bathed, my
hunger is slaked. My conditions are met. I will do as you ask,” Bathloxi
said, blood drenched, energy crackling. “My blood shall give this place of
worship continued life …”


And energy flowed from the god to the
Temple—the priestess and her Faithful successful once again in currying favor
from Bathloxi, and that meant renewed energy for the temple—much, much more
than they had been able to generate on their own.


Victorious, the surviving Faithful, as a
reward for their efforts, fell upon each other and engaged in any number of
travesties in the moaning dark. They copulated and fed upon their flesh. They
tore each other’s skin, gouged eyes, ripped hair and bathed in the flowing
juices in an orgy of pain and ecstasy. To cause pain gave them ecstasy—the
whole process sustaining itself. Eventually, they had no more bodies. 
They fell apart and flowed together as one prodding, jabbing mass creating a
vast stagnant pool on the temple floor.


For ages the temple had stood there
buried deep in the ground and exacted its tribute. For ages the golden
priestesses, the Faithful, the sacrificial victims and their bloody god had
fueled it.


Soon, very soon, their patience was to
be rewarded.










 


 




II—Lady Poe’s Birthday





Lady
Poe of Blanchefort’s birthday was on February 14, apparently the date of an
ancient holiday proclaiming love and togetherness; although, by the Kanan
calendar, February had thirty-four days instead of the ancient count of
twenty-eight.


Still, it was appropriate for Lady Poe
was such a kind, loving person adored by all who knew her. As the month of
February sat toward the very end of the cold winter season in the Vithlands of
Kana, Poe and her family lived in their warmer southern residence, the Duke of
Oyln’s Grand Manor outside the city of Effington in the Estherlands. Her
husband, Lord Peter, being in service to and good friends with the Duke of
Oyln, was invited to live there with his family as he pleased. They had a whole
wing to call their own.


To celebrate her birthday every year,
the Duke and his Duchess, Lady Torrijayne, threw a large party with Poe as the
guest of honor. Poe’s brother and his wife, Lord Davage and Countess Sygillis
of Blanchefort, helped in the planning and financing of the party and were
always in attendance. Unfortunately, Countess Sygillis and Duchess Torrijayne
hated each other. Their long running feud went back to their sordid days as
Black Hats and was a constant source of A-List news and gossip around the
League. Socialites were always eagerly curious to see which of the two would
make a fresh snide remark or fire a sarcastic quip about the other. There was even
talk of heated private meetings and secluded hair-pulling fist-fights conducted
between the two. However, for Lady Poe’s birthday party, they mutually agreed
to a truce and behaved themselves.


Lady Poe certainly loved grand parties
and spared no expense, but, truth be told, it was the quiet, private
celebration she enjoyed with her family that was her favorite birthday treat of
all.


Her husband, Lord Peter of Blanchefort
(formerly of Ruthven) usually had a surprise or two cooked up for her— a little
something that he had baked himself or possibly a clever trinket that he made,
something quaint and hand-crafted. Lord Peter had skilled hands, and Lady Poe
loved receiving hand-made gifts from her husband. Coming from a House Minor,
Lord Peter was out-ranked by the House of Blanchefort and took its name by
tradition upon their union. The often caustic social scene on Kana was a-buzz
with the union, and a few Great Houses tried to block it through legal channels
stating such a mismatched marriage in status violated League law. Others
speculated that it would never last; however, Peter and Poe shared a loving
relationship that held fast and grew through the years. 


Their children also came up with
something neat for their mother on her birthday.


Milos, their eldest son, sometimes wrote
her a poem or a story which she listened to, eyes closed, hand in hand with
Peter. Milos was so bright and creative that it was easy for him to come up
with such things and captivate his mother.


The twins, Sarah and Phillip, had a harder
time. They couldn’t simply go out and buy mother something for Lady Poe of
Blanchefort already had everything she wanted. They weren’t quite as artistic
as their older brother Milos, so they would knock heads for weeks, trying to
come up with something witty and charming to present to her. Fortunately for
them, Sarah was the spitting image of her late grandmother, Countess Hermilane
(Lady Poe’s mother), and usually Sarah and Phillip acted out a scene from
Hermilane’s past, which many times involved some sort of sword fight or duel,
as the late countess had been a known pugilistic hot-head in her day. Lady Poe
watched their performance and clapped, giving the twins a big kiss on the cheek
when they were finished. Also, if they really got desperate, all Sarah had to
do to make her mother happy was put on a gown, which, being a proto-typical
tomboy, was a tough chore for her.


Their fourth child Millicent, or just
Millie for short, got a pass up to this point. She was still babbling in a high
chair and couldn’t actively participate, not for a few years yet.


There was a final child of sorts who
always showed up on Poe’s birthday, the one who brought with him the most
surprises and jokes of all—Carahil.


Lady Poe, being a mighty Silver tech
female, had made Carahil in a Vith fountain at Castle Blanchefort some
twenty-five years prior. Her brother, Lord Davage, often told dinner-time
stories of a saintly silver seal he’d befriended in the Xaphan city of
Metatron, and Poe, listening, was inspired and re-created Carahil in Silver
tech. She put a lot of effort into it, spending months of exhausting work until
the fountain was overflowing with silver. When Carahil opened his eyes, he was
wise and powerful in the form of a silver seal. As such, Carahil soon became a
full member of the Celestial Arborium, and he soared over the cosmos defending
balance and righting wrongs.


In short, Lady Poe of Blanchefort, using
her Silver tech, had created a god and was its mother. Such was the extent of
her power and the width of her character—to be content as an unassuming wife
and mother rejoicing in the simple things, her vast power kept in check by her
love for her husband and her children.


Carahil was so busy spanning the heavens
far from home that he rarely saw his mother anymore, but, like a good son, he
always remembered to visit Lady Poe on her birthday. He usually tried to sneak
up on Poe and scare her—Carahil’s love of pranks still knew no end. He’d jump
out from behind a huge potted plant (Duchess Torrijayne loved plants and Grand
Effington was a literal botanical garden in certain places), or he’d cut the
lights and appear out of nowhere. Carahil loved making a grand entrance.


Everybody loved Carahil, and, once
everybody recovered from their shock, they’d give him a huge hug. He reveled
with his family for a time, telling stories, playing with the children and
basking in his mother’s presence. After a bit the Duke and Duchess Torrijayne
would come out and sit with Carahil as well, for they were his friends, too.


*  *  *  *  *


 


On this particular occasion, Carahil
seemed a bit off-put. He wasn’t quite his normal, happy self. He twitched his
whiskers and asked if the children could give himself and his mother a few
minutes in private. With a cry of displeasure they exited the area, the Duchess
promising to give them all a treat from the kitchen.


Lord Peter also took his leave along
with the rest. “Please, Lord Peter, stay,” Carahil said. “You need to hear
this, too.”


Alone in the room, just the three of
them, Lady Poe looked at Carahil, that happy faced, silver seal. She sensed
danger. “Is there something wrong, Carahil?”


He twitched his whiskers. “Yes, Mother,
there is.”


Poe was shocked. Carahil usually didn’t
just come right out and say something. He enjoyed making people coax
information out of him. His stark, concise answer alarmed her.


She gently placed her hands on the dome
of his smooth silver head. “What is it?” she asked.


“I’ve come to you for advice, Mother,
and for help. I need your help, and yours as well, Lord Peter.”


“Anything, Carahil.  Anything we
can do,” Lady Poe said.


Carahil reveled in her touch. Though he
was a god with power supreme, he found comfort and solace in the soothing touch
of his mother’s hand, as any child did.


Finally, he spoke.


“I need you to help me save the League,
Mother.”


And Carahil told them.










 


 




III—Born in a Jar





Her
family didn’t often come out of the fog; that was a sure way to bring the
demons.


She had seen the Kanan sun many times, a
lot more than her brothers and sisters ever had, though she was a girl not ten
years old yet, the youngest of her large family by far. She was born in a jar,
a blessed birth by any measure. Her ancient home on the black hill by the lake
was thick in perpetual fog. Even the brightest noon was little more than a dull
gray twilight at Castle Astralon. To see the sun meant to venture a distance
from the lakeshore where the fog ended, but few ever wanted to do that. Again,
fear of the demons ruled everything they did.


But that was they, her family and
neighbors, not her. Fearless, she often traveled far enough from the fog near
the lake to see the sun, to marvel at it, to feel its warmth. She had done it
lots of times and never once encountered a demon.


That’s where He was, out there in
the sun somewhere. The little boy she’d fallen in love with.


Great fecundity was a common feature of
her people. All the tribes multiplied with abandon. She had twenty four
brothers and forty seven sisters. She was the youngest of the bunch by three
months. She was born in a clutch of twelve, a rather standard amount in her
family. The Searchers discovered her tiny, partially developed embryo mixed in
with the others who were fully formed and ready to be born.


“An Anuian is born to us! We are
blessed!” they cheered as she was whisked away and placed into the brine filled
jar. There she stayed for another three months, completing her development in
the warm water and ‘knocking’ when she was ready to come out.


As she grew, it became clear she was
slightly different from the rest of her family. Though still only a girl, she
was fuller, sturdier than others her age with larger eyes than usual, long
eyelashes and ‘notched’ lips. She was stronger and faster than the rest. It was
clear she was a rare birthing among the Monamas; she was an Anuian, a Greater
Monama, and a treasure for Castle Astralon.


The Anuians, she was told, rebelled and
fought the demons long ago and were hunted down and wiped out for their
temerity, leaving the smaller, more docile Conox, or Lesser Monamas for the
demons to torture. Though gone, occasionally, an Anuian was born amongst the
Conox and placed in a jar, and was a jewel for their House. Already, the tribes
offered their sons to her, to the girl born in a jar.


With all those brothers and sisters every
generation, one should expect her family to be massive, getting exponentially
larger with every generation until they filled a hundred Castle Astralons.


Such was not the case.


The demons kept them thinned out. Every
year, and with greater frequency, she lost aunts, uncles, cousins, brothers and
sisters to the demons. Sometimes they vanished in the night. Sometimes they
would be sitting right there, getting dressed, eating their breakfast or
telling a story; then, in a Flash! they were gone, their utensils clattering
out of air to the table below. Vanishing into thin air wasn’t an overly unusual
thing; her people could disappear and travel great distances at will—it was a
talent they all shared. But this was different. This was for good.


The demons had gotten them.


According to their ancient stories, they
as a people had been evil once, long ago in the mists of time, and the gods
would not allow them to forget it.


The demons …


When the demons came, one never
returned. Such was the sadness her people had endured for ages. Sudden death
was something they lived with, both from the demons that tormented them, to the
sundry wounds they chose to inflict upon themselves. There were the duels they
fought, sometimes over petty arguments and misunderstandings. When her people
fought, it wasn’t a pretty thing to see. They were strong, and they had nails
that could scratch iron.


And there were the Trials. One could not
even enjoy the act of falling in love without the prospect of death lingering.
One of her brothers had been killed while at Trial. He had fallen in love with
a girl from Nebulon on the other side of the lake, and the Trials for her love
had killed him. One of her sisters had committed suicide after her love, a boy
from the Zerb tribe, had been killed while at Trial for her. Unwilling to live
without him, she soon followed him in death.


She had lost thirty brothers and sisters
to the demons, and she had lost her parents as well in such a fashion—they
kissed her to bed one night, and in the morning they were gone, never to be
seen again. She was raised mostly by her grandmother, a large and bold woman,
an Anuian, born in a jar just like she had been. All she had left of her mother
and father was the jar she had been born in, which she kept on her window sill.
Sometimes she grieved so much for her lost family that she forgot who she was
and could do nothing but sit there, eyes blank, staring at ghosts. Her
grandmother sang to her at such times with her magical voice to pull her back
from her delirium.


Her name was Sammidoran. In her native
Anuie tongue, sammidoran meant The Far One
(female case), and she lived up to her name, for she was young and rather
impulsive, doing things Astralon girls usually didn’t do. That was the Anuian
in her coming out defiant and strong.


She loved to run with the wild herds of
gazelle and other grassland animals that grazed beyond the perimeter of her
fog-bound home. With them she bounded through the grasslands, easily keeping up
with the herd, running in the sun that she cherished so much. She ran all the
way to the forest, and sometimes to the sea, reveling in all the things her
family feared.


An odd paradox, she sometimes thought.
Her people, even the common lesser ones, were mighty, gifted, swift and strong,
yet they were powerless against the demons. The demons could not be met. The
demons could not be crossed. The demons could not be fought.


So she was told...


Sammidoran had no friends to speak of.
Some of the children of Castle Cardinal whom she knew were all taken by the
demons. So were the Nebulons and the young Minzer children. The others who were
left were afraid of her. The animals she ran with and the golden sun high above
were her only sure companions. The demons could never take those from her.


*  *  *  *  *


 


She began having visions when she was
five years old. All of her kind had visions, and hers were especially vivid.
She could see the future, and she didn’t want to. Many of her family saw their
deaths in their visions, at the hands of the demons, and they crumpled up in
sadness and waited for it to happen—waited for the end to come. She watched one
of her brothers waste away in such a state. She went to her grandmother and
pleaded 


“Why, why does this have to be?”


And her grandmother calmed her as only
she could and said: “Nothing has to be. Nothing is indelibly etched. If you see
bad future, or you see a darkness coming, then make it better. Keep your head
clear and fight for what you want, as I have done. How do you think I’ve lasted
so long?”


Her aunts and uncles didn’t like that
sort of talk. What sort of thing was that to tell a child? Filling her head
with dreams and impossibilities. Their motto was simpler and much more stark:
Live your life while you can and hope for the best, and, when the end comes,
let your head swarm and take you to places where there is no pain and sadness,
where the demons can’t hurt you.


As if such a place could exist.


Though she was just a little girl, she
took exception to her aunts’ and uncles’ advice. To give up and fade away? To
be so frightened that the only place to hide was deep within oneself? What sort
of life was that? On her runs far from home, she sometimes saw her gazelle
being chased by predators. They didn’t just give up, lay down and be eaten;
they ran. They ran until they could run no more, often times eluding the
predators that stalked them. Mostly, the predators went home hungry.


There was a lesson to be learned in
that, she thought. Just because a monster was chasing close behind that meant
to do harm did not mean it was going to get you. She kept that thought in her
heart.


Her visions began in the smoky pools of
her dreams, and there was no denying them. She had visions of the people beyond
the fog: the Elders who had come from the sky. The people with hair of differing
colors. The people with the alluring eyes the color of sky, forest and earth.


She often heard her brothers and sisters
talking about dreaming of Elders in their faraway cities, their Arin-Dans
and Cerri-Telas, and how sad the dreams made them. She’d thought it was
a lot of nonsense. Why would a mere dream make them so sad?


But now she was dreaming of Elders
herself, and experiencing it was quite a bit different from merely hearing
about it.


It was overwhelming.


She saw herself as a grown woman, tall
and thin, standing on a hillside. She wore a black Bronta-covered gown with the
usual Astralon bustle. Next to her was a man, with oddly colored hair (even for
an Elder), a tailed coat, and a black, three-pointed
hat. A long silver weapon hung at his side. Somehow, she got the impression
that the silver weapon at his side was her weapon—that it belonged to
her. In the future, he gave it to her on his knees, and she accepted it,
writing her name into the shaft with her claw-like fingernails: SAMMIDORAN. It
was cold where they were standing. Cold was bad. Cold hurt and could quickly
end her life as surely as the demons could. For some reason, the cold was not
bothering her; she was resisting it. A special charm at her neck kept her warm.
Where did she get such a thing she wondered?


She saw a great castle in the cold
mountains. She saw her grandmother at the castle talking to the Elder lord and
countess. She appeared to be friends with those people. Her folk rarely
bothered much with the people beyond the fog, except for the occasional
fortune-telling and prostitution that provided them with their meager income.
Her grandmother, however, was an exception.


As night after night unfolded, she saw
the man younger and younger each time. Most often she dreamed of the man with
the weapon as a little boy, far away, living in that castle in the mountains.
He was a boy with a perfect face and strangely-colored hair.


His eyes, look at his eyes, like the
forest-colored pebbles on the lakeshore … They melted her. The things his eyes
could see.


At first, she tried to distance herself
from the image of the boy, to watch him impassively. She didn’t want to become
enraptured by her Elder vision, as her brothers and sisters before her had. But
every night, there he was, emerging from the shadows, drawing her ever closer
to him, lured in by wondrous things that he wanted to share with her. She was
haunted by the little boy. Even as she opened her eyes in the first moments of
morning, she could still hear his laughter.


A word began to enter her thoughts, one
that she had previously thought silly and quaint: Arin-Dan. It meant
‘beloved’ and ‘dreamed of.’ As with her brothers and sisters, this little boy
was, more and more, becoming her Arin-Dan.


He was bright and cheerful. He had an
inviting smile. And he was loving and kind, making her laugh, showing her
interesting Elder things in his castle and inviting her to sample delights from
their kitchen. Her visions were so real that, in the morning, she often forgot
the things she experienced were merely parts of a dream. It was heartbreaking
sometimes to wake up and not have him there and to know that all the wonderful
things she’d seen and tasted were not real.


She saw moments of sadness when he was
hurting. His people were cruel to him. They thought him flawed and weak. She
wanted to reach out and comfort him. If they didn’t see the value in him, she
did.


Don’t weep, my Arin-Dan …


There was yet another thing he
introduced her to: desire. He was handsome, even as a little boy, and he had
that Elder belly button that her people found so attractive. Trying to be coy,
she ran from him through the corridors of her dreams, and he chased her. When
she could stand it no longer, she allowed him to catch up, and together they
fell into a feathery pile of bliss. Invariably, the dream ended, and she would
awake, her thin body alone and aching. “Come back here!” she’d say. “Finish
what you started!”


Still, he wasn’t perfect by any means.
He was a bit spoiled and self-indulged. He was loathe to take action, to be as
great as he could. He was a loafer; she hated that, it infuriated her, but that
stage wouldn’t last. She saw him transform from a loaf to a great Vith lord,
mighty and brave. All he needed was a push. She saw him taking her into his
arms—she could feel his embrace. Once there, she felt safe and content. In his
arms, nothing else mattered, not her family, not even the demons.


That was where she wanted to be, safe
and sound, with him ...


She told her brothers and sisters about
her visions, and they understood. They, too, had had dreams of their Arin-Dans
and Cerri-Telas. They told her such dreams were dangerous and would
bring the demons. She must be rid of them for her sake and for his as well.


They advised her on what needed to be
done. Pick a ceremonial White Emilia flower from the wild and go to the
blackened Mourning Wall near the lake and plant it there. They told her that,
once she completed the task, the vision will fade, and it will hurt for a
while, terribly, but then it will be gone, and she will be all right.


She took their advice, went out and
picked a single White Emilia flower and took it to the Mourning Wall, which was
just a blackened fragment of an old Anuian castle that the demons had destroyed
centuries earlier. Around the base of the wall was a dense bed of White Emilia
flowers, all planted there by her kin hoping to rid themselves of their
visions. Holding her flower, she thought of the little boy somewhere out there
beyond the fog. She thought of his laughter and his arms around her and what it
would be like to not have that any more.


All those forsaken dreams growing there
in a carpet of white.


The Anuian in her spoke. She did not
want the dream to end. She wanted it to be real.


She wanted her Arin-Dan.


Turning, she walked back home and
planted the White Emilia in her jar, a reminder to her of what she almost let
go.


Time passed. Her dreams continued and
became more and more vivid. Her Arin-Dan was powerful—could do many
things. She saw him turning invisible. Mouth open, heart fluttering, she
watched him… flying … through the sky in blasts of wind. And his lovely
eyes …


His Sight, splendid in time, can save
both of your souls …


All he needed was a little push, and he
could be great.


But there was darkness too—horrible
things lurking in the distance like an afternoon thunderstorm.


She saw the demons coming to her Arin-Dan
and crawling into bed with him.


She saw the silver weapon with her name
on it crossing with a demon’s blade shaped like a phallus, the two weapons
ringing as they clashed.


She saw him in a life or death struggle
with a demon, covered in giant insects.


She saw him lying on the ground in a
terrible place, the demons around him … eating him.


No, no, no!  Please!  My life
for his! My soul for his!


And, worst of all, she saw clawed hands
around his throat, trying to wring the life out of him. The hands were chalk
white, delicately formed with long fingers, and ended in a stout set of black,
claw-like fingernails.


Those hands… could they be… HER hands?


She forced the thoughts from her head
where they simmered for a time, grew dark and came again.


And, strangest of all, she saw herself
doing the unthinkable. She saw herself one day going against the demons,
running from them, plotting their ruin, and it would begin with her walking
into an Elder den full of mystery: THE MYSTERY DEN.


Sammidoran told her grandmother of her
visions.


“Who is this boy? What is his name?”


“I don’t know. I want him. I love him.
He’s my Arin-Dan.”


“Arin-Dan?” her grandmother
replied, shocked. “Have you not gone to the Wall? Have you not been instructed
to do that?”


“I did, and I chose not to plant my
flower there. I didn’t want it to end.”


“Anuians!” she spat. “You understand you
are condemning yourself to a bitter end? The demons will come for you and for
your Arin-Dan, too.”


“I won’t let them. You taught me to
fight. I won’t let that happen.”


Despite her better judgment, her
grandmother admired her spirit, very courageous for such a young person. Her
grandmother buried herself near the lake and had visions. She saw the demons
taking an interest in her granddaughter, to take the love she felt for this
Elder boy and twist it into a tragedy. The demons were always waiting to pounce
upon Monama love and use it for their own ends. But, she also saw her
granddaughter having great resolve, and with this Elder boy at her side, what
possibilities ...


Sammidoran described the castle in the
mountains, the cold, and her grandmother’s frequent presence there. She
described the weapon that hung at his side. A long sword-like weapon. But it
wasn’t a sword; it was a metal tube with a handle.


Her grandmother smiled. “That is a CARG.
That’s what it is called,” she said. “You are having visions of Castle
Blanchefort far to the north. You are seeing the son of Lord Davage and
Countess Sygillis of Blanchefort. He is not yet born, even now. He still rests
in his mother’s womb.”


Sammidoran had been dreaming of a boy
not yet a minute old.


She was intrigued. She spent much of her
time thinking about this unborn boy—this Lord Blanchefort. A boy who, one day,
was to do great things. A boy who one day will hold her in his arms.


A boy who will be eaten by demons, or,
worse, be torn to shreds … by her own hands


She sat there in the fog, lost in a
dream, addicted to it like a narcotic. She talked to him, though he wasn’t
there. She’d laugh; sometimes, she’d argue with him—he was so stubborn! Why did
he have to be so stubborn?


She said his name, for she now knew it,
too; it echoed to her from future’s maelstrom: Kay. Lord Kabyl. Lord Kabyl of
Blanchefort.


This unborn boy was her only friend, her
confidant and her lover.


Living up to her name, she began using
her power to ‘Blink’ far to the north to Castle Blanchefort. There she prowled
the castle and gazed out the windows to the majestic scenery outside. She tried
going outside to the wondrous Grove behind the castle to look around, but it
was so cold. She could feel her skin freezing and her throat tightening. She
could only withstand it for a few minutes before having to go back inside the
castle.


In a dusty corner of the southern wing
of the castle, she located the currently unused tower where the boy will one
day live, and she walked around investigating it—haunting the place as an
invisible little ghost. Although now a quiet and unused place, one day it will
be brimming with life, for not only will Kay live in this wing, but so, too,
his sisters and brothers and cousins, each getting their own colossal tower to
grow up in.


Zorn tower—here was Kay’s tower. That
was its name.


Her Kay …


Rolling around in its darkened interior,
she wrote her name on the walls in several select spots with her long, sharp
fingernail. She explored the tower from top to bottom. It was a huge place,
over one hundred, fifty stories high, bigger all by itself than the whole of
Castle Astralon. She went to the dusty, disused places in the tower and
sometimes visited the rooms and galleries where she would one day pass her time
with Kay, acting out scenes from the future to herself.


She was very excited when the Lord and
Countess Blanchefort began getting the tower ready for the new arrival. Though
his birth was still months away, she felt the wheels were in motion, that things
were finally starting to happen. Seeing the Countess, a beautiful, red-headed
Elder woman with her pregnant belly, she was desperate to reach out and touch
it. It drove her mad. She sometimes considered presenting herself to Countess
Blanchefort and demanding to touch her belly. That was Kay resting within, her Arin-Dan.



He belonged to her. She felt entitled.


Patience, patience ...


Soon, her love will be born.


They had their staff clean the
one-hundred, fifty story tower from top to bottom, and a team of skilled
craftsmen were there building the furniture Kay would one day use.


She watched as they skillfully built
Kay’s bed. She was breathless as she watched them work.


Kay’s bed. The things she and Kay will
share there, do there. She sat in the corner and trembled.


She didn’t want to wait. If only she
could travel through time.


Kay’s room and new nursery will be on
the terraced levels, and Sammidoran helped get his room ready. Not an idler by
any means, she tried to help the staff out when she could. One day she picked
up a sponge when the staff went down for lunch and scrubbed the walls. She was
shocked when Lord Blanchefort came in.


He knelt down and smiled. “Well hello,”
he said as she stood there holding the sponge. He spoke in Elder, which her
grandmother had taught her to speak. “Are you Lady Sammidoran? You must be.
Your grandmother has told me all about you, and I’ve been eager to make your
acquaintance,” he said.


He told her that, as she was the
granddaughter of Countess Hortensia of Monama, she was always welcome there. He
then grabbed another sponge and, together, the Lord and the pale little girl,
finished scrubbing the walls.


*  *  *  *  *


 


She had a strange vision one night, and
unlike the visions she had of Kay, she never had that particular vision
again—but she remembered it. She never forgot a single detail.


The Olonol ... She dreamed of the
Olonol.


It was a vision that could possibly
change everything.


*  *  *  *  *


 


The day before Kay was born was when she
saw her first demon in the flesh. She had run out to the sea with a basket full
of stuffing and thread. There, out in the sun, she put the finishing touches on
a little stuffed animal she had been working on. Her basket was open and all
her materials were carefully arranged in front of her. It was a gazelle made of
a colorful patchwork of red, blue, green and gold fabrics. It had green buttons
for eyes—just like his eyes will be. Her grandmother had gotten her all the
components for its making, and she’d spent weeks working on it. Like all of her
people, she had strong, dexterous hands and, though she had never made a
stuffed animal before, it was quite accomplished; a master toy-maker couldn’t
have done better.


She was going to give it to Kay, as a
gift from her to him. It was a modest gift. He was a Great Elder Lord, born
into money and power and technological items that she could only wonder over.
But, she had made this little gazelle all on her own and had poured every bit
of care and love she had into its making. She hoped one day that it might mean
something to him. She dreamed of talking to him about it one day: “Kay, I made
that little gazelle for you before you were born. I made it just for you.”


I hope you come to love it, Arin-Dan.
Just like I love you …


She was restless and impatient. She
wanted Kay. She wanted him born. She wanted him out in the world … with her.


And then, she could feel eyes all over
her. Watching, laughing.


Demons! There they were, staring at her
from behind a tree: leering, bleeding, skinless.


“Hi ya,
Sam,” they hissed. “What’re you doing?”


Terrified, she dropped everything and
turned to run home.


Wait! The gazelle! She left it there.
She turned to grab it and then run away as fast as she could.


A demon stood there holding the gazelle
by the neck, squeezing it in her bloody fist. The demon was female, miserably
thin, and dripping half-clotted blood. She was horribly bent at the torso.


She stank, as she heard demons always
do.


“You forget this?” the demon said
in a callow voice holding up the stuffed gazelle.


Sammidoran stood there powerful but
helpless before the demon who could not be fought.


She’d worked so hard on that little
gazelle.


That was for Kay. She hated the demon!
She hated them all!


Moving like an uncoiling serpent, she
tore off across the grassland leaving the demons behind in a hurry.


“HAHAHAHAHA! Run! Run, Sam!” they
called to her. “Run all you want … we’ve got plans for you … All in good
time!”


*  *  *  *  *


 


She sat by a favored tree later that
afternoon and wept, her hands to her face. She’d always considered herself so
bold and brave. She’d thought herself fearless. Yet, when standing face-to-face
with the hated demons at last, she found herself powerless.


She had been afraid. She had been
wracked with fear, and she lost Kay’s toy gazelle. She felt herself a failure,
and so she wept.


As she sat there and cried, she became
aware of something creeping through the grass toward her.


The demons!


She stood and made to run away.
Approaching the tree, low in the grass, was an odd sort of animal. It was small
and shiny with a smooth-domed head and a set of long whiskers. It didn’t have
legs, but rather flippers, like the turtles that swam in the lake water. It
seemed like it belonged in the water, or in the air, or anywhere else it wished
to go. It was a beautiful little animal, and she didn’t feel afraid any longer.


It held something in its mouth. It set
whatever it was holding down and backed away. It looked at her expectantly with
bright eyes and twitched its whiskers. She almost felt as if the shiny animal
wished to talk to her. It seemed to be smiling.


The toy gazelle she had lost to the
demons lay in the grass. There it was, unharmed, unblemished by the demon’s
hand, a patchwork of colorful cloth.


She was elated as she picked it up. She
wished to bow and thank the little animal for delivering it to her. Surely he
was a messenger of the gods sent to uplift her spirits. Perhaps he was a god
himself. Now, she’d have a gift to give to Kay.


The animal was gone, as quickly as it
had come. Cradling the gazelle, she ran home. She was bursting with joy.


As she ran, she thought she heard a kind
voice say: “You worked so hard on that, Sam, seems a shame to lose it ...”


*  *  *  *  *


 


The next day, Sammidoran and her
grandmother went north to Castle Blanchefort. She had been invited to be in
attendance as the next Lord of Blanchefort was born. Many people were there—all
Elders. She had never seen so many at once before. She stood there in her black
gown next to her grandmother holding her hand as many came to peer into Lord
Kabyl’s crib. As they waited for their turn, she held the little gazelle to
her.


It took some time, but, eventually, they
arrived at the front of the line. Countess Hortensia picked her up and allowed
her to look down into his crib.


There he was, mere hours old, yet she
had known him for years. “Such kind fate,” she said to her grandmother
in her Anuie tongue as she stared at him, her heart racing.


As she took in the sight of this newly
born baby, whom she had seen in her dreams, she made a promise to herself.


She would ignore and abjure what her
aunts and uncles said about life, about fate. About giving up when things
looked bad.


The things she’d seen: the goodness, the
love, the laughs, his arms around her …


And the darkness waiting for her that
she tried to ignore. “We’ve got plans for you …” the demon said. A
dark future is coming.


She would follow her grandmother’s
advice. If the future looked bad, then do something about it … change it. Fight
for it. The things she had seen regarding this tiny baby who was now right in
front of her, both the good and the bad, were worth it.


What will be created between them was
worth it.


I’m going to be strong for you, Kay. I
am going to watch over you. I am going to be there when you need me. I am going
to keep the other girls away, for there is only me. Me!


She then took the stuffed gazelle she’d
made and gave it to Kay as a gift. She propped it up against the side of his
crib and was led away.










 


 




Part One:


Kay and Sam













 


 




1—The Pale Ghost





Crash!
Thump!


Lady Kilos of Blanchefort sat properly
on the stone wall and watched with passing disinterest.


Her older brother was on the leafy
ground, trying to stand. A tall woman in a Fleet coat stood over him.


“Ok, so all that pretty Vith fighting is
nice for show, but, if you really want to win a fight, you do it street style,
and you do it dirty, too. Right? And, don’t ever hesitate to cheat. All that
Vith honor I hear so much about—leave it for the dinner table,” Lt. Kilos said,
lending Kay a hand while pulling him out of the leaves.


They were out in the cold of the Telmus
Grove surrounded by old, gnarled trees and fallen leaves. Kilo’s silver Tweeter
bird bounced around in the branches and fussed with the other birds.


She was showing Kay how to street fight,
Onaris style.


Lord Kabyl of Blanchefort, or ‘Kay’ as
everybody called him, had had a crush on Lt. Kilos for as long as he could
remember. She was an old friend of the family, his father’s first officer and a
trusted mentor to Old Dav’s kids. There she was: tall, a lot taller than his
rather tiny mother, wiry and lean in her ever-present Fleet uniform with a thick
head of long brown hair that touched the small of her back. Kay had always
thought she was so pretty.


“Let’s go again,” Kay said, raising his
fists.


She laughed. “I think you’ve had enough
for today, but you’re doing well. Just get a little more meat on your bones,
and you’ll be tough as nails. Promise.”


Kay reached down behind the wall and put
his purple and black coat on. His younger sister, Lady Kilos, sat nearby in a
minty blue gown watching them spar, her whitish blue hair done up in the
Blanchefort style. She had been named in honor of Lt. Kilos, which got a little
confusing sometimes with both of them running around. The Lady was growing up
to be much more prissy and girlie than the brusque tomboyish Lt.


“Lt., I’d like to try,” she said
standing up. If she’d had sleeves to roll up, she would have.


“I like your spirit, Bottle, but you’re
too much of a lady to do things like fighting. Your cousin Sarah, on the other
hand, oh boy, I think she’s going to be in quite a few of them before she’s
done—the kid’s a real blue-haired hothead.” Lt. Kilos always called his sister
“Bottle.” Since they both had the same name, a nick-name was a must. Lady Kilos
used to have a habit of throwing her bottle around, which Lt. Kilos thought was
funny. 


“I don’t like Sarah,” Lady Kilos said.
“She’s mean to me.”


“She is not,” Kay said.


“She does have a big mouth,” Lt. Kilos
agreed, “and that never gets you anywhere, but I think she means well.” 


Ki stared hard at Kay. “Come here, kid.
Let me have a look at you.”


Kay stepped in front of her, and she
placed her strong hands on his shoulders. “You’re getting so big. How old are
you now, Kay?”


“I’m twelve.”


“Twelve? Oh Creation, where’s the time
go? I still remember when you were bouncing off  Syg’s lap. I’m only a
hundred and four, and you’re making me feel like an old maid.” She took a hard
look at his eyes. “You’ve got the coolest eyes, Kay. What are they, sort of a
jade color, creamy jade?”


“I guess. I don’t know. All the bloody
lords and ladies who come in to stare at me don’t like them much.”


“What is the deal with that? Every
Tuesday, Dav and Syg have you downstairs standing there in the gallery, and all
these stuffy blue folk come in and start pawing you like a mannequin at the
stores holding a tray of free samples. What is that?”


“It’s called ‘The Review’. It’s a Vith
tradition. All the various Houses that think they might wish to ally themselves
with the House, or arrange a marriage or do business with the House, come and
have a look at the eldest children up until we turn fifteen.  And we have
to stand there and not move or say a word. I moved once to scratch my nose, and
one of them wanted to cane me for moving, but Father wouldn’t let them.”


“Cane you? I
wouldn’t think so.”


“I hate it,” Kay said.


“I have to do it, too,” Lady Kilos said.


“Yes, but they love you, don’t they?
They love your blue hair and your blue eyes and everything about you. Me? They
say a green-eyed Vith lord is no Vith at all. They talk about me like I’m not
even there. They say I’m too short, and they don’t like my hair either. And I
just have to stand there, lock still, like a bloody statue for hours sometimes
and take it.”


Lt. Kilos ruffled his hair. “I guess
being a peasant like I am has its advantages sometimes. I couldn’t put up with
all that rigid society stuff. I’d have knocked somebody’s damn teeth out by
now.”


She squinted and looked at Kay’s hair.
It was dark purple, like a grape-flavored popsicle, long, wavy, tied-up in a
tail.


“You know, I guess I’m used to seeing it
this shade by now. I mean, you Blancheforts come in all sorts of cool colors,
don’t you? Your dad with his blue hair, Bottle over there with her
whitish-blue, and Hathaline and your baby brother Maser—boy, those two have a
carrot-top going, don’t they?”


“I used to chase Kay around and try to
put his hair in my mouth. I thought it would taste like grape,” Lady Kilos
said.


“Yuck!” Lt. Kilos replied. “I’ll bet it
doesn’t taste like grape, does it, Bottle?”


“No.”


“You don’t have any kids, do you, Ki?”
Kay asked.


“Me? No, sure don’t. I’ve never had time
for it. My husband brings it up every so often, but I’m not ready. I’m having
too much fun hanging out with your mom and dad. I don’t even have my womb
turned on—Elder Women can do that, you know. If you leave it turned on, it gets
messy.”


“Really? You’d be a good mother, Lt.,”
Kay said.


“Think so?” She checked the time. “We’d
best be getting back to the castle. It’s getting late and your mom will have my
head. Come on.”


“You’ve been in fights with mother
before, haven’t you, Ki?” Kay asked.


“Fights? Yeah, yeah we used to fight all
the time. That was before we became friends. She hits pretty hard for such a
tiny squirt. She’s a great lady, your mom. Great lady.”


They got their stuff together, hats and
coats, and headed back, crunching through the leaves and stepping up onto the
cobbled path. It was a long walk back to Castle Blanchefort.


Lt. Kilos suddenly stopped and checked
her coat pockets, slapping them frantically with her hands. “Damn! I think my
flask fell out somewhere back there while we were sparring. It’s missing. I’ve
got it topped-off with some good stuff, and I don’t want to lose it. Tweeter,
find me my flask!”


Tweeter, glowing like a silver
candle-flame, hopped off her shoulder and flapped back the way they came, ready
for her to follow. “You two, wait here, ok? I’ll be right back. I’m just going
to get it.”


She headed into the trees. “Don’t move!”
she called back one last time.


Kay and Lady Kilos stood still on the
path as asked. She smiled. “I wouldn’t listen to those stupid lords and
ladies,” she said. “I wish I had your eyes and hair, and I wish my face wasn’t
so puffy. You’re so pretty, and I look like a marshmallow,” she said, touching
her swollen eyes with her hand. “I hate my face right now.”


Kay made to respond when a noise came
from the trees ahead of him.


“Kay!” he heard.


Kay gazed into the trees. “Who’s there?”


He saw a tan, brown-haired face peek out
from around a tree. “It’s me, Kay. It’s Kilos.”


Kay stepped forward. “Lt.? Where’d you
come from?” She had previously disappeared through the trees to the east but
was now peering out at him from due west.


Kilos’ voice was trembling. “Can you
come here?” she said at a whisper. “Please?”


Leaving Lady Kilos behind, Kay stepped
into the trees. There was Ki, leaning against a stump.


Ki?


Her clothes were different. She was
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