Huntress / 23

The Sword of Mace Demarco

by

Caelan M. Huntress

Chapter 1

Way off in a distant corner of the kingdom of Shar, there was a lame horse.  A rock was deep within the mare’s hoof, and the wagon she was pulling sat immobile in the middle of the dirt road.  The driver of the wagon tried to pull out the rock, let out a curse, and quickly muttered an apology, in case the boy on the side of the road had heard.


The boy paced impatiently.  In the middle of the wilderness, with the entire past of his life behind him, and a new future ahead of him, he was eager to get moving.  Today was supposed to be the first day of his training, but the wagon driver was slow, and now the horse was lame.  It was almost noon.  The squire called Ramius asked again, “How far is it to Ralston from here?”


“Oh, we’re a good ten miles off yet, young sir,” Burgo replied.  “Shouldn’t be too long if I can get this—blast it!”  The horse jumped back from the hoof-pick and whinnied in pain.  As she landed on the lame foot, the rock dug deeper, splattering blood in the dirt.


“Well, if you get her moving, catch up with me.  I’ll head out on foot.”  Ramius started walking briskly towards his future, leaving the driver behind.  Burgo opened his mouth to stop him, but quickly shut it; he could not order a member of the kingdom’s nobility, but he feared what should happen if his charge did not make it to his destination.  They were not quite in Ogre territory, but they were close enough to be in danger alone.

He finally settled for a word of caution.  “Walk safely, young sir.  The frontier is no place to be caught unawares.”


“I’ve got my sword,” the boy replied airily.  It clanked lightly on his belt as he hiked briskly along the dirt road.  


It was a beautiful spring day, the wind blew gently through the trees, and Ramius felt like a real knight on a quest for his destiny.  He felt like a Demarco should, confident and mature, for he had made the decision to walk by himself.  His fourteen-year-old frame moved with pride and dignity, as if the trees around him were actually the gathered nobility of the entire kingdom watching him move with such grace.


“Look at how brave that young knight is!” he imagined them saying.  Great men would hold him in respect, and his foes would tremble at his approach.  Ladies would bashfully offer him their handkerchiefs, that he might keep them close to his heart for luck.  He would gather so many, that he would have another soft layer of cotton armor beneath his breastplate!


Thinking of a breastplate, he fantasized about the King’s Armory, which he had visited before he left.  His standard issue short sword and leather tunic were quite nice, and even had his family crest imprinted on them.  But the Armory held treasures—shields and helmets and greaves and plumes and spears and swords and huge breastplates that he could not fill even if he curled into a ball and crawled inside.  But someday, he vowed, he would grow as big as his father, the great General Madison Demarco, and he would need armor that big.  Someday, he thought, the King would tell him (in the same offhand way he told his father) “Make sure you go to the Armory to equip yourself before you go.”  Someday he would go into that wondrous place, and tell the chamberlain, “I want that, and that, and that and that…..”


His wondrous daydreams got him through the long ten-mile journey.  Having left all his gear in the wagon, it took only took the young squire a couple of hours.  But he neglected to think about bringing water.  He also forgot to quench his thirst before he began the long hike; he arrived completely parched.


Ralston was a small fort with a town squeezed into it.  Four stout wooden walls marked off by four tall watchtowers defined the borders of the small settlement, enclosing a couple dozen log cabins and a few stone buildings.  One of the granite structures was the gatehouse, a small barracks that straddled the path that Ramius now walked along.  


Inside the gatehouse was a bored looking soldier, who had his feet on one chair, while he sat on another in the doorway.  He looked curiously at the young boy approaching on foot, and when he saw him approach, waved at him to enter the town.


“Ho there!”  Ramius said.  The guard looked mildly irritated at the boy for forcing him to interact.  He said nothing.  “Say,” Ramius said as he drew near, “I left my canteen.  Could you spare a quick drink of water?”  The soldier nodded at the horse trough a few feet away.


“If tha’s not good ‘nough fur ye, go’n to the tavern.”  Ramius was taken aback; did he have no idea who he was?  He turned slightly so the Demarco family crest on his tunic could be seen more clearly.


“Do you mean to tell me that you have no jug of water for yourself?”


The soldier glanced the boy up and down, unaccustomed to being challenged on such a menial ground.  “I do, but I’m comfturble, and ha’ no mind to go and get it.  Go in to the Saucy Broomsticks if’n you need a drink, and they’ll take care’a you there.  See, waterin’ travelers, tha’s their business.  It’s no mine.”  He stared directly at Ramius, daring him to make a move.


Ramius stared right back.  He was momentarily disoriented; if this situation had happened in Shar, he would have informed the peasant of his rank and demanded an apology.  He quickly saw that this would hold no clout here.  His initial urge to smack the man, a fully grown and armed soldier, would only get him into a fight.  Besides it being an unbecoming way for a nobleman to present himself, the soldier was right.  It was not his job to give him a drink.  Ramius expected it out of courtesy, but if the peasant chose not to extend it, there was no fault but rudeness.


“Thanks,” Ramius said curtly, and walked into the town.  This is a new place, he reminded himself.  It works under different rules than Shar.  This lesson served him well when he reached the tavern, and the door burst open before he could reach the handle.  A man fell to his knees at the threshold, vomiting all over the porch.  Raucous laughter sounded from within as Ramius jumped out of range of the spew.


“I told yeh!  You can’t mix them for an hour!” he heard from within.


“I knew he’d never make it!


“Blast!  I should know better than betting on him—”


“Ha!  Pay up, loser! Lookit!”


“Why couldn’t you hold out a wee bit longer?


“Good job, Lammer!”


All the men inside good-naturedly grabbed the vomiting man and hauled him back inside, unceremoniously tossing him onto a bearskin rug in front of the fire.  Ramius followed them in, stepping over the puddle of noxious vomit, and saw a table covered in empty glasses and one small hourglass in the center.  It looked almost poetic; the center of indolence was just spare time.


The other men were not drunk, it seemed—at least not as much as the man now snoring loudly by he fire.  They took some seats and resumed chatting.  Listening to them from the door, Ramius learned that Lammer, the drunk, had been alternating between drinking a beer and a shot of whiskey every five minutes for almost an entire hour.  The men who bet against him were buying everyone drinks, and it took a moment for Ramius to get the barkeep’s attention.


“You boy!” he said when he finally noticed him.  “Yer new here.  Must be Dane’s new lad.  Welcome to Ralston.”


“Thanks,” Ramius said.  “Interesting place.  Say, could I trouble you for a glass of water?”


The bartender looked at him in perplexity for a moment and conversation nearby stopped.  “Water?” he said loudly.  “Why don’t you stick our head in the horse trough outside?”  Everyone laughed, except for Ramius, who had heard that joke before.


“Thanks, but I’d rather drink from a tankard.”


“Well, boyo,” the bartender aid as he planted an empty tankard on the bar in between them, “you can march this out there and dip it in, if you like.  That’s the only water I got.  If you want a real drink,” he now plunked a tankard full of ale on the counter, “I can sure enough get you a real drink.”


“Yer a real man, ain’t you, boy?” one of the patrons called.


Ramius had the urge to take the ale and quaff it in a single gulp, just to show them how real he was.  But his father didn’t drink; he had never touched alcohol in his life.  Ramius did not intend to either.  “Thank you,” Ramius said politely, “but I believe I will seek my refreshment elsewhere.”  He calmly turned and left; for some reason this was enormously funny to everyone inside.  While focusing on walking properly erect and haughty, he forgot about the mess in the doorway, and slipped in it for just a moment, catching himself by freezing in place.  The laughs increased and followed him outside.


Walking down the steps, he looked for a moment at the horse trough, and chided himself immediately.  Nobles do not behave like animals.  The common man, as he saw inside, certainly does.


Momentarily lost, he looked around the town to get his bearings.  Most of the buildings were small dwellings.  Nearby were temples to Demos, God of Strength, and Fortalis, God of Healing.  He knew that in the latter there would be sacred pools for the bathing of the sick, and there must be a cistern to fill them with.  It seemed to him imprudent to wander in and ask for a cup because he was thirsty.  The tavern behind him would seem the likeliest place in town to get a drink.  Without a river or creek running through the center of town, where would the townspeople get their water? he thought.  No well was in sight, and he was as close to the center of town as he could determine.  
The large stone building across from the tavern seemed like the official town hall.  There was a statue of Arminius on the front.  Ramius looked at it for a moment, and was struck by this humble beauty out in the wilderness.  The statue was not beautifully carved out of marble, like many statues he grew up around in Shar; it was limestone, carved simply, with minimal detail conveying that the God of Justice was resting inside.


Looking up to the Blade traversing the sky from east to west, arching across the heavens, Ramius took a deep breath, and his lower lip cracked open.  Water was becoming more important, and rather than try to figure it out on his own, he decided to seek out the knight Dane.  In addition to giving him water, he would surely welcome him with a feast of local meats, berries, and juices.  Thinking of food made his mouth water just enough to moisten his lips.  He decided to set out to find Dane when, promptly, Dane found him.


Dane had come to Shar once when Ramius was six, and although the boy did not remember him well, he recognized him instantly.  Dane did the same, pulling himself out of his long strides towards the gate and turning to face his new student.  He was not an elderly knight, but he was not young, either; his hair was mostly grey, but had some streaks of blonde still in it.  He was still fit, especially for being so brawny, and he walked with an easy grace.  His clothing was simple, much like what Ramius had seen in the bar: brown cloth, cut for comfort and durability.  What set Dane apart was the huge sword hanging from his belt.  


“Well.  I figure you’re the one they call Ramius Demarco.”  He put his fists on his hips and surveyed him.  Ramius tried to unnoticeably stand a little straighter, and hold himself more like a knight should.  Dane spent a moment examining him, and then nodded, as if he approved of what he saw.  Ramius’ heart leapt.  “Good.  You’ll do.  Let’s get to my ranch and we can get to work.”  He then dipped his hand into the horse trough, slurped up a mouthful of water, and turned his long strides towards the east without looking back.  


Ramius watched him for a moment before throwing his compunction to the wind, drawing a mouthful for himself.  He had planned to just gulp down one quick one and then follow, but the water was so sweet and quenching that he could not leave right away.  He took three more quick mouthfuls, bent over so he could deliver them into his mouth faster, and just as he leapt up to follow he saw that Dane had turned to look at him.  He stayed put, with one eyebrow raised, and his fists on his hips once more, while he waited for Ramius to catch up.  The boy nearly sprinted to his side, and then stood there uncomfortably while Dane silently held him in his gaze for a moment.  Finally they turned and set off for the ranch.

*
*
*


It was a short walk to the eastern gate, which was identical to the western gate Ramius had entered before.  The town had wide, dusty roads and simply built dwellings.  It looked fairly crude to Ramius, who was used to the gallant architecture in the city of Shar.   Just beyond the town gate, the two followed a short path to a wide wooden gate sitting half-open.  It led into the foothills, and there were long fences sectioning off pastures for horses and cattle.  As they walked, Dane informed his new student about the lay of the land.


“This is my ranch.  Anybody passes that gate without my explicit permission, they get one between the eyes.”  Here he casually unholstered a small crossbow mounted on the belt on his hip; it was cocked and loaded.


“Why don’t you leave the gate shut, then?” Ramius asked.


“You shut a gate,” Dane said as he returned his crossbow to its holster, “people wonder what’s inside that you’re hiding.  You leave it open, people wander by.  But if someone comes by without an invitation, they’re asking for trouble.  Not my rule, though; just the way things work out here.  Remember it well.  The town is common property.  There, you can go anywhere you like.  But don’t ever go onto someone else’s land hereabouts without an invitation.  You’ll be asking for it.”


Ramius thought of accidentally stumbling through someone else’s land without knowing it and getting shot.  Even worse, he imagined walking around this very ranch at night and being mistaken for a stranger.  The frontier was nothing like the castle where he was raised.


“I breed cattle and horses—they’re no thoroughbreds, but they’re marvelous for the work we need out here.  Someone needs a packhorse, or a carthorse, I’m the man they come to.  These horses are hardy.”  Ramius examined the grazing animals as they passed.  They looked strong and sturdy.  They had none of the grace or sleekness of the stallions in the King’s stable, but Dane was right, they did look capable.


“These hills, this valley, pretty much, right up to that ridge back there—that’s all my ranch.  You have full passage rights hereabouts, but be careful not to wander off.  Your training begins tomorrow at dawn.  This is my cottage, and that’s where the hands sleep.  Have your things delivered there.”


Ramius surveyed the small wooden buildings.  They were like Dane’s horses; hardy, workable, but not very pretty.  The cottage had a small porch in front, and a chimney in the hands’ quarters let out a small plume of smoke.  It took him a moment to realize he had forgotten something.


“My—things.  The mare that was pulling my wagon went lame ten miles outside of town.”  Dane stopped, turned to look at him, and put his fists on his hips.  His silent gazing in this position made Ramius uncomfortable; he realized he would be enduring much more of this gaze in the years to come.  “I left the driver with her, and—I just wanted to get here.  He should be here any time.”


“With a lame horse?  I doubt it.  Come on, the stable is over here.”


Now Dane’s long gait was a stalk instead of a stride.  Ramius feared his introduction to the man who would make him into a knight had not gone well at all.

*
*
*


The sun had set half an hour before they reached the wagon; dusk was rapidly turning into night, and the Blade that traversed the sky was just beginning to brighten.  Although it was visible during the day, it always got brighter at night, a fact that Ramius thought was odd; but he had no time to muse on it now.  The yokes of the wagon lay on the ground, and the horse and driver were nowhere to be seen.  

Ramius dismounted and looked into the trees.  “Ho there, driver!” he called.  Only a few birds rustling in the branches overhead answered him.  “He must have taken the horse to a stream nearby, for her hoof—” he stopped suddenly when he reached the back of the wagon and saw the gate wide open.  Remnants of what were his belongings lay on the open tailgate and the ground below it—some socks his mother had made him before he left, a journal, and his sleeping cap among them.  Nowhere to be seen were his valuables, his lucky golden chain, his map of the frontier, his sturdy new camping gear, or even his pack.  Some of the crates that Ramius had noticed in the back throughout the journey were missing as well.  One sack of barley was all that was left, slashed open.


Dane, still astride his horse, came over and saw what the boy was looking at.  Instantly he became alert, scanning the trees for signs of bandits.  His mount was bred for these hills, and picked up on his rider’s change from travel to battle, his muscles quivering with the darting expectancy of danger not yet smelled on the wind.  Dane and his horse moved as a fluid unit, both covering where the other was not able to see.  Ramius temporarily forgot his misfortunes as he watched his master work, scanning the immediate terrain for danger.  The old knight steered the horse lightly in one direction while turning his torso in the other, and then would switch the direction of both.  During these zig-zags his horse moved slowly backwards, giving them the ability to lunge towards an attacker at any moment, from whatever direction danger came.


Abruptly a direction was chosen; not by a bandit attacking, but from some clue Dane saw in the branches and leaves of the forest.  Hidden within the foliage were the signs of someone passing, and Dane charged.  Ramius watched in wonder, and then realized he was all alone. Belatedly he ran towards his horse and tried to catch the knight.


It was as wild a ride as Ramius had ever had when he was not on a hunt; they were not pursuing, or being pursued, yet could have been set upon at any moment from any direction. Dodging both trees and imaginary bandits was an exhilarating ride for the squire as only adolescence can make it: the perfect mix of unpredictability and fear.


After a few minutes he saw Dane stop his horse, and pulled up alongside him to see the mare that pulled the wagon lying in a shallow creek with her throat cut.  The driver was nowhere to be seen.  Dane dismounted and went over to the dead animal’s head, keeping an eye on the surrounding trees the whole time.  He reached under the mane and gripped the huge neck, then looked at Ramius, who was still on his horse.  “Come on, boy,” he barked, “help me.”  Ramius leapt lightly to the ground and went to the mare’s rear, not knowing what they were doing.  Slowly he reached under the huge buttock, already growing cold.


“Now push,” Dane ordered, as he heaved on the horse.  Ramius realized the task, abruptly shifting his grip and cursing his hesitancy.  Once he added his effort, the beast began to slide out of the water.  The last few feet were treacherous, with Ramius’ boots ankle deep in the cold creek, but they successfully moved the dead horse out of stream.


“Hope nobody downstream drinks water for a bit,” Dane said.  “That horse blood could make people sick.  This horse had a driver, you said?”  Ramius nodded.  “Well, best case scenario, he was out here bathing the horse’s hoof, heard the bandits, and scurried off.  They came upon the horse, found she was lame, and killed her.  Driver’s still out there somewhere, hiding.  Bandits took off.”


“Then the worst case scenario,” Ramius supplied, trying to prove himself an intelligent pupil, “is that he’s not hiding, and he’s somewhere downstream.”


“No, boy,” the knight said as he looked around in the now pitch-black trees.  “The worst case is that the bandits are still nearby.”  And with that, he took his horse’s reins and led him back to the road, the way that they had come.


Ramius suddenly heard every sound as the step of a cloaked bandit, and felt every leaf against his cheek as a knife’s caress.  Leading their horses back to the road took forever, and every step Ramius dreaded more than the last.  Finally he realized two things at once; first, he was not behaving as a knight should.  Knights were not scared of the dark.  Second, he was traveling with a full-fledged Knight of Shar, who could handle any pesky bandits that came trundling by.


The last leg of the journey was considerably easier for the young squire.  He emerged with such confidence that he was unprepared for the sudden sight of the pillaged wagon.  He had not noticed the two arrows sticking out of it before; they were in the wheels, almost horizontal to the ground.  The sudden return of his former fear nearly winded him; these were real bandits, who shot real arrows.  Not for target practice, but for death.  His mood was not helped at all when he saw Dane turn and give him a relaxed smile, saying, “Whoo.  Am I glad we got out of there.  I haven’t been so scared since I don’t know when.”  He mounted his horse and gestured to the wagon.


“You better see if there’s anything worth taking,” he advised.  Ramius’ mood came down another notch; he had lost most of the personal items that were to get him through the next four years of training.  Mournfully he picked through the remains, and found barely enough to stuff into one saddlebag.  A few articles of clothing, plus what he wore, and his short sword were all that he owned in the world.  And my name, he reminded himself as he mounted his horse with a straight back.  I’ve still got my name.  And a Demarco is never poor.

Silently they turned towards Ralston, and set off at an easy pace.

*
*
*


“Dane?  Are there a lot of bandits out here?”


Ramius didn’t want to stoke his own fears, but he wanted to take the extra chance given by this Bladelit ride to get to know his teacher a little better.  Getting to know his environment couldn’t hurt, either.


“There’s a fair few,” Dane replied.  “Nothing like the old days, when you couldn’t travel half a league without getting robbed.  Back then the only safe way to travel was wrapped in a leper’s robes.  No, there’s been enough civilized folk who come out here that the worst of the outlaws have gone out into the Everlost East—its why they’re in the frontier in the first place, they have too high of a price on their heads.  So the notorious thieves—Bashtu the Foul, Mordecai, and that blasted gnome Kalthasias, they don’t have turf so close to here anymore.  But with the additional travel, there’s more to rob.  So we’ve been getting mostly petty bandits lately.”


“How are the Ogres?” Ramius asked.


“We’ll ask them sometime,” Dane said as he laughed.  Ramius didn’t get the joke, so he stayed silent until his new master continued: “They don’t like humans this close, that’s for sure.  But Ralston is just a little outpost, the only human settlement on this side of the Valley of the Dawn.”


“When was Ralston founded?” Ramius asked curiously.  “Wasn’t it just a few years ago?”


“Eleven, by my count,” Dane nodded.  Ramius whistled.  It was hard to fathom that he was older than an entire town.  “I’m afraid of Ralston growing bigger sometimes,” Dane said as he looked up at the Blade above.  The Bulge was just rising, making the Blade thick above the eastern horizon, and the landscape brighter; it thinned as it traversed the sky and disappeared in the west.  “It would mean a lot of great things—a decent well, a school for the children, some real soldiers to man the barracks—but with all that growth, a bigger town is going to usher in bigger crime.  I worry about that.”


“We’ll just have to get a bigger city watch, then,” Ramius said.


“Fight fire, with fire, eh?”


“No, master.  Fight criminals with more knights.”


Dane looked over at Ramius amusedly from his saddle.  “That’s it then, is it?  Corruption in the town, lots of bandits, any problems you have—usher in a squadron of knights to cut them all down, and the problem’s solved.”


Ramius stammered, abashed, “I—I—no, master, I just—“


“It’s okay, Ramius,” Dane laughed.  


“I’m sorry,” Ramius blurted, shamed that he had made a fool out of himself again on their first day together.  “I didn’t mean to say something so stupid, but I—“


“Don’t worry, lad.  You’ll say much stupider things from here on out.”  He reached over and clapped Ramius on the shoulder, startling him out of the grief of his failure.  “That’s why I’m training you.  To show you how things go right.”


“Yes, master,” Ramius agreed.  “I just wanted to make a good impression on you today, and I feel like I failed.”


“You failed in that, but you succeeded in something else: you showed me how you handle danger, and how you take orders.  That’s good.”


“I’ve been training with my Uncle Bryce,” Ramius said proudly.  “Since I wasn’t fostered when I turned twelve, because Dad was off at war, Bryce began my training until Dad could come back to send me off.  He hasn’t come back yet, though.”


“Two years is a long time to campaign,” Dane agreed.  “All the same, I’m glad they finally got you started.  I’d hate to start your training when you’re full grown, and you’ve learned how hide your stupidity.”  When he saw Ramius bowing his head in embarrassment, Dane stopped his horse and turned around, so he could reach his right arm out to offer it to the boy.  


“I need a promise from you,” he said solemnly.  “On your honor as a knight, promise me now to never hold back any question or comment for fear that it might sound stupid.”


Ramius stared at Dane’s gauntleted hand, and up into his face.  “Why?” he asked.


“How do you learn, Ramius?” Dane asked forcefully.  “You don’t learn by doing things right the first try.  That’s just guessing.  I need you to make a mess of things as much as you can under my watch, so I can help you learn from your mistakes.  Do we have a deal?”


Hesitantly, Ramius took his new master’s hand.  “A deal,” he agreed.  “But I have to say…it makes me feel stupid.”


“Good,” Dane grinned, and led the way into town.  “That’s the right way to start.”

Chapter 2

The next few weeks were a blur of sore muscles and excitement for the young squire.  He learned how to build a fence, the proper way to chop down a tree, how much he could haul on his back at once, and even how to plow a field.  Other things he was refining his knowledge in; how to break in a colt, how to ride him in battle, and how to defend with a sword while attacking with every other limb.  

The swordplay was Ramius’ favorite exercise.  No longer batting around slats of wood with a brother or uncle, now he was using actual weapons with a teacher who gave him no quarter.  He was constantly on the defensive, unless he was asked to practice a thrust or slash, and was not yet comfortable enough to try improvisational moves.  But every day he improved.


“Not so fast,” Dane admonished as Ramius lunged beyond his guard.  He smacked the flat of his blade into the boy’s exposed ribs.  “Don’t attack because you can.  Attack when you should.”


“When should I attack?” Ramius asked as he stepped back into a defensive pose.


“You watch.  You wait for your opportunity.  And then you strike.”  The held motionless for moments, and then minutes, until Dane lowered his sword.  Ramius stepped in immediately; his focus had never broken.  Dane grinned as he brought his sword up to cross his pupil’s.  “Good.”


Dane was pleased with the boy’s progress.  He had fostered many boys of noble blood, and he was proud of the knight he could see being forged from this boy.


“You’ve had instruction in the spear?” Dane asked one day as he tossed a poleaxe to his pupil.


“I know my way around,” Ramius said as he executed a few flashy spins.  “Uncle Bryce showed me a few moves.”


Dane advanced with his sword, and Ramius held his teacher at bay with the spearpoint.  “Tell me then,” Dane asked as he inched the point of his sword closer, “which one of us has the advantage?”


Ramius circled the older knight, thinking fast with as much of his brain as he could spare while he was busy watching for an attack to be launched.  “That depends,” Ramius said cautiously.  “I have reach on you, but that becomes useless if you get within my reach.”


“Does it, now?” Dane asked.  He dashed in, past the spearpoint, just as Ramius knew he would.  The boy wasn’t quick enough to fend him off.  Instead of attacking, or holding his sword close to Ramius’ neck to announce victory, Dane just stood there.  Ramius stared at him, still holding the spear horizontal, pointing off behind Dane.


“What are you doing?” Dane asked.  “No, no, stay where you are.  Don’t move.  What is your best attack from this position?”


Ramius looked at his weapon confusedly.  He tried to bring the spearpoint up and around, sliding his hands along the shaft to place the metal point back between them.  Dane shook his head.


“No.  You won’t have time for any of that in battle.  Go back.”  Ramius resumed their former stance, with Dane inside the reach of the spear.  “Good,” his teacher said.  “Now, with one move, and only one, how can you strike me with that weapon?”


“I can’t,” Ramius said.  “The spearpoint is behind you, and I have no leverage to strike you with it unless I move to the—“


“Is that all that weapon is, Ramius?  The metal point?  Look at what you are holding in your hands.  Look at it!  Where does the power of the spear come from?”  Dane thwacked the wooden pole between Ramius’ hands with the flat of his blade.  “One move.  What do you do?”


Ramius slowly spun the spear so that the butt end came directly towards Dane’s grinning face.  “Good,” he said.  “Next time you see your Uncle Bryce, you tell him not to train people in parts of weapons.  You need to learn to use the whole thing.”


In addition to the arts of war and swordplay, Dane also initiated Ramius into realms he would not have thought necessary for a knight.  But Dane knew that an advisor to the King, as Ramius would surely someday grow to be, needed instruction in the languages and cultures of other lands, as well as study in philosophy and law.  Instead of making his energetic young student pore over old books, however, he instructed him with questions and stories as they worked.  While hauling fallen trees to a nearby timber yard, Dane would tell of complex problems that had no clear answers, like the two women who came to the King, both claiming that a young baby was their own.


“How would you decide whom to give the baby to?” he would ask.


The squire would try out answers that seemed logical, such as, “Why not let the child live with each mother for a year, off and on?”


“But is that fair to the real mother, to have her child taken away for half its life?”


“Then, pick one mother, who looks the most like the babe.”


“What if the baby favors the father, who looks much like the false mother?”


Ramius chewed on many such problems while he trained, becoming ever more convinced that justice was difficult.  He was used to the stories of his youth, where there was a shining knight and an evil villain, and justice was as easy to discern as black and white.  He slowly began to appreciate the subtleties of the gray areas in between, and even enjoyed the problems he could not solve.


One day, as Dane led him up the stairs into the Town Hall, Ramius asked him, “What did the King do?  With the two mothers?”


Dane pulled open the stout oak doors.  “He took the baby, drew his sword, and announced that he would chop it in twain, and each mother could have half.”


Ramius stopped on the steps, stunned with horror.  A King was a good man, a just man, and he could not believe that anyone would even threaten such a thing.


Dane noticed his expression and laughed.  “When he did that, one woman stared at him blankly, and the other burst out weeping, begging the King to give the babe to the other woman, in one piece.  Then the King smiled, and gave her the child; for the true mother would rather her child live on with someone else, than never live at all.”


A slow smile broke over Ramius’ face as the sheer simplicity of the King’s wisdom flooded him.  “Come on, boy,” Dane said, “there’s more yet to learn about justice.”  They then entered the largest building in Ralston.


There were three rooms inside, with one hallway from the main door that they entered.  On the left and right were conference rooms with large tables, around which the leading men of the town could hold council.  Currently, however, one of the rooms had a young couple entering it as they groped each other obscenely.  The young man, with straight black hair and mischievous eyes, grinned at Dane as he slammed the door closed.  They could hear the noise of their frolicking as they continued down the hallway.  Dane muttered something under his breath, but Ramius was too busy curiously listening to the fading sounds behind them to tell what it was his master had said.


At the end of the hall, where the pair now went, was a large, open room with weapons adorning the walls, three rows of benches near the door, two tables in front of them, and a platform at the back, upon which a pale man with yellowish skin sat behind a huge desk.  He wheezed as he coughed, and the once richly-colored robes he wore made him look somewhat close to a pauper, but the gaudy rings on his fingers and the huge golden amulet round his neck showed otherwise.  There were only a few people there yet; an old farmer couple waiting patiently, a disheveled, sleeping man who snored lightly, a merchant polishing his fingernails, and an armored soldier standing next to the platform.  He had a huge poleax in his right hand, and he stared disinterestedly at the wall.  On the platform, the yellow man ferreted through some papers on the long table in front of him.


Ramius and Dane sat in the front row, and Dane leaned close to whisper to his student the lay of the land.  “That man up on the dais is the local magistrate, Lord Shelley.  He is the voice for the kingdom here; he functions as judge, taxman, sheriff, and constable.  He could use any one of those titles, but he prefers ‘Lord,’ since he is nobility.”


“What is his rank?” Ramius asked.


“I don’t know, and it doesn’t matter, out here.  He is the only nobility with a title in this town—I suspect you and I are the only other noble born men for fifty miles around.  But we don’t outrank him, I know that.”


“My father is technically a Baron, so—“


“It doesn’t matter.  At court, there would be a distinction, sure, but here he rules the town.  That’s all the rank that matters.  The man to his left is the man-at-arms, and he ensures that Shelley’s words are uninterrupted, and his judgments carried out.  In many towns the function of the man-at-arms is largely ceremonial, but out here, he’s really needed to keep order.  In a few minutes the weekly petitions will start, and that’s the time for anyone with a grievance or request to ask the King’s deputy, Lord Shelley, for permission or rectification.  Then there will be the trials, when he will decide the cases of anyone charged with crimes against the Kingdom.”


Just then the man-at-arms pounded the butt of his massive poleax twice onto the wooden floor, announcing in a bored voice, “The court of Lord Shelley is now in session.  Anyone with a petition may now be recognized by the court.”  The elderly farmer raised his hand and Lord Shelley nodded at him.  He shuffled up to the floor between the two tables, and proceeded to relate in a quiet voice the reasons he wished an irrigation ditch dug from a local creek to his farm.  Ramius’ attention began to wander, and he looked at all the weapons on the walls; there were rusty swords, plenty of scythes, a few spears, and one long pole with what looked like a claw on the end.  Staring at it for a while, Ramius tried to puzzle out its purpose.


After ten minutes, the farmer’s request was swiftly denied when he took a breath.  During that time a half-dozen more people had come quietly into the room, and petitioned the court for things ranging to the sale of land to a deferment of taxes; Ramius once again stared at the strange pole, trying to figure out its purpose.


A half hour later Dane whispered in his ear, “It’s a mancatcher.  You throw it at someone and the claw closes around them.  Now pay attention.”  Ramius turned his attention back to the petition at hand, every once in a while sneaking a glance back at the clever weapon, appreciating the mechanics of it.


Finally the petitions were over, and the man-at-arms announced, “Now begins the judgment of those charged with crimes against the Kingdom of Shar.  Will the accusers please rise.”  With that he ducked his head through a door behind him, and waved at someone.  Another guard entered with three men in chains.


A young woman stood and swiftly went to one of the platforms, and clutched her hands against the railing.  “That’s the accuser’s stand,” Dane whispered, “and on the right is the defender’s stand.  Watch.”


“I charge that man,” the woman said nervously as she pointed at Lammer, the man who Ramius recognized as the origin of the vomit in the tavern, “with smacking me across my very face.”  She pushed her cheek up into the air for Lord Shelley to see, and then spun so everyone could get a look.  It was slightly red.


Lammer went to the opposite box, and his manacles were wound around the railing.  “You contend, then,” Lord Shelley said, “this man willfully assaulted you?”


“He did, my lord,” she said.


“What have you to say for yourself, Lammer?”


“I didn’ assault ‘er.  I rolled her in the hay, and she complained later tha’ I didn’ do it again.  Thas’ all.”  He sounded drunk, swayed like he was drunk, and because Ramius was sitting right behind him, he knew that he smelled like he was drunk.  He wondered how a man in jail would be able to get heavy drink, and then he saw how the man-at-arms swayed a bit as he returned to his place at the front.

“Did you smack her in the face?” Shelley demanded.

“Yeh, sure ‘nough, bu’ I didno assaultin.  I don’ even know how.”  A ripple of laughter went across the courtroom.


“Well, madam,” Lord Shelley said, “assault is not a crime against the King, which I am here to judge.  So I cannot punish him for it, but I can decree that he treats you with more respect, or he will find himself guilty of some other crime in the future.”


Neither accuser nor defender left as upset as Ramius was.  How could he make Lammer guilty of a crime other that assault, or disrespect, if those were his crimes? he thought.  His growing notion of justice did not include framing the guilty for crimes of which they were innocent.

Next a local merchant was called, and he took his place on the accuser’s stand to describe a robbery that had taken place a few days before.  The man-at-arms led one of the other chained men up to the defender’s box.  He was caught in the act, witnessed both by the merchant and his wife, and did not deny it.  He was sentenced to a day in the stocks in the center of town, and the property was returned to its rightful owner.  Ramius appreciated the case; the merchant provided evidence, the thief was properly remorseful, and the punishment was just.


As the accuser left, and the defender was escorted through the small door in the back, Shelley looked around in confusion.  “Accuser, please?” he said as he surveyed the room with his eyes.  The man-at-arms escorted the last chained man to the defender’s box, and Ramius looked a question at Dane with his eyes.


He grinned and stood.  “Permission to speak, my lord,” he said.


“Granted,” Shelley nodded.  “Are you here to accuse this man of a crime?”


“No, my lord.  Your accuser is here…in the east conference room.  With Kalia.”


The magistrate looked at Dane confusedly for a moment, and then gave out an exasperated sigh.  “Man-at-arms,” he said, and gestured to the door behind the audience.  The guard nodded, trying to keep a grin from breaking across his face until his back was fully turned to the magistrate.


After a minute the guard returned, followed by the black-haired man who was hastily buttoning his trousers.  “Sorry, father, I got caught up in a little business,” he said airily.  He then leapt gracefully onto the accuser’s stand.


“That man,” he said as he dramatically pointed to the defender, “maligned my good name.  I charge him with defamation.”


“What do you plead, defender?” Shelley asked in a flat voice.


“Defamating?  He’s a bloody thief, milord!” the man spat.  Ramius found the voice familiar, but could not place it.  “He stole everything from me wagon, and comes into the tavern, offering to sell it back to me!”


“So you called him a thief to his face, then, did you?” Shelley asked.


“He just did it right here in court, father,” Sasha said.


“I heard him.  Defender is guilty, three days in the stocks.  Maligning his good name is an offense against my good name.  Case dismissed.  Now, that takes care of crimes, so we can move on to—“


“Permission to speak, my lord,” Dane said again as he rose.  Ramius’ heart leapt.


“Granted, now what?”


“There is one more criminal case on the docket for today.”


Shelley shuffled through his papers, saying, “I only saw the—wait a moment.”  He squinted at a piece of parchment, and then scowled at Dane.  “You could find yourself in the stocks yourself, Master Dane.”


“Should I commit a crime against the King, I expect nothing less.  But I am not in the defender’s box.”


“Not yet, no,” Shelley replied silkily.  “Sasha, please switch places with the defender.”


Sasha looked outraged.  “Me?  A defender?  Father, this is preposterous!”


“You will address me as ‘my lord’ or you will be sent to the stocks yourself!” Shelley shouted.  Sasha looked so stunned he meekly went to the box on the right.


The man-at-arms unlocked the smaller man’s manacles so he could move to the accuser’s stand.  As he turned, Ramius recognized his nose.  “Burgo!” he said quietly.  “That’s the man who drove the wagon that brought me here!”


Dane looked at him disgustedly.  “Remind me to train you how to use your eyes next.”


The comment deeply embarrassed Ramius.  He hadn’t thought that remembering the identity of a peasant was important; but here he was in a town full of people he would have to remember if he was going to get along as a member of the community.  He was not able to wallow in his shame for very long before he was thoroughly excited by Burgo’s story.


“And there I was, your Honor, left out in the wilderness with only a lame horse, and no way to move me wagon.  I heard a stream nearby, so I led the horse down there to wash his hoof, hopin’ it would help to get this evil rock out of it.  Then far behind me I hear a laugh, and I think, I’m not alone!  I go back and this bastard is rifling through all my things, in me wagon, and I tell him to lay off!  He says, the wagon ain’t yours, where’s your horse?  And I says, it’s back there by the stream, with a lame hoof!  So he says, let’s see, and with me bags tied to his saddle, off he goes into the woods.  Well, I catch up with him, and me horses’ poor neck is slashed open, bleedin’ to death, and the bastard is gone.  I makes me way to town on foot, to drown me sorrows at the tavern.  The next day, this same bastard comes into the bar, offerin’ to sell me goods! To anyone who wants them!  I stands up and I shouts, those are my things, and my lord Ramius Demarco’s, you best give ‘em back before I gives you a whalloping!  Well, a whallop was given, but it was to me.  The city watch came in, and arrested me, and wouldn’t arrest the bastard himself!  I threw a fit, near got me arm chopped off by a man on the watch.  I been imprisoned for a week, and I’m here to charge that man with theft and murder of me horse to your honor.  Me wagon and me horse was all I had, and I seek damages to repair what I lost.”


The judge nodded, and looked to the defender’s stand.


“Sasha?”


“A lie, a foul lie, my dear lord,” he said with a flourishing bow.  “It is apparent that this poor man has confused me with somebody else.”


“Very well,” the judge said with a sigh.  “The court enters a verdict of not guilty.  And do say hello to your mother before you breeze out of town again, alright?  Her health has been bothering her, and seeing you would do her good.”  The poor wagon driver looked stunned.  Dane simply gritted his teeth and shook his head.  The bandit gave a mocking bow, and spun his way off of the box.  As he left, Ramius saw his lucky gold chain around the bandit’s neck!


Ramius leaned over.  “Dane, I should say something.”


“In the courtroom, you must be recognized by the judge if you wish to speak,” he said.  “If you speak out of turn, the man-at-arms will remove you.”


“Can’t I ask to be recognized?”


“Well sure, but what do you want to say?”


As an answer, Ramius stood up.  His words were just forming on his lips, his protest against injustice by justice’s arbiter, when Dane yanked him back down into his seat.  The man-at-arms glanced over, and then resumed escorting Burgo out of the courtroom.  He returned to his post and began once more staring blankly into space.  A farmer rose and began detailing his claim in a border dispute.


Dane held his pupil close, whispering forcefully in his ear.  “Not now.  You can accomplish nothing in here.  Once this case is finished, let’s go outside and talk.”  Ramius gritted his teeth and stared at the judge with narrowed eyes.  He wanted to stare at his new master that way.  Why doesn’t he stand up and do something?  Why doesn’t he call out the judge, or write to the King, or get the man-at-arms on his side?  Fantasies of bursting up and denouncing the judge in his own courtroom raced through Ramius’ mind, and he saw himself as the victor of the day.  He saw his useless master being laughed out of town with the corrupt judge, and everybody applauding him for a hero.


Once he saw the farmer bow his head as Shelley ruled against him, Ramius stood and stormed out of the courtroom, stomping down the stairs and pacing, until Dane slowly joined him.  Ramius spun around and yelled right in his teacher’s face.


“How could you let that happen?  You sat there and you saw what—” The back of Dane’s hand cut off the rest of Ramius’ tirade as it hit his mouth, knocking the adolescent to the ground.  Stunned, he listened numbly as his teacher yelled at him.


“First lesson of justice, boy, is that you listen quietly before you make your move.  Talk to me in that tone again, and you will be sent back home in disgrace with more than a bloody lip.  Now go muck out the stalls.”  


Slowly, Ramius’ mind accounted for and analyzed everything that was said.  His successive expressions of shock, betrayal, and anger showed clearly on his face, but they did not affect the stern gaze of Dane in the slightest.  He kept his eyes on his pupil until he sullenly got up and walked away.  He watched the boy go down the street and turn the corner; only when he was out of sight did he allow his akimbo arms to drop and the sigh to escape his chest that had been trapped there for so long.


“Thank you, Arminius.  He’s just what I need.”

*
*
*


Hard work, that universal cure for (and distiller of) all of life’s problems, gave Ramius plenty of time to go through his teacher’s faults.  He didn’t understand, obviously, what was at stake.  Noblemen, whether they were in a frontier town or the castle Shar, had a duty to ensure that the King’s laws, and the King’s justice, were upheld.  And today, Dane ignored that purpose.  He allowed Sasha to walk away, even though there was clear evidence against him, all because he didn’t want to upset a corrupt magistrate.  Ramius wanted to fix the problem, and do what was right, and Dane had stopped him.  


His father would understand.  Madison Demarco was one of the kingdom’s finest knights, a close advisor to the King, and his son did not deserve to be sent to such an inept teacher.


While shoveling the dung, Ramius dreamt of traveling with his father on campaign.  The last he had heard, Madison’s army was pushing back the lines of the Barony of Edgewood, a renegade province that seceded from Shar two years ago.  If anyone could bring a kingdom under control, it was a knight like his father.


Ramius thought of all the things he could be doing in the field: relaying messages, scouting, guarding the command tent, running arrows to the archers.  He was pretty good with a bow himself; maybe with his father’s permission, he would get to join the bowmen in the attack.  Anything would be better than shoveling horse excrement.


He muttered a few more insults towards Dane as he thought about his wasted potential.  One day he, too, would be an important knight of the Kingdom.  A Demarco had served as the King’s military commander since the founding of Shar.  He wanted more than anything to follow in his father’s footsteps and live up to the Demarco name.  One day, he thought, I will be the General of the Army, like my father.  The smell of dung overpowered him as he turned a particularly ripe clump over, and he grumbled again that a Demarco should be reduced to such base work.


When Dane came into the barn, two hours later, Ramius was too exhausted to do anything but glare at him quickly before returning to his work.  Unfortunately, he was almost finished; he threw hay into the last stall, led a horse into it, and gave him a bag of oats while Dane silently watched.  With nothing else to do, Ramius looked around and waited for his master to speak.  An uncomfortable amount of time passed.  Once Ramius looked into Dane’s eyes, he froze, for he saw they were sad.  The petty, inept Master Dane that Ramius had been berating in his head all afternoon evaporated, and this aging man with mournful eyes stood in his place.


“Come with me, son.  We need to talk.”


Stunned for the second time that day, Ramius followed Dane outside and onto a small hill next to the barn.  Halfway up Dane turned around and sat on the ground.  From here the whole ranch could be seen, with the town of Ralston nestled in the background.  A few birds sang in the cool afternoon breeze.  Ramius hesitantly sat next to his master.


“You have the right instincts, Ramius.  You know injustice when you see it, and you want to do something about it.  I applaud that.  But you must remember, the magistrate runs this town.  He controls the city watch, and all of the King’s soldiers stationed here, with the exception of me and you.  There are a lot of swords down there that will do his bidding, just because they have no higher authority to appeal to.


“Justice is strange, out here on the frontier,” he mused as he looked down at the little fort in the valley.  “I remember ten years ago, when justice was what a man thought it was, and what he could prove on the point of his sword.  It was all well and good for a while, when there were just a few farmers and an occasional trader living here.  But Ralston is growing.  There are two hundred people down there, now.  We need some sort of kingdom influence, so the King can rule us.  We’re too big to rule ourselves anymore.


“Of course, this magistrate, he’s making things worse.”  He paused, picked up a long blade of grass, and began tearing little pieces off it.  “Who knows why he’s out here, but my hunch is that he got the King upset about something or other, and it wasn’t a situation where the King could exile him or kill him.  He just needed him out of his hair.  Well, the King’s scalp does not extend this far, and so he’s not bothering the King—but he is damaging Shar’s reputation.  He can’t be doing these things out here, and expect these people to have any loyalty to the crown.  We need to establish the King’s justice.


“But you have to remember; it’s just you and me.”  Silently he picked up another blade of grass, tearing it into tiny pieces.  They sat in silence, watching the town.  Dozens of ideas raced through Ramius’ mind; they could storm the courthouse, they could send to Shar for help, they could bring the magistrate to Shar for trial.  Every time he came close to uttering one of these ideas, he stopped, for fear of disgracing himself in his teacher’s eyes with a youthful idealistic outburst that would be impossible to accomplish.  Even if he wanted to hear Ramius’ stupid ideas, as he had said, Ramius didn’t want to seem any more stupid than necessary.  He finally felt completely out of any ideas that Dane would approve of, when his teacher asked, “What do we do, Ramius?  As two men of honor, as Knights of Shar, what are we to do out here?”


Ironically, the answer that he could not find leapt to his lips.  “We watch.  We wait for our opportunity.  And then we strike.”  Dane turned and smiled at him.


“That’s right, boy.  Good.  Take the rest of the afternoon off.”


Ramius traded smiles with his teacher and climbed the hill, to spend some time on the ridge, watching the crystalline Blade spinning across the sky.
Chapter 3


While Ramius was walking up one hill, his brother Korban was walking down another.  He kept his back to Pandion, far across the plains, and walked back behind the last foothill at the Mountains of the Dawn.


The camp his family made for the night was sparse and simple.  A cart, a horse, a whining baby, a nagging mother, and a knight, Korban counted.  Oh, and himself.  An eternally bored twelve year old, who was thoroughly unimpressed with the act that they were putting on.


“Korban, pull up your hood,” his mother said as she stirred a stew in a small copper pot.


“No.  It’s itchy,” Korban complained.  He sat down heavily on a log next to the fire and stared sulkily into the flames.


“A knight doesn’t whine,” his uncle Bryce admonished quietly.  “Take the pains as part of the journey.”


“Why?  I won’t ever be a knight,” Korban shot back.  “I don’t see why I should act like one.”  Acting like a knight was fun while he was a child, but now Korban was walking along a different path, totally against his will.

Korban glared at his mother, Allora Demarco, rumored to be the most beautiful woman in the twelve kingdoms, as she made a traditional stew out of the local herbs and roots.  A princess doing a pauper’s work.  Korban knew this whole charade had something to do with the ritual for traveling to Pandion, but he didn’t much care.  It was bad enough wearing these itchy burlap pauper robes; they were not cut well, and they made him fidget constantly.


Bryce made the shelter and tended the horse.  Seth whined.  Korban sulked.  Everyone had their job, and they did it while ignoring everyone else.  The tension would have been unbearable in their mansion back in Shar; but they had been traveling for three days, and all of them were in bad moods.


Allora ladled the stew into wooden bowls; it was a thin broth with onions, shallots, and a mushroom that smelled like boiled feet.  Korban said so loudly before his mother barked, “Throw it in the grasses then, for all I care!  Just do it in silence!”


Korban returned to sulking, but decided to do it elsewhere.  He tossed both the stew and the bowl into the tall grasses as he climbed onto the bench of the wagon, and faced away from his family, staring into the sky over the hill that hid his future destiny: Pandion.  He hated the word.


After an hour, he could hear his mother urging Seth into the tent to sleep.  Seth didn’t want to go, and Korban couldn’t blame him; he didn’t want to be going on this trip at all, and here he was, going to pledge his life to a goddess he didn’t care about.  His brother Ramius was off training in the frontier to be a knight, like their father Madison Demarco had before, and like Bryce and every other man of greatness bearing the name of Demarco had done for generations.  All of them were great knights, except for Korban.


He had to be a priest.  The firstborn of every noble family inherited the title of the father; the second was pledged to the priesthood.  This ensured that the nobility had power in the priesthood as well as at court.  The Demarcos were one of the most powerful families in Shar, and while the famous sons of the clan were known for their prowess as knights, those who entered the priesthood were lost in obscurity.


Korban did some research on the priestly Demarcos of his line and found little evidence of greatness.  With a father like Madison Demarco, who had helped to re-conquer Shar after the fall of the Wilfen Dynasty, Korban wanted to attain greatness as well.  He would not be able to do that in the priesthood, if his forebears were any indication.


In the foyer of the Demarco Mansion in the capital city of Shar, there were alcoves with busts of all the greatest men of their line; from Madison, to his father Manius, to his father, all the way back to the legendary Mace Demarco.  There were eight legendary knights that Korban was descended from, with tapestries depicting their moments of greatest glory adorning the walls, and paintings of their portraits on all sorts of family relics, from vases to pocket mirrors.  But the priests?  Hardly a mention.


All of the priests seemed to be reclusive and boring, Korban decided.  They left no great deeds behind them that changed the world, like the knights of the family did.  The Knights were those who seized glory; the Priests were excuses for clout.


Many of the Demarco priests were followers of Demos, the God of Strength.  These seemed to be the most interesting of the lame Demarcos who were priests, Korban thought; they went on adventures with their brother knights and had at least a footnote in history to themselves.  But Korban had been promised to a specific religion, unlike most second born sons.  And he had to follow the most boring god imaginable: Constance, the Goddess of Peace.


Bryce, the third born son of his father’s generation, climbed up onto the wagon to sit beside his nephew.  He watched the stars with the angry adolescent for a time, and then asked him quietly, “Tell me now.  What’s so bad about being a priest?”


Korban stared defiantly upwards, not meeting his uncle’s eyes or even answering him.  He fumed in silence.


“You don’t know, do you?” Bryce asked.


“No, I do too know, but Mom told me to sulk in silence.  That’s what I’m doing.”


“Not anymore,” Bryce pointed out.  “You’re talking.”


“Sorry.  I never was good at following orders.”


“Why are you so angry, Korban?”


“Why?” he burst out.  “My entire life is laid out for me, and I don’t get to choose what I do with myself at all.  I don’t want to be a priest, I don’t want to go to Pandion, and I don’t want to be a Constani!  It’s not fair!”  He knew he was being loud enough for his mother to hear, but he didn’t care.  It’s not like she doesn’t know, he thought.  She just doesn’t want to hear it.


Bryce didn’t either.  “You have a fate, Korban.  It’s best that you accept it.”


“No.”


“Where does that leave you then?  Are you going to fight your life the whole time you spend living it?  That doesn’t make for a happy life.”


“Fighting?  I think it sounds like a grand time.  I just won’t get to do it.”


“Fighting others—that’s easy, son.”


“I’m not your son.”


“Good thing, too, or I would have taken you over my knee by now.  You act like this inside Pandion, and I might forget that I’m not your father.”


“Can’t have the inferior second son embarrassing the great Demarcos.  Or, at least those of them that are allowed to be great.”


Bryce took in a deep, slow breath, and let it out as a hiss.  Korban saw his fists were clenched.  He may have gone too far, but he didn’t care; he was furious and saw no reason to hide it.  He turned further away from his uncle and curled up into a ball under his itchy robe.  Bryce got off the wagon and said, “Time to turn in.  Come on down.”


“I’m sleeping here,” Korban said defiantly.  There was no response; Korban heard his uncle heave a great sigh and walk towards the tent on the other side of camp.  The tears made the burlap less itchy on Korban’s face, and he went to sleep.

*
*
*


Korban woke in pain.  The wooden floor of the wagon was hard and uneven, and in order to fit Korban had to squeeze himself into an uncomfortable ball as he slept.  He thought he was in a nightmare as his knees and shoulders screamed with pain.  Discomfort is going to become very familiar to me, Korban thought as he made his way to his feet.  I might as well get used to it.


It took him some time to feel normal in his body again, after a few minutes of rotating sore shoulders and hips.  The pain stopped, but he was just uncomfortable in his own body.  The robes made every piece of his skin itch.  He slowly lowered himself out of the wagon and began to walk around.


Walking back up the hill, he looked down at the huge expanse of plains below him.  The Blade was at bulge, with the thickest part of it almost directly overhead, and it slimmed to two crystalline lines at either side of the sky.  The landscape looked like a painting done with three colors of grey.  It matched Korban’s mood perfectly.


He looked to the horizon, perfectly flat, and could see a bump far out on the plains, supposing that must be the legendary fortress of Pandion.  He would have given anything to never see that place.


“But I’ve never seen that place,” he heard on the wind.  I will soon, Korban thought.  Then there was another sound, which Korban realized was mumbling.  Someone else’s mumbling.


He crouched down slowly, and pulled back his hood so he could listen intently.  He couldn’t hear much, but there were occasional breezes coming from his left, down near the base of the hill.  There were some bushes down there, high enough to hide people.  Korban crept closer.


“I don’t care!” someone hissed loudly from the bushes.  Now sure he was going the right way, Korban lowered himself to a crawl and sped down the hill as fast and as quietly as the burlap robe would allow.  When he got close to the cove of bushes he heard an angry voice saying, “This is the only chance we will get for years to strike this deep.  Do you want me to pass that up?”


“No,” a quieter, softer voice said.  “I just…I don’t want to miss you, is all.”


“You won’t.  That’s how it works.”  Then the angry voice began chanting in a low, foreign language that Korban couldn’t understand.  The hairs stood up on the back of his neck.  Magic was being used.


It only lasted for half a minute, and then there was a flash of orange light, gone as quick as it came.  Korban waited breathlessly for long, frightening moments.  There was nothing but silence.


Just when he was beginning to think it might be safe enough to leave without being heard, a rustle came from the bushes.  “Now go,” the angry voice barked.  Korban saw someone in the same burlap robes as his own shoot out of the bushes and sprint onto the plains, drenched in Bladelight.  Then a man dressed in grey silk robes came out of the bushes and walked slowly in the other direction.


Korban paid close attention to the man; he could see him well in the dim light coming from the Blade.  He had a high, pointed head, shaved close to the scalp, and a long goatee that hung to his chest.  He was slender, almost wispy, and seemed to glide along the uneven terrain.  Around his neck was some sort of necklace that did not come together in front.  It looked like a slim black cable with two white balls at the end.  He was unarmed and moved with the grace of an intelligent man; Korban was sure he was the one who had cast the spell.


There was no book, however.  Korban had seen plenty of mages in Shar, and they all had books with them to cast their spells.  The only people who cast spells without books were Priests.  What god this Priest worshipped, Korban did not know; he had never seen anyone like him before.


After thinking about what he had seen for a while, Korban looked around and decided to go back to camp.  As he made his way up the hill he nearly tackled his brother.


“Seth!” he whispered.  “What are you doing here?”


“I had to pee,” Seth said indignantly, picking himself up.  “You pushed me.  I’m telling Mom.”


“I didn’t push you,” Korban said defensively.  “I just didn’t see you.  Don’t tell, or I’ll knock you down for real.”


“No you won’t.  You’ll get in trouble.”


“I’m already in trouble.  Why do you think we’re going to Pandion?”  Korban stalked back over the hill and led Seth back into camp.  As the nine-year-old boy sleepily scampered back into the tent, Korban climbed back onto the bench of the wagon, and laid down for another attempt at sleep.

*
*
*


In the morning Korban was forgetting details of what he saw the previous night, having trouble remembering when he got up, where he stood, and exactly what he heard.  He was not sure if he saw it or dreamed it.


There was more of the feet-smelling mushroom soup in the morning, and Korban was hungry enough to eat it, since he had gone without the night before.  Seth was crying loudly while Allora tried to get him to eat.


“Why did we bring him along?” Korban asked.  “He’s too young to travel.”


“He doesn’t whine as much as some others,” Allora said sharply.  Her temper was short, Korban noticed, thinking he would probably get an earful sometime today.  He reminded himself to do something that merited getting yelled at.


“This would have been easier if he had stayed in Shar,” he said as Allora wiped off the front of Seth’s robes, now covered in stew as he struggled to dodge the spoon she was forcing towards his mouth.


“Maybe, but he hasn’t been initiated into the Pandian Mysteries.  This is the best time to do it.”  


“Since you’re selling me off to the Constani today anyways.”


“Stop it, Korban.”


The boy got up in a huff and went to find his uncle.  He could hear the sounds of a warrior at practice nearby; following the heavy breathing and the ‘whishhh’ of a blade, he found Bryce Demarco in the middle of the road, practicing thrusts, overhand blows, and parries with his huge broadsword.  Korban sat and watched for a while.


His uncle Bryce was not as famous as his father Madison, but they were similar in build and training.  Both of them wore their beards long, and had broad shoulders complemented by an easy grace.  But Bryce wore a silver ring in his beard, and favored lighter armor than Madison’s full plate mail.  Korban looked at the greaves on Bryce’s forearms and knees, imprinted with the Demarco family crest.  It was also engraved in the top of the sheath Bryce wore at his hip, and his broadsword gleamed in the sunlight as he swung it from side to side almost effortlessly.


Whether Bryce was almost finished, or because he did not like an audience, Korban could not tell; the knight sheathed his sword and walked past Korban without saying a word.  Great, he thought.  Now I’ve made everybody mad, and the day’s hardly started.


Camp was quickly broken, and the Demarcos made their way up onto the wagon.  Bryce urged the horse back on the road, and they embarked on the last day of their journey.


“Mama,” Seth said from the back, “I wanna take it off.”  He was pulling at the robes he wore.


“Not just yet, Seth,” Allora said.  She picked up her youngest son and began to rock him.  Korban absently listened to her story.


“These robes are for humility.  You know what that is?  No?  Well, humility is something you feel when you know you are near someone much greater than you.  And we’re going to see a Goddess today.  We wear these robes to show our humility to her.”


“How come Bryce isn’t wearing them?” Korban asked from the bench up front.  He could have turned and asked his uncle, who was right next to him; but he assumed they were not talking for a reason.


“Bryce isn’t going through the Mysteries.  He’s just accompanying us on our journey.”


“How come knights don’t have to go through the Mysteries?”


“Oh, they can,” Bryce said.  “You’re daddy did.”


“Why?”


“Can’t say for sure.  I don’t know what’s in them.”


Korban looked back to her mother for an answer, but she was watching the landscape roll by.  “Mom?  Why did Dad go through the Mysteries?”


“Lots of nobles go through the Mysteries, Korban.  I don’t know many who haven’t.”


“Bryce said he hasn’t.”


“I heard him.”


“What are the Mysteries about?”


“We can’t talk about it,” his mother said.


“Why not?”


“Because she could be executed, that’s why,” Bryce said heartily.  


Korban laughed derisively, “No, she wouldn’t.”


“Yes, I would,” Allora said.  “Anyone who speaks of the Mysteries can be executed in some kingdoms.  Shar is one of them.”


Korban sat dumbfounded for a minute.  You could die for telling a secret?  Now he was really curious to find out what the secret was.  “How do you find out about the Mysteries if you can’t ever talk about it?” Korban asked.


“You go to Pandion, to watch the Mysteries, like we are doing right now.  It’s once every four years.”


“And we’re going to go through them tomorrow night, huh?”


“You’ve been through them before.”


“When?” Korban asked, surprised.  He spun all the way around in his seat, and looked at his mother with wide eyes.  “I don’t remember ever coming here before!”


“We brought you here when you were very young, you and Ramius together.  Now its Seth’s turn.”  Allora kissed Seth’s hair; he had fallen asleep in her arms.


“Can anyone go through them?”


“Yes.  Anyone who goes through the ritual: the robes, the stew of the land, and the Ritual of the Mysteries.”


“So you could do them now, if you want, Uncle Bryce,” Korban said.  His uncle grinned and shook his head.


“No, I don’t have any robes!  Besides, I’ve never had much truck with the gods.”  He shook the rains to keep the horse from stopping to eat some grass in the side of the road.  “I like Fortalis,” the knight continued, “for healing me when I’m wounded.  And Demos makes me strong for battle.  Kaith will take me when I’m dead.  But there’s what—nine, ten other gods out there?  I can’t keep them straight.  I keep my head down and follow my King’s orders, and that’s enough for me.”


“But don’t you want to know what the big secret is?”


“No, not really,” the knight replied.  Allora coughed at him.  Quickly he amended, “Oh, well I hear they are fascinating and all—pyrotechnic, and—secrety-like….”


“Who did you hear that from?” Korban challenged.  “I thought they couldn’t talk about it without being executed?”


“Oh, well, I didn’t say they were still around,” Bryce said.  They laughed, and Korban found himself in a genuine good mood.  He looked up and saw Pandion growing closer, reminding himself to be upset.  He crossed his arms and stared ahead sullenly.


Allora began to sing a song, softly, and Bryce turned the wagon off of the path they were following onto a busier road.  There were dozens of people Korban could see, all dressed in burlap, walking towards Pandion.  They all had their hoods up, masking their faces; but Korban could tell by their height that there was a family of gnomes up ahead, and a pair of elves near the wagon with a burlap-wrapped baby in their arms.  


“How come Dad isn‘t here?” Seth asked sleepily.


“He’s out in Edgewood somewhere,” Bryce told him.  “Fighting a war.  He’s a bit busy.”


Korban imagined running away to go meet his father, and being his squire in the battlefield.  That’d show Ramius! he thought.  I’d be out adventuring, fighting in battles, and he would be off in the middle of nowhere!  See how he likes it for a change!

But firstborn sons were not treated that way, Korban remembered.  Firstborns got the family crest, and the cool heirlooms, and the preference of the father.  Always.  Ramius was always going to have it better than Korban, and it wasn’t fair.


“I bet Ramius is having fun,” he muttered.


Bryce raised an eyebrow at him.  “Why’s that?”


“He’s training to be a knight, right now.  Out in Ralston.”


“With that old coot Dane,” Bryce agreed.  “If I know him at all, then Ramius is not exactly having the time of his life.”  Bryce leaned back and propped a foot on the railing.  “I saw Dane and one of his squires at Shar a few years ago.  He came to trade some of his mules, but were any of them carrying his baggage?  No!”  Bryce chuckled, “His squire had said a smart remark on the journey, and as his punishment Dane loaded him up with all of the baggage he could carry!”


As Bryce laughed at the memory, Korban stayed steadfastly pessimistic.  “I’d do that,” he said defiantly.  When his uncle looked at him, Korban continued, “I’d carry everything in this wagon all the way to Pandion, and then back to Shar, if I could be a knight.  But that’s only for firstborns.  Ramius always gets the best presents, and the best heirlooms, and the best everything.  Always.”


While he continued sulking, Korban tried to think of a world where it didn’t matter if you were the older brother or the younger one.  Somewhere he could be better than Ramius.  As he was fantasizing about beating his older brother in footraces, archery, and all manner of knightly activities, a knightly sword was drawn beside him.


Bryce took the huge broadsword and propped it against the railing, so that it lay like a third passenger between them on the bench.  Korban looked longingly at the intricate gold inlay, the incredible jewels in the hilt, and the sunlight gleaming off the blade.  Bryce watched him watching the sword for a time, and then he spoke.


“This sword has been handed down our line since the days of Mace Demarco,” he said.  “It is one of the most important relics that we Demarcos have.  And your father isn’t carrying it.”


Korban looked up to his uncle, his brow furrowed in confusion.  “I’m the third son, Korban,” he continued.  “And I still get some neat stuff, because I proved myself in what I do.  Our family has plenty of history; the relics and the heirlooms go down to them that deserve them.”

“Why doesn’t Dad have this sword?  Did he not want it?”


“He carried it, for a time.  But this sword comes with…responsibilities.”  He slowly sheathed the sword and continued, “I don’t carry this sword because it’s a hand-me-down from my big brother.  I carry it because I’m the only Demarco living who has the ability, and the dedication, to give this sword the attention and care that it needs.”

“Yeah, but Ramius is the firstborn, so—“


“So?  Do you think that Ramius could ever be as good of a priest as you?  Never.  He hasn’t the brain for it.  Now, I love Ramius to pieces, but that boy couldn’t count to twenty with his shoes on.”  Korban laughed, accepting the compliment.  He was known for his ability with mathematics, a novel but useless skill in a family of knights.  “You have the mind to accomplish a great many things, Korban Demarco.  Now, do you want to reach greatness, or do you want to complain about what you can’t have?  Because greatness comes easy to Demarcos.  It’s this sour attitude that seems to be a lot of work.”


Korban looked around.  His uncle was right; it did take a lot of effort to be so mad all the time.  And he was smart.  Maybe those smarts would serve him well.


“Okay, Uncle.  I’ll try.  I’ll be good at what I do.”


“Of course you will.  And you’ll be the best damn priest there is; a Demarco can’t help but be great.  You know that.”


I’ll be great at being nobody, Korban thought as he watched Pandion growing bigger.  His uncle was right about one thing: being a brat on this long journey certainly was exhausting.  Korban decided to save his energy for making a mess of things where it counted.  He kept silent the rest of the way to Pandion.
Chapter 4

By the
time they reached the walls of Pandion, Korban began to be somewhat interested in the whole Constani thing.  His uncle had been describing the purpose of Pandion.  It was not only a temple, he said, but it was also a fortress.

“Have you ever seen walls so high on anything in Shar?” Bryce asked. 


“On the towers by Dad’s office,” Korban replied.


“Those towers have 185 layers of bricks in them,” Seth said from the back of the wagon.  He turned and stood, looking up at Pandion with his hands on his uncle’s shoulders.

“That’s right,” Bryce said, “and these might have even more.”


“240,” Seth said promptly.


“Thank you, Seth,” Bryce said quickly.  Korban could tell that Seth’s strange habits sometimes still unnerved his uncle.  The big knight cleared his throat and continued, “The Barracks in Shar are built to withstand a siege.  If the rest of the castle is taken, everyone can fall back to the Barracks, where there are very high walls and supplies.  Those walls were modeled after these; Pandion has been attacked many times, but it has never fallen.”


“Who was it attacked by?” Korban asked.  “We’re still well within the borders of Shar.”


“All wars are not fought over borders,” Allora told her son.  “Holy wars can make the priesthoods fight against each other.”


“Are there any fighting now?” Korban asked hopefully.  Maybe if there was a holy war, the Constani would need a knight!


“No, there has been peace for some time,” Allora said.  “As Constance likes it.”


“Because she’s the Goddess of Peace, right.”


“She is also a warrior, Korban.  Look at her statue.”  Korban looked to where his mother pointed, at the statue of Constance above the enormous archway they were entering.  As the wagon pulled them across the thick drawbridge, Korban noticed, surprised, that Constance had a shield, a helm, and battle greaves on her forearms, in addition to a robe and a skirt.


“So how is Constance a warrior if she’s the Goddess of Peace?”


“Take a look at the priests atop the walls.  They are warriors too.”


“Right good ones at that,” Bryce said grudgingly.


“Bryce!” Korban said, shocked.  “You’re not scared a Priest could take you in a fight, could you?”


“Not so much.  But Constani make the best bodyguards in the world, and for good reason.  Their shields can be vicious.”


Korban frowned.  Everything he had heard about valiant warriors was about swords and spears; the Constani didn’t carry any weapon but their shield. They used it to protect their charges and themselves, and to pray.  But as a weapon?  Korban doubted it.

The drawbridge, which crossed a wide moat, was so thick that a ramp had to be laid on it to allow the stream of travelers up onto the thick wood.  The trees that the timbers were cut from must have been enormous, Korban thought; there were six huge timbers laid side by side, braced by some smaller ties, that made the drawbridge they now crossed.


While they were getting their first glimpse of the courtyard, everyone was excited to see what lay inside, except for Korban.  He was doing his best to ignore everything that lay in front of them, and it was because of this that he saw the thief.


He was dressed in pilgrim’s robes, identical to everyone else in the crowd, and had managed to reach his arm around Bryce’s waist and draw his sword nearly completely out of the scabbard.  Although the hilt was right next to Allora’s shoulder, she was looking at Pandion with misty eyes, and Seth was looking up at the statue.  Korban smirked at the thought that his sullenness had saved the day.


“Hey!” he screamed.  Bryce changed position to look at his nephew to his left, and immediately felt something wrong.  Reaching for his sword, he instead grasped the blade with his right hand.  Holding onto it, he stood and turned to his left, spinning quickly on the narrow seat of the wagon.  By the time he had completely turned, the thief was already running away.


“Get back here!” Korban cried.  He jumped into the bed of the wagon and leaped off the back end, fully intent on pursuing the thief and giving him a good punch in the nose.  As soon as he landed on the drawbridge below, however, he felt his robes jerked from behind, and turned to see his mother grasping firmly at his collar.

“No, Korban.”


“Mom!  Let me go!  I can catch him!”  The horse had not broken stride, and Korban was being pulled backwards.  He squirmed and pulled, but his mother’s grip was surprisingly strong.


“I said no.  Get back in the wagon,” she said calmly.  The thief disappeared into the crowd behind them, and the nearby pilgrims were all watching Korban struggling against his mother as she pulled him, kicking and screaming, into Pandion.


Once they had crossed the threshold, Korban stopped struggling and turned to face his mother.  She kept her grip on his robes, bringing them nearly nose to nose as they continued moving forward.


“You let him get away!” he raged.


“Calm down, Korban,” she said gently.  “We need to let him go.”


“No we don’t!  That bastard tried to steal Uncle Bryce’s sword!”


“And Uncle Bryce still has it,” she said through gritted teeth.  With her other hand she pulled fiercely on Korban’s ear and said, “You need to calm down.”


“Owww!  Moooom!” he yelled.  “Fine!  Just let me go!”  She let go of him with one hand, and kept the other on him until he climbed into the wagon and made his way unhappily back to the bench.  Bryce had the reins in one hand while Seth was wrapping some cloth around his other; it was bleeding freely.


“You’re hurt!” Korban said.


“Just a scratch,” Bryce said good naturedly.  “Seth’s got it covered.”


Korban looked jealously at his younger brother, who was happily wrapping white cloth around their uncle’s hand.  It should be me, Korban thought.  I was supposed to help him.  I am supposed to be his squire, healing his wounds.  He’s going to train me to be a knight.

Sitting down and crossing his arms, Korban ignored the throng of people around them, and the blue-robed Constani priests walking everywhere with their big shields and smiling faces.  I don’t want to foster here.  I want to do like Ramius did for the last two years and train at Shar, with Uncle Bryce.

Bryce, oblivious to his nephew’s fantasy, drove the wagon through the crowded courtyard to the stables, where everyone got off.  The knight began tending the horse while Seth and Korban were given sacks to carry by their mother.  They turned to approach the inner keep when a tall, good looking priest with black hair strode up, smiling, with a silver shield on his arm.

“If I didn’t know any better I’d think I was dreaming.  Bryce!  You’ve finally come to the Mysteries!”  He swept up the big knight in a bear hug, and Korban was surprised at how easily he lifted Bryce’ bulky frame.


Bryce was laughing as he was put down and said, “Not this time, big brother.  I’m just playing escort duty.”


“Escort?  But who could you be here with?”  The Constani looked around, over the heads of the boys, saying, “I heard I had some baby nephews here, but—no!”  He looked at Seth and Korban with shock on his face.  “You two wouldn’t be—the De Marco boys, would you?”


Seth nodded and giggled shyly.  Korban said bluntly, “Who are you?”


Allora laughed and put her hand on her son’s shoulder, addressing the priest.  “There’s proof that you haven’t come to visit enough in Shar, Jonas.  Boys, this is your father’s other brother, Jonas De Marco.”


Jonas bowed regally, and said, “Come.  Let me help you avoid the crowds.  I will give you the tour of Pandion.  I understand you are to be initiated into the Mysteries tomorrow, Master Seth.”


Seth nodded again.  “What happens in them?”


Jonas grinned and shook his head.  “I won’t spoil the surprise.  And you, young Korban, will be joining our ranks, I hear.”


“Unfortunately.”  

Everyone paused as the jovial mood was shattered.  
Then Jonas said, “Well.  Let’s go to your quarters, shall we?”


“I’ll stay here,” Bryce said as he unbuckled the horse’s harness.  “Set up in the stables.”


“Suit yourself.”  Jonas guided Allora and her boys through the crowd towards the large double doors that led to the inner keep.  Korban followed them through the crowd, consisting of blue-robed Constani mingling among burlap-robed pilgrims.  Looking up to the walls, he saw more priests pacing slowly, their eyes always on the crowd or on a glowing symbol atop the gates into the courtyard.  Often they would check between the two. More pilgrims were streaming in from the outside, amassing in the courtyard, and some were standing in a line leading to a table, where friendly-faced Constani were writing their names on a list.

Korban looked back to the symbol above the gate behind them, trying to puzzle out its purpose.  Suddenly it turned an angry red, and a wail started sounding through the courtyard.  It was high-pitched and loud, and everyone turned to the gate.


Standing just over the entrance was a burlap-robed pilgrim glowing red.  He was instantly rushed by a horde of Constani, and Korban couldn’t see over the crowd what was happening.  Abruptly the sound stopped, and the crowd began to disperse; all Korban could see was a pile of robes on the ground.


Seth pulled on his uncle’s arm.  “Uncle Jonas, what happened over there?”


“A prank, really.  The Dezian necromancers know they are not welcome in here, and neither are the Undead that they control.  Every time we open the gates to the public, they send one of their Zombies in, just to remind us that they’re still out there.”

“That was a Zombie?” Seth asked.

Jonas tightened his jaw.  “Yes.  Poor thing.  But, come on. What’s more important is what’s in here.”  Jonas gestured inside the double doors.  

*
*
*

They entered the small, squat keep through a massive doorway that had two enormous wooden doors flanking it.  Directly behind this doorway were two huge metal doors behind the wooden ones, and hallways between the doorways to the right and to the left.  Jonas gestured to the metal doors with his shield, which was strapped to his left arm.  “In there is the Grand Temple, the oldest sanctuary of Constance in the world.  That way is the dining area,” he said as he pointed down the left hand hallway.  “And this way are the sleeping quarters.”


He led them to the right, and then the hallway turned to the left, leading to stairs that descended underground.  Korban looked through the high windows, looking at the walls outside.  The entire building, he noted, was taken up by the Grand Temple to his left, and there were only the two hallways that ran around it.


His suspicions were confirmed when Jonas continued his description of the keep as they descended the stairs.  “Most of this keep is underground,” he said.  “It makes it easier to defend.


“This temple is the oldest in our religion.  We do not know how old it is, but it is one of the most ancient structures in the world.  Since we reinforce the walls every century or so, it is also one of the strongest fortresses as well.  It has withstood sixteen known sieges, one of which lasted for fifteen years.”


“How did people stay in here for fifteen years?” Seth asked curiously.


“Our Goddess provided for us.  She gave us the food and shelter we needed to survive, and in return we prayed to her every day, giving her the only currency that she would accept: our faith.  If your faith is strong enough, Constance will do anything for you.”


“Anything?” Korban asked skeptically.


“That’s right, anything.”  


Korban wondered what Lady Constance would say if he asked to not be a priest.  There must be boundaries to priestly power, after all.  Could a priest ask a goddess to do something against her own interests?  No. Priests can’t ask for anything, then.  Just for things that Constance wants anyway.

Jonas led them to the bottom of the long staircase, and then into a narrow passageway, which kept them from conversing further.  At the end of the corridor, there was a room with six doors.  Jonas went to the door on the far left, and they continued down more stairs until they reached a long hallway with many doors on both walls.  Jonas walked to the sixth door on the right and held it open as everyone else filed inside.  As Korban passed, he took his left arm out of a small strap on the back of his shield; a longer strap wound around his back diagonally, and by adjusting this strap, he secured his shield onto his back.

Korban was unimpressed.  The room was bare, with no carpets, tapestries, paintings, or beds.  There were two benches, one wardrobe, and four rolled up mats.  He dropped his sack, and then his jaw, when he heard his mother say, “This is so wonderful, Jonas.  Thank you.”


“Wonderful?” Korban asked incredulously.  “It’s tiny.  The walls are damp, and its freezing.”


“If you would like,” Allora said as she turned her steely gaze on him, “you can go and pack into the dining hall with the rest of the pilgrims.  Jonas has offered us his quarters for our stay here.  You should thank him for that generosity.”


Korban looked at the ground shamefully.  “Thank you, Jonas,” he mumbled.  He caught Seth grinning at him out of the corner of his eye, and made sure to remember to pinch him in his sleep.  Hard.
Chapter 5

After they had set up their travel belongings in the wardrobe and spent some time resting from the journey, Allora decided they should go up and find Bryce.  She led the boys out of Jonas’ room and into the subterranean complex beneath Pandion.


She took turns confidently, and before long they were on the wide staircase leading to the surface.  “Mom?” Korban asked hesitantly, afraid she was still mad at him.  “How do you know where we’re going?”


“Because I use to live here, Korban.”


Korban stopped in his tracks.  Here?  His mother?


“When, Mama?” Seth asked.


“A long time ago.  Your father and I met here.  Look, do you see this?”  She pointed to a torch sconce on the wall.  “See the three points on it?  The longer point always leads you out.  If you ever get lost, just follow the torches.”


She led her sons up into the main hallway that ringed the Grand Temple and from there out into the courtyard.  They found Bryce sitting on a bale of hay near the stables.  “And just in time,” Bryce said as they approached.  “All this time alone in a temple, I thought I was turning into a bloody Paladin!”


“What’s the difference between a knight and a Paladin?” Seth asked.


“What,” Korban scoffed, “you’ve never heard anyone say it before?”


“No.”


“Well, I’ll tell you,” Bryce said.  “A knight is someone who fights according to an ancient code of ethics.  Knights don’t never kill when mercy is asked, they help the weak, and they are very well trained warriors.  A Paladin is all those things as well, but they fight for a god instead of a king.”


“Which one are you?” Seth asked.


“Come on, Seth!  You know me.  You know I hold no truck with the gods.”


“His mind doesn’t work that way,” Allora chided softly.


“Yeah, watch!” Korban said, excited.  “So Seth, what’s the difference between a Paladin and a knight?”


“A knight is someone who fights according to an ancient code of ethics,” Seth recited.  “Knights don’t never kill when mercy is asked, they help the weak, and they are very well trained warriors.  A Paladin is all those things, but they fight for a god instead of a king.”


“Okay,” Korban said, “Bryce doesn’t fight for a god.  Which one is he?  A Paladin or a knight?”


“I don’t know!  That’s why I asked.  Which one is it?”


“I’m a knight,” Bryce told him.  “You had all the pieces, Seth.  You couldn’t put that together?”


“I told you,” Allora said, “his mind doesn’t work that way.  But he’s still very smart.  Aren’t you, pumpkin?”


“I hope so,” Seth said.


“So, Dad is a knight too, because he serves the King,” Korban deduced.  He was proud of his logical prowess; the one area where he excelled beyond both of his brothers.


“He is a knight,” Allora answered, “but I think he always wanted to be a Paladin of Arminius.  He was always fond of the right thing to do.”


“What’s Ramius going to be?”


“Only a knight can lead the armies of Shar,” Bryce said.  “A Paladin would have a conflict of interest.”


“Because he follows a god, even though he’s a knight?”  While Bryce nodded, Korban chewed his lip.  Choosing his words very carefully, he said, “Mama?  Can I be a Paladin?”


“No, Korban,” she said gently.  “You are the second son.”


“And the second son follows a god.  I could be a Paladin.”


“No, the second son is a priest, not a Paladin.”


“So, Ramius could be a Paladin, and Seth could, too, if he wanted.  But not me.  Everybody gets what they want but me.”


“Ramius can’t be a Paladin either, not if he wants to follow in Madison’s footsteps,” Bryce reminded him.  “Only a knight can be General of the Army.”


“So what if I become a priest, and then after my training I become a Paladin?  Do Paladins always get trained as knights first, or do they sometimes go from the priesthood?”


“That does happen,” Allora acknowledged, briefly lighting hope in her son’s face.  The hope was replaced by suspicion when she continued, “But not for Constani.”


“Why not?” Korban demanded.  “Why can’t I be a Constani Paladin?”


“Because there are no Constani Paladins, Korban.  Constani cannot wield blades.  The Priests of Peace are not interested in jousting, or swordplay, or any knightly pursuits.”


“Besides,” Bryce added, “unlike other priests, the Constani are already warriors in their own rights.  Did you see the way they moved in on that Zombie?  The Constani are good friends to have on your side in a fight.  If you always wanted to be a knight because you like battle, you couldn’t pick a better priesthood than that of Constance, I’d wager.”


“Constance is not about battle,” Allora said directly, pinning Bryce with her gaze.  He bowed his head in apology as she said, “The whole point of Constance is preventing battle from happening.”


“Then why are the priests trained in fighting?” Korban asked shrewdly.


“Because sometimes, in order to prevent a larger conflict, you need to place a small one in just the right place.  Peace is a transient state of being.  In order to stop an avalanche, the best thing you can do is to build a wall of stone—the same substance you are protecting yourself from.”


“You remember your lessons,” Jonas said as he approached with another priest.  The tall De Marco was accompanied by a smiling blonde man with a beautifully ornate shield; it had a silver rim, and the steel escutcheon had an intricate engraving of a waterfall on it.

Allora smiled at her brother-in-law.  “Some lessons are never forgotten.”

“And others are.”  Their gazes locked in an uncomfortable stare, broken when Bryce coughed and slapped his knee.

“Seth,” he said jovially, “tell your Uncle Jonas the capitals of all the Kingdoms.”

Seth recited the capitals of the twelve kingdoms on the continent, and Jonas nodded.  “Okay, but…”


“Now,” Bryce said with a wink, “do it in their native tongues.”


Seth had a knack for memorization that often left strangers stunned.  Korban just accepted it as another eccentricity of his brother; like Ramius’ habitual shaking of his left leg when he dismounted from a horse, or Korban’s own smart mouth, Seth had an uncanny ability with memorization and counting.  He was a quiet boy, and didn’t volunteer information very much, but when one peered into Seth’s thoughts, the results were usually startling.


Jonas looked at the nine year old boy.  “Very impressive, Seth.  How did you learn to do that?”


Seth shrugged.  “They were on a list once.  Somebody read it to me.”


The priest appraised the boy for a moment, and traded glances with the blonde Constani, who then nodded. He turned to Seth and said something Korban didn’t understand.  It was lilting, and sing-songy, and Korban was pretty sure it was the Elven language.


Seth repeated it perfectly, and then said something else that sounded similar.  The blonde priest laughed and said to Allora, “You’ve got a treasure in this one, Mrs. De Marco.”


“I can multiply,” Korban said hopefully.  Everyone paused and looked at him.  He had the good grace to not try and demonstrate, and instead walked off into the crowd with burning cheeks.

There were hundreds of people milling around, and more were entering through the drawbridge.  The burlap robes that Korban wore were duplicated over nearly everyone, but here and there a blue-robed Constani would stick out.  Everyone seemed to be happy, and serene, and Korban hated them all for it.


He found a secluded corner to sulk in and sat watching the crowd for a time.  It was much better than sitting around listening to the virtues of his brothers.  Eventually he let his mind wander and stared up at the Blade, which rose in the eastern sky and spread across the south, to set in the west.  He thought it strange that it was called a Blade; an arch would seem a much more appropriate term, since it just went up and over.

But arches were different, he mused.  Arches were attached to larger buildings.  They were, in essence, just doorways.  It was interesting to think that the entire world was within this celestial doorway, sitting on the threshold.


The thicker part of the Blade was lower to the ground, and the higher side thinned out and became sharp.  Korban remembered the legend of the First Dragon, who came down from the heavens and tried to destroy the world.  His ancestor Mace De Marco, so the story went, destroyed the dragon with the sword that Bryce now carried.  To ensure that nothing could ever attempt such a thing again, the Gods created the Blade, to slice through any threat that could not be handled, now that Mace De Marco was no longer around to protect the world.


Knights did protect things, Korban thought, and not just Constani.  He was willing to be such a knight, but here he was, in Pandion.

A Constani emerged from the keep and raised his tower shield, a huge, rectangular piece of reinforced wood.  When he brought the shield down to the ground, it erupted with a low clang across the open space.  He then announced in a magically enhanced voice, “A meal will be served in the dining hall for all pilgrims who wish to partake of Constance’s bounty.”  The crowd began to thin as they went off to be fed.


Seth approached and Korban ignored him, staring at the Blade.  Seth sat next to his older brother in silence for a while.  Finally he said, “Bryce says you’re not stupid.”


“I know I’m not stupid,” he said defensively.


“You’re really good at math.”


“I know.”  He turned to look at Seth.  “What do you want?”


“Nothing.”  He leaned back against the stone wall and looked up to the sky.  “Do you know why they call it a Blade?” he asked.


“I bet you don’t,” Korban challenged.


“Because it cuts through the sky.”

“Everybody knows that.”  Korban got up and stomped off, with Seth following.


“Are you mad?”  Seth asked as he followed.

“Yes.”


“Why?”


“Because I can’t be a knight.  I have to be a priest and I hate it.”


“You shouldn’t.”


“Why?  Do you want to switch?”


“No.”


“Then shut it.”


Korban wandered around the courtyard, trailed by his pest of a brother.  The walls were very high, and there was at least one Constani on each of them, pacing slowly, looking on both sides.  Within the walls were the large, spacious courtyard, and three small buildings.  The largest was the keep, which butted up against the back wall.  There were turrets atop it, and one tall tower.  The small stables sat on one side of the keep with what looked like a barn next to it.  All the other buildings were made of solid stone, and only this barn was made of wood.

Korban walked around the barn for a while, occasionally finding a crack in the wood or a window to peer through.  There were bales of hay and burlap sacks within.


Maybe they’re not sacks, he thought.  Maybe they’re pilgrims who are sleeping.  He peered through a window, imagining that the burlap-robed pilgrims had to sleep in the barn in shifts, and that’s why they were in the barn during the day.  They would be the fattest pilgrims, he mused, since those sacks sure did look big; it seemed appropriate that they would have the meal when all the fat ones were sleeping.


As Korban came off his tiptoes, he saw Seth peering into the barn too.  “Aren’t you hungry?” he asked him.


“No.  Are you?”


Korban ignored him and walked around the perimeter of the barn.  It didn’t meet the stone walls, but left a narrow alley.  It was too small for a normal man to walk through, but wide enough for a boy to slip through.  He slid between the wood and stone, inching along, looking for a secluded place to hide.  Since Seth was following him, it wouldn’t be terribly secret, but there wasn’t anything else to do in this boring place.


He made it all the way through and found himself in a little alcove.  “There’s nothing back here,” he told Seth.  “Go on back.”


Instead his brother joined him, saying, “This is cool.”  It was a small triangle of space between the walls of the barn, the stable, and the outside of the fortress.  There was a small ladder leaning against the stables, and some straw on the ground.  Wanting to get away from his brother, Korban quickly climbed the ladder.  When he got to the top, he wanted to pull the ladder after him, but Seth was already halfway up.  If he got his brother hurt, he wouldn’t hear the end of it from his mother.


He walked across the roof of the stables, taking care to not go too close to the edge.  Not for danger, but more because he didn’t want to be seen by anyone in the courtyard.  Being tailed by his brother was bad enough.


“What is that?” Seth asked.


Korban turned and saw a big door against the wall.  The outside wall.  And they were on top of a building already.  “I don’t know,” he said.  

“Does this go right through the wall?”

“If it did, it would be a great place to dive into the moat.”


They examined the door closely.  It was wider than a normal door, although not as tall.  There was a keyhole-shaped engraving in the center with pipes that connected it to flat discs of glass on random points of the door, which seemed to be coming out from the wall, as if it was just put right against it, not set within it.


“Can we open it?” Korban wondered.


“No.  It’s magic.”


“So?”  Korban scoffed at Seth with all the wisdom that four years can bring.  “Just because something’s magical doesn’t mean it’s impossible.”


“But it usually means you get in trouble.”


“Not if you don’t tell.”


“You’ll tell.”


“No I won’t.  You sit down over there and I’ll do it.  Just don’t tell.”


Seth sat on the edge of the roof, watching the courtyard, while Korban looked at the complex lock mechanism.  There was no keyhole, but there were definitely tumblers inside.  He had seen the inside of a lock once in Shar, when the Guild Locksmith was changing the locks in the Armory.  He showed them how it worked; a series of cylinders all sat even on top, allowing the cylinder to turn, unless the door was locked; then the cylinders were all uneven on top, and even on the bottom.  When the bottoms were adjusted to a specific set of heights, evening out the tops of the cylinders, then you could turn the entire inside of the lock, and the door would open.  Some locks had three tumblers, and some had many more.  The key was made so that it would put all the cylinders at the correct height to turn the lock. It might have just a couple of heights for a simple lock, or many for an intricate one.


This lock was incredibly complex.  There were probably nine tumblers, and they weren’t just cylinders.  They were pipes that ran to different spots on the door, making sharp turns and orbits around the lock to end at nine different circles of glass.

Korban looked closely at the glass discs.  They were connected by slim colored tubes, which Korban supposed must contain the tumblers, since there was no keyhole anywhere.  These nine spokes, evenly spaced, with these glass disks on the end of them were the only feature on the door besides the large centerpiece, which glowed magically.  Korban reached out to touch it, hesitant that it should land him in serious trouble; then, with all the discretion that twelve year old boys carry with them at all times, he said “To hell with it,” and pressed the glowing lock.


The spokes leading out to the discs glowed briefly, and then the discs themselves shone a faint light, accompanied by a beautiful chord of sound.  A number of different tones sounded all at once, and Korban watched in wonder as the discs each sounded off a different tone, in order, and numbers could be seen within the glass discs.


Korban smiled as he looked inside the glass, and all the numbers from 1 through 9 were within.  He pressed the lock again, and the same reaction; a chord, followed by a series of notes glowing with their discs, 1-9, low to high.


Reaching up to the top, Korban pushed the disc that said 1, and the lowest note sounded, followed by the highest note.  Startled, Korban saw that there was now a 9 in the disc that had previously held a 1.


He touched the other disc that said 9, and it made another two-tone sound to change to a 4.  There were now two 4s, one 9, and no 1s.  “It’s a puzzle!” Korban cried, delighted.


“What’s a puzzle?” Seth asked.


“The lock!  It’s a number puzzle.  Okay,” he said placing his tongue on the side of his mouth.  He started pushing different numbers, and they all changed, making a cacophony of sound.  Soon there was just a bunch of numbers, none in order, and Korban stepped back to think.  There must be some way to reset the tumblers, he thought, in case you make a mistake.

He pressed the lock again, and clapped for himself when the beautiful chord sounded, and the numbers all went back to their original position.  Ready to begin the serious work, he touched all of the numbers in order and noted their changes.


“Seth?  Can you memorize something for me?”


“Okay,” his little brother replied.


“9, 5, 0, 6, 2, 7, 3, 8, 4.”


“9, 5, 0, 6, 2, 7, 3, 8, 4,” his brother repeated.


Korban hit all the buttons again, going around in a circle, and read them off.  “4, 2, 8, 7, 5, 3, 0, 8, 6.”  Seth repeated them and Korban went around the circle to recite, “6, 5, 8, 3, 2, 0, 8, 8, 7.”  Next was “7, 2, 8, 0, 5, 8, 8, 8, 3,” and then, “3, 5, 8, 8, 2, 8, 8, 8, 0.”  After that he found the pattern to be “0, 2, 8, 8, 5, 8, 8, 8, 8,” and the last revolution left him with “8, 5, 8, 8, 2, 8, 8, 8, 8.”


By then he had stopped asking Seth to memorize.  For some reason there were 8s all over the place, but no matter how many times he pressed the discs reading 2 and 5, they never changed to 8.  None of the 8 buttons changed to anything else, either.


He reset the lock and repeated the entire sequence, starting from 1 through 9, and going around the circle to see the same thing happen again.  “Almost all 8s,” he muttered.


Then he noticed that after he hit the 1 button, there were never any 1s in any of the discs.  And why was there a 0?  There was not a 0 when the locks were reset!


While he was puzzling this out, a Constani walked by on the top of the outside wall.  
The priest looked down at Korban, who had his finger frozen just above one of the discs.  The big Constani waved with his shield and smiled, walking along on his rounds.


This must be okay, Korban thought.  No trouble here.  Just a kid playing with some numbers.


He watched the children patiently as he continued along the wall, and Korban gave him a small wave before he began pushing the discs again.  The Constani returned his greeting with a nod, saying, “Pretty sounds, eh?” and continued on his way.


Figuring he must not be causing too much trouble, Korban set back into the puzzle once more.  He decided to hit the first button repeatedly, and called the resulting numbers out to Seth: “9, 4, 6, 7, 3, 0, 8, 8, 8,” he said.  Seth repeated this sequence out loud, and Korban said, “Keep saying that.”


While Seth chanted, Korban found this sequence of numbers held true with every single disc.  When he hit the 6, it turned to a 7, then a 3, a 0, and an 8.  The 3 went to a 0 and an 8, and any disc that showed an 8 did not change, no matter how many times it was pressed, until the entire lock was reset.


The only exceptions were the 2 and 5 discs, which only switched between each other.  The 2 became 5, and the 5 became 2, and back and forth ad infinitum.  Like the 8s.


Now that Korban knew the wrong way to work out the lock, he decided to work on the right way.  What were the 0 buttons appearing for?  And why was there never a 1?


He left the lock at what he had begun to think of as the most wrong position, with the discs reading 8, 2, 8, 8, 5, 8, 8, 8, 8.  He could not change them at all, only switch the 2 and the 5 between each other.  This seemed to be the deadest of dead ends.


While he was trying to press all of the 8s, to make sure that none of them ever changed, he accidentally touched two of them at once.  As he did, they both glowed brightly, and changed to 1s!  Excited, Korban hit other pairs of 8s, and wound up with buttons that read 1, 2, 1, 1, 5, 1, 8, 1, 1.


He changed the 2 to a 5, hit the pair of 5s, and had 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 8, 1, 1.  This puzzled him further; how could he make pairs out of odd numbers?  Then he grinned, touching one of the 1s, and he grinned wider as it changed to a 9, then a 4, and on through the sequence that Seth was still singing out until it reached an 8.


Gleefully, he pressed both 8s, and stood back to watch what would happen.  They turned to 1s, identical to all of the other disks, and their identical tones rang in unison.  Light pulsed from the discs to the tumblers in the center, and the light grew brighter over this circle of metal.


The light grew brighter, coming out in a circle, and changing shape…to make a 0.


The buttons reset themselves, reading 1 through 9, and Korban frowned.  “That wasn’t it,” he said dejectedly.


“What’s it supposed to be?” Seth asked.


Could little brothers be any more annoying?  “I don’t know,” he snapped.  “Do you want to try it?”


“No,” said Seth, “I’m hungry.”


“Then go to the dining hall.”


“Help me get down,” Seth said.


“Go on yourself,” Korban said, ready to take on the rest of the puzzle.


“I can’t get down myself!” Seth whined, looking fearfully at the ladder.


“You won’t fall.  You’ll be fine.  Just don’t look down.”


Seth approached the ladder fearfully, then turned and shouted, “If I get hurt, I’m telling Mom it was your fault.”


“Alright, fine, I’ll help you down!  Brat.”  Korban grabbed Seth’s collar and hauled him off to one side, cruelly pushing him close to the edge as he mounted the ladder.


“Korban!  I don’t want to fall!”


“You won’t fall,” he said grumpily.  “Look, I’m below you on the ladder.  If you fall, I’ll catch you.  Okay?”


“Promise?”


“Yes, Seth I promise.  Come on.”  Korban was already halfway down when Seth froze, crying, on the top of the ladder.  Muttering under his breath, Korban went back to the top, and grabbed the back of Seth’s robes.  “I’ve got you.  Come on.  Take a step down,” he said as he pulled.

Slowly, one step at a time, they descended, until they finally made it to the bottom.  Korban was ready to rush back up the ladder when Seth said, “I don’t know how to get to the dining hall.”


“Somebody will show you,” Korban said as he ascended the ladder.


“Korban!  Don’t leave me alone!  Please!”


Korban leapt from the ladder and stomped towards the thin alley behind the barn, shouting, “I didn’t ask to be your babysitter today, Seth!”  He wanted to leave his brother to fend for himself, and teach him some self reliance.  But he was already in enough trouble with his mother.  The last thing he needed was more—he wanted to save how much he could get away with, because if he was going to successfully avoid being a priest, he had to play everything just right.


After sliding through the narrow alley, emerging in the sparse crowd of pilgrims and priests, Korban said, “Come on.  Keep up,” before Seth had even emerged.  Before he could make it to the double doors leading into the keep, he saw his mother near the large entrance, speaking with Jonas and an old man in yellow robes who Korban didn’t know.  Allora seemed uncharacteristically docile; she had her head bowed, and was staring at the ground.  Korban hoped that he would be able to sneak past her without being seen, but Jonas turned just as he was about to make it and said, “Korban!”

“We’re going to the dining hall,” Korban said, trying to slip away.  But Jonas was quicker; he slid an arm firmly around Korban’s shoulders and steered him back towards his mother.


“In a minute,” he said with a smile.  “Korban, have you met—“


“Mama, I’m hungry,” Seth announced.


“I’ll take you down to get something to eat, little one,” she said, taking his hand in hers.  While looking at the old man’s feet, she did a little curtsey, awkward in her burlap robes, and muttered, “Your Excellency.”


Korban didn’t see anything excellent about the old man.  He had rheumy eyes, and wispy hair, and did that strange chewing thing that old people with no teeth were always doing.  Before he could say something suitably offensive, Allora took his elbow firmly from behind.  “Mind your manners,” she whispered to him.


“I know,” he snapped.


As she led Seth inside, the old man started walking unsteadily towards a nearby bale of hay, leaning on his cane.  Jonas guided Korban in the same direction, but instead of following he stopped and said, “You know what?  I’m really hungry.  I haven’t eaten since this morning.”

Jonas frowned at Korban, and then said, “Very well.  Another time, then.  Do you know your way to the dining hall?”


“I’ll find it,” Korban said.  He ran into the keep, and taking the left-hand tunnel, he caught up to his mother and Seth as they were about to descend the stairs.


Allora saw him and said, “What are you doing here?”


“I’m hungry,” Korban said.


“You said you weren’t hungry,” Seth said.


“Shut up.”


“Korban.”  Allora gave him a stern look, and Korban was reminded that he had to pace himself.  If he was going to get thrown out of Pandion, he had to get in trouble at the right times, and for the right reasons.  Meekly he put his head down and followed his family into the large, expansive dining hall.


The food was plain, and somewhat filling; boiled potatoes and mushroom stew, thankfully spiced so it didn’t smell too much like feet.  It was plain enough that Korban could get it down.  While he ate in silence, Seth asked Allora about her tenure in Pandion.


“Oh, it was so long ago, darling,” she said, “I hardly remember it.”


“You have to remember something,” Seth said.  “I remember things from six years ago, and I’m only nine years old!”


Allora laughed, “But I don’t have your memory.  I’ll tell you about it some other time.  Right now I’m a little tired.”


“Perhaps you should rest for a time,” said a Constani who was sitting at the same table.  Korban recognized him from the courtyard, when he talked to Seth in Elven; he was tall and blonde, and had a big smile that put everyone at ease, even Korban.  He felt offended that this man had so easily removed the mood that he had so purposefully taken.  “I’ll look after the boys,” the smiling man said.

Korban frowned at him.  Who was this stranger, asking to take control of himself and his brother?  He was even more upset when his mother gratefully nodded.


“Thank you, Bristos,” she said earnestly.  “I need—to rest, thank you.”


He smiled at her warmly, and Allora kissed her sons on the head before leaving.  Korban said into his stew, “We rested when she got here.  What does she need another nap for?”


Bristos took a deep, satisfied inhale and said, “This is a wonderful place.  Your mother just needs some time to think, I believe.”


“She used to live here, didn’t she?” Seth asked.


The Constani looked at him calmly before responding, “Yes, some time ago.”


“Why?  Was she born here?”


“No.  She came here when she was very young, and this is the first time she’s been back…probably since you were here,” he said to Korban.


“I don’t remember being here,” he said.  “I was very little.”


“You were, sure enough,” Bristos nodded.  “You went through the Mysteries, and Seth will be going through them tomorrow night.”


Not wanting to get into another discussion about Constani lore, Korban said, “I want to go back to the courtyard.  I need some time to think, too.”  He stood quickly before he could be denied permission, and left.


Bristos called after him, “Just follow the torches to—“


“I know,” he snapped.  He left quickly, not wanting to spend time with anyone but himself for a while.
Chapter 6

Seth took his thirtieth bite of stew, finishing the bowl.  He liked ending things on numbers like twenty and thirty.  He didn’t know why, but some numbers just felt concrete and secure.  Thirty was one of those good numbers.


“Why don’t you come with me,” Bristos said as Seth let his spoon clatter in his empty bowl.  


“Okay,” he said as he counted the buttons on the cuffs of Bristos’s robes.  They were brass, and there were sixteen on each sleeve.  The cuffs were large enough to allow three arms to stick through them, but Bristos only had one hand on each arm, so the cuffs dangled.  As he was led across the dining hall, Seth imagined six hands reaching out from Bristos’s robes, and then six hands in place of his feet, and six more in place of his head.  While he imagined this, he tried to figure out how many hands this would be altogether, but couldn’t get it.  He guessed fifty, and it seemed like an appropriately big number.


One of Bristos’ two hands opened the door leading into the labyrinthine keep, and he led Seth through the hallway to the left, and then turned right.  Seth played with the idea of turning left, then right, then left, then right, forever.  In the end, it would not make you go straight, or to the left or right.  In the end it would make you go in some other direction—maybe up.


“How long have you known how to say things in Elven, Seth?” Bristos asked as he led him to a wide staircase.


“Since I heard Fashiu the Elf say ‘Jolatiana kishtur.’”


Bristos let out a quick laugh and then looked down at the boy, holding his hand as they descended the spiral staircase.  “Do you know what that means?”


“No.”


“But you could probably tell me what happened when he said it.”


“Yes,” Seth said.  “He was carrying barrels, and one of them was too heavy for him.  As he set it down to get a better grip, the lid fell off, and fish came flopping out.”


Bristos opened a large wooden door and led Seth into a high-ceilinged room with books lining the walls.  Seth was unable to make a quick count, but he counted the two large tables, the sixteen chairs, and the five candelabras hanging from the ceiling.


“Tell me something,” Bristos said casually, adjusting his shield so that it hung on his back.  “If you don’t know how to translate the words ‘Jolatiana kishtur,’ could you at least tell me what you think it meant?”


Seth frowned in confusion.  “No.”


“Well, think about it.  He was carrying something, and he dropped it.”


“Uh-huh.”


“Have you ever seen anyone else do that?”


“Sixty-five times,” Seth agreed.


Bristos paused and raised his eyebrows.  “And what did people say when that happened, in other languages?”


“Diemos’s teeth, blast, no no no, by Kaith, blast, sorry master sorry, oh stop it quick, Dunturiam, Kaith’s bloody cape, blast it, don’t lose your grip, Jolatiana kishtur, hold on there, no, I’m losing it, blast—“


“So tell me then,” Bristos interrupted, “all the things that people said that you can understand, what kind of things were they?  Like, “Kaith’s bloody cape,” and “Diemos’ beard,’ what—“


“Diemos’ teeth,” Seth corrected.  “’Diemos’ beard’ wasn’t until the fifty-eighth time I saw somebody drop something.”


Bristos whistled low.  “Do you know what we call those things?  The things that people say like that, what they’re called?” he asked.


“Curses,” Seth said.  “Not like an evil wizard does, but just a normal curse.  An expletive.”


“Very good, Seth.  That’s a very big word.  Where did you hear the word expletive?”


“When Ravi the trader was scolded by my dad for using expletives, he asked, ‘What’s an expletive?’ so my Dad said, ‘It’s a curse, you idiot.’”


“And that’s how you knew what it was,” Bristos said, nodding.  “Can you do the same with reading?”


“Do what?”


“Remember things.”


“I don’t read.”  Seth wandered through the books, looking up at the high shelves.  “Nobody could ever teach me how.”


“Why not, Seth?  You’re a bright boy.  You can recite things very well.  Why do you think no one has been able to teach you?”  Seth continued wandering slowly, staring up at the great shelves of books.  There were five hundred and eighty three books on this one wall.  “Do you want to learn to read?” Bristos asked him.

“Very much, yes,” he said quietly.


“Would you like me to show you?”


“I don’t think you can,” Seth said, looking to the ground in a depressed fashion.  “Nobody has been able to teach me yet.”


“Well, just humor me for a few minutes.  I’d like for you to try something.  Come here.”  As Seth approached, Bristos set up a pen and paper on the table.  “Sit down,” he said, pulling out a chair for Seth to set in.  “Now, do you know how to hold a pen?”  As an answer, Seth took the pen and held it between his fingers.  Bristos adjusted his grip and said, “Very good.  Now, do you know how to write any letters?”


Seth calmly wrote out the entire alphabet, and Bristos nodded.  “Very good.  Do you know how to spell any words?”


“No.”


“I thought not.  Well, did you know that this is a word?”  He pointed to one of the letters of the alphabet, and continued, “We use that letter by itself as a word.  So you see, you have already spelled a word!”  


Seth wrote the letter again and said, “That’s a word?”


“That’s right, Seth.  I’ll show you.”  Bristos went over to a nearby shelf and pulled out a large, thick book.  He set it down near the paper and said, “This book is called a dictionary.  Do you know what that is?”  As Seth nodded he asked, “Let me guess.  Somebody told you, or you heard somebody say, what a dictionary is.”


“Mordred asked a page to bring him a dictionary, and the page said ‘Which one is it?’ and Mordred said, ‘It’s the one that I use to throw at you.’”


Bristos laughed and said, “Well, maybe Mordred’s dictionary could be used for throwing, but not this one.  This dictionary is used to look up words.  Like this word you just wrote,” Bristos said, pointing to the letter Seth had written.  “Here, look, this is the letter, and it has its own entry, because it’s also a word.  Do you know what this word means?”  When Seth shook his head, Bristos said, “But you will if I tell you, right?” 


“I think so,” Seth said.  


“I have the feeling you’ll remember,” Bristos said warmly.

*
*
*


After three hours, Seth had memorized the meaning and spelling of every word on three pages of the dictionary.  Bristos was very pleased with the boy’s progress until he decided it was time for them to wrap up and do a little review.


“So spell me a word,” he said.


“Which one?” Seth asked.


“Any one you like.”  Seth stared at the blank sheet of paper in front of him, frowning with concentration.  “It doesn’t matter, Seth, just pick any word that we’ve read here today.”


“I don’t know any,” he said.


Bristos resisted the urge to get frustrated with the boy.  He honestly did not know.  The priest pursed his lips as he thought, before saying, “Always.  Can you spell that for me?”  Without a moment’s pause, Seth scribbled out the letters.  “Very good,” he said.  “Why didn’t you spell that when I asked you a moment ago?”


“Because I forgot how to spell it,” Seth said with tears in his eyes.  “I’m sorry.”


“No, no, Seth,” Bristos said reassuringly, “you have done nothing wrong.  Nothing.  Your mind works a little differently than everyone else’s, that’s all.”


“Ramius and Korban tell me I’m stupid,” he said, fighting back the tears, “because I don’t know how to read.”


“Can they speak Elven?” Bristos asked with a grin.


“No, but neither can I.”


“Can they tell me what that elf said when he dropped a barrel full of fish?”


“Well, Korban can’t, because he wasn’t there, but Ramius probably could.  He was there.”


“No, I don’t think he could.  Nobody can remember things like that except for you, Seth.”  Bristos pressed his thumb into the boy’s forehead.  “You’ve got an incredible mind in there.  Just because it works differently, that doesn’t mean you’re stupid.  It just means you have to be taught in a new way.”


“How?” Seth asked, exasperated.  “There’s only one way to write, and one way to read, and I don’t get it.”


“There might be only one way to do it, but there’s many ways to learn it.  Don’t worry, Seth.  We’ll figure it out soon enough.”  He scooped the boy out of the chair and hugged him close, waiting until his tears were spent, and then he carried him out of the library and up the stairs.  Before long Seth was snoring gently in the priest’s arms, and he had decided: he would accept Jonas’ challenge, and teach this boy to read.

*
*
*


Korban sat on a barrel in the courtyard, slicing away at a piece of wood with his belt knife.  He made the stick into a cone of wood, and before he knew it he was whittling a hilt.  In this little mark of defiance towards his destiny he began carving a sword with his blade, two blasphemies against the temple he was in.


Jonas approached, preceded by the old man in yellow robes.  This struck Korban as curious; the courtyard was filled with burlap-robed pilgrims, and blue-robed Constani, and this old man not only stuck out, but people bowed to him as they passed.  He looked for insignia or crests that would identify him as royalty, but he only wore a small shield pendant on a large gold chain.  He carried no weapons, save for the wooden cane that he leaned upon as he walked.  If he was a Constani, he was one in name only; unlike all the other priests Korban could see, he did not have a shield strapped to his left arm.

When Korban saw that they were walking towards him, he looked back down at his hands and tried to avoid their gazes, hoping they would ignore him entirely.  He knew he was not so lucky, but he gave it a try anyway.


“Hello, young Korban,” the old man rasped.  Korban looked up into the old man’s bleary eyes; he had no teeth, and his lips moved strangely around his gums as he talked, and even as he didn’t talk.  Korban didn’t like him, and he focused once more on his carving.


“Say hello, Korban,” Jonas urged gently.


“Hi,” he said curtly.


“I understand,” the old man said slowly as Jonas helped him to sit on a nearby bale of hay, “that you’re to be joining the priesthood tomorrow.”


“No,” Korban snapped.  “I’m going to be a knight.”


Silence enveloped the three of them, making the hum of conversation around them feel all the more separate.  The tension was something Korban enjoyed.


“Korban,” Jonas said at last, “I don’t believe you’ve met the High Priest.”  If he expected some sort of humility or embarrassment, he was disappointed.  Korban continued whittling away; because he was upset, he sliced too deep.  His sword would have to be a rapier, it now seemed.  “Don’t you want to shake his hand?” Jonas urged.


“I can’t,” he said.  “I’ve got blades in them.  It might set him on fire.”


To Korban’s surprise, the old man chuckled.  He had been expecting an admonition, or a scolding, or even a disapproving cluck of the tongue; the chuckling unnerved him.


“May I see that?” the old man asked, holding his hand out.  


“The wood, or the knife?” Korban asked.


“Both, if you please.”  Korban handed them over, and watched as the old man did not burst into flame.  He caught the boy looking at him curiously and said, “Come, now.  Surely there must be some way that we Constani butter our bread?”


Against his will, Korban laughed.  Jonas slid his shield onto his back and crossed his arms, casually watching the crowd, trying to not be obvious about his eavesdropping.  


The old man continued, “I am rather fond of knives.  A good throwing knife could always catch my interest as a boy.  But this,” he let the metal knife drop into the dirt, “this is crap.”


“Hey!” Korban said, picking it up.  “My father gave me this!”


“And a fine present it would make for a little boy,” the High Priest said, leaning closer.  He held the oblong, unfinished carving up between himself and the angry Korban.  “This, however, is the work of a man.  It puts that little dagger to shame.”  He handed it back.


“This is just a stick,” Korban said.  “It can’t hurt anyone, but my knife can.”


“Is pain the only use for a weapon?” the old man asked as he looked to the sky.  “I can think of a great many uses for a great many things, and pain is something I do not look for in my tools.  Beauty, creativity, and guts.  That’s what I like to see.”  He wagged a finger at the carving in Korban’s hands.  “That little piece has got character.  Your blade—it’s boring.”  He waved it away as if it were not significant enough to waste a breath on, but he did so anyway.  “A simple blade, identical to every other blade in the world.  But that one there,” he pointed again at the misshapen carving, “that’s unique.”


Korban held them both, one in each hand, looking between the two.  “I would find one of these very useful,” Korban said, “whether it was for fighting, or whittling, or buttering my bread.  The other one would not be so useful.”


“But usefulness is not its purpose, or else why make it out of wood?  Tell me, if you had both of these knives for your entire life, and you should lose one of them when you’re old and grey, which would you regret the loss of more?  The trusty blade that skinned your rabbits and cut your cheese, that you could replace by visiting any merchant that happened to pass by?  Or the creation of your very own hands, that has the distinct imprint of your skill and personality upon it?”


Weighing them both in his hands, Korban said, “It’s not that good.  I’m not even finished yet.”


“You do not need to be,” the old man said.  “The completion is not important.  It is the act of creation that gives your carving life.”  He put his weight onto his cane and stood, and then knocked his cane against the ground a few times, and looked once more up into the sky.


“I carved this stick for myself with a very boring blade,” he said.  “I could use this stick for a weapon, if I chose, and Constance would be upset with me.  But she allows me to use it as a walking stick, because that is its purpose.  Our shields,” he said as he fingered the token shield around his neck, “have a purpose also.  You would be surprised to find out what that purpose is, I suspect.”  Without meeting Korban’s eyes he walked away, Jonas hovering silently beside him.


Korban jumped off the barrel and bellowed, “I’m still not going to be a priest, do you hear me?”  Everyone in the courtyard turned to see the boy blushing furiously as the old man looked back at him.


“The choice is not yours to make, my son.  Your mother has to repay her debt.”


He shuffled away, leaving Korban standing alone in confusion.  His mother?  A debt?  What was he talking about?  Running after him, he called, “What debt?  My mother—“


Jonas swiftly turned and placed his shield lightly on the ground, but held it so firmly that Korban felt as if he was running into a brick wall.  He knocked into the plain silver shield and fell, before looking up at his uncle with betrayal written all over his features.


“The High Priest is done speaking with you,” he said firmly.


“Where’s my mother?” Korban screamed from the ground.


“She’s in the Grand Temple.  Lower your voice.  You’re making a fool out of yourself.”


“I don’t care,” Korban said as he leapt to his feet.  “Do you think I care what a bunch of priests think of me?”  Walking towards the keep he continued screaming, “I won’t be here very long.  I’m leaving as soon as I can, and I’m going to train to be a knight!  I’m the son of Madison De Marco, and I hate this place!”


As he entered the wide doorway he could hear the old man muttering to Jonas, “You were right.  He is an insufferable ass.”


Holding back tears, Korban though, Good.  If I can get these guys to hate me enough, they won’t want me here.  Getting thrown out of Pandion seemed like an easy enough task, and to make it happen, there was no better place to lose his temper on his mother than in the Grand Temple.  He stormed through the huge double doors, saw hundreds of silent pilgrims praying, and drew a deep breath into his lungs.
Chapter 7


Ramius walked through the town aimlessly.  Dane had given him the day off, and would be swayed by no arguments at all.  Ramius slept every night, and that was too much time away from learning to be a knight, in his estimation.  Now Dane wanted him to waste a whole day!  It had only been a month since he began his training in Ralston, and there was so much more to learn.  Spending an entire day doing nothing seemed fruitless.


He had tried practicing his swordsmanship to relax when Dane came striding up, and he took the sword from Ramius’ hands before he even knew that his master was within his guard.


“A day off means no practice,” he said to the squire.


“But I’m not practicing.  I’m playing!” Ramius protested.


“You were practicing your thrusts, and that’s not what a day off is for.  Go stare at the clouds for all I care.  You need to relax!”


Unwillingly, Ramius left the ranch.  At least there was an errand to run.  His right boot had worn the sole thin at the ball of his foot, and would likely injure him if he did not get it repaired.  With all the work he did on Dane’s ranch, poorly tended boots could cause him a serious injury.  The thought of spending a week off of training while healing from a gash on his foot made Ramius grateful for the opportunity to fix his boots that day.

There was an excellent pair of boots in his gear, Ramius remembered with a scowl.  He had worn these old boots for the trip, and planned to save the new boots (with the De Marco family crest on the ankle) for the beginning of his training.  Now he had to make do with old, patched boots.


Ramius walked through Ralston, following Dane’s directions, until he saw a sign on one of the buildings with a large brown boot on it.  The sign was attached to a sturdy log cabin with windows on the front so the shop could be seen.  The shop looked small and musty from the outside; Ramius supposed that living quarters must take up most of the house.  In Shar, merchants rented small stalls for doing business, and lived elsewhere.  In the small town of Ralston this was probably the most feasible economic setup.


Still feeling awkward about going into someone’s home to do business, Ramius knocked politely on the door.  He could see Nathan through the window, cutting through a strip of leather.  He looked up, perplexed, and waved at the boy to enter his shop.


“No need for knocking, I’m open for trade,” he said happily as the door opened.  “You’d be Dane’s new squire, wouldn’t you?  The young De Marco?”


“That’s right,” Ramius said as he puffed out his chest, showing his family crest.  “I am Ramius, and I would like to have a boot mended.”


“Sure, sure, set it up here,” Nathan said as he scurried about, clearing a space on his workbench.  Ramius tugged off the boot and gave it to him and began looking around, examining the selection of new boots that the craftsman had made.  He came across a rack with dozens of strings laid upon it, and fingered through them, wondering what cord would be doing in a bootmaker’s shop.


“What are these for?” Ramius asked without even turning around.


“Ah, a new trick of the trade.  Those are called laces.”  Nathan put a boot into Ramius’ hand, and the front was wound up like a woman’s corset.  The thought set the boy’s cheeks to flushing.


“See, we put in the laces, and then you can pull them tight, making the boot snug around your foot!”


Ramius looked at him skeptically.  “Aren’t boots supposed to be tight around my feet anyway?”


“Sure, sure, but how difficult is it to get your boots on and off?  Wouldn’t it be easier if the boot was bigger while your foot was getting in and out?  Here,” he said, “give me your foot.  You’re about the King’s size, aren’t you?  No, one size smaller—oh, blast!  We’re in King Gareth’s size now, aren’t we?  I still forget.”  He dashed back and rifled a bin next to the door that held many boots.


“What about the King?”


“Sizing, young sir, standard sizing.”  He found a pair he thought was suitable, slipped one over Ramius’ bruised foot, and began threading the laces through two rows of hooks that ran down the front of the boot.  “You see, if you buy a pair of boots from me, and you want it repaired by someone else, that bootmaker has soles that are already cut in the same standard sizes that I cut.  Makes the trade easier…for trading.”  He cackled at his joke and began tying a complex knot.  “All the craftsman make their standards by the King.  All my boots are sized by the King’s foot; they are either larger, or smaller, or the same size.  When we change Kings, like we did six years ago, all of our sizes change, too!  I’ve been making boots for so long I forget who’s King and who’s not.  There!” he exclaimed.  “Give it a walk!”


Ramius stood hesitantly on the boot.  It had felt like a leather sock going on, but was now quite snug.  He smiled and said, “It’s wonderful!  How does it work?”


“Well,” Nathan replied smugly, “it’s really quite simple.  I got the idea from watching a lady wind up her corset.  The same principle, really.”  Ramius blushed again and began picking at the knot.


“How do I—does it come off?”


“Oh, sure, sure, of course it comes off!” Nathan said.  He pulled on one of the laces, and the knot fell away.  Ramius withdrew his foot easily.


“Wow.  I’m impressed.  Can you do that to my boots?”


Nathan chuckled.  “Well, sure, sure, but it would cost near as much as buying a new pair.  With those worn out clod-hoppers, you might want to consider taking a look at some new boots.  Here, look around, and I’ll work up an estimate for fixing your old ones.  Then you can make your choice.”


Ramius nodded happily.  He appreciated merchants who didn’t try to bully him into making a decision.  Smiling, he browsed through the merchant’s wares.  Many of the boots were sturdy and well made.  Some were obviously used, but had been spruced up or implanted with hooks and laces for resale.  One pair in particular caught his eye, especially when he found his family crest imprinted on it.


“Where did you get these?” Ramius asked.  He put the boots onto the workbench, and Nathan examined them for a moment.


“Oh, sure, some trader came through, and wanted six pairs of laces and some doeskins.  He traded me this and…those black boots over there, if I recall.”


“These are mine.”


Nathan looked up happily, thinking he had just made a sale.  When he saw the young squire’s scowl, he asked, “Yours?  Come again?”


“Do you see this?” Ramius asked, pointing at the crest on his tunic.  “Notice how it matches?  This is the De Marco family crest.  I wouldn’t expect a peasant to know such things, but you should at least be aware of when you buy stolen goods.”


Nathan stood, planting his fists on his table.  “Oh, should I, then?  Sure, sure, have you never bought anything that’s been stolen at some time?”


“Never.”


“How do you know?”


The question took Ramius off guard.  “Because—I don’t deal with thieves.”


“How do you know?” Nathan pressed.  “A trader comes through, and offers you a deal, do you stop to inquire about the history of every previous owner?  No, you don’t, do you?  Then you can’t know.  I can’t know, and I prefer it that way.  I run my shop as an honest man, because that’s all I can do.  Why, if I turned away every trader—or customer!—that I had doubts about, I might as well close up shop.  Six gold to fix these boots, twenty to buy those new.  What’ll it be?”


Ramius didn’t know what to say.  Finally he said, “My mom bought these for me before I left.”


“Sure, sure, and I bought them from somebody else.”


The boy turned the boots over, reminiscing.  “She told me they would be good for kicking.  I don’t know why she said that.”  He met the shopkeeper’s eyes.  “Everything I own was stolen on my way into town.  Whoever sold you these probably did it.  I’d like you to tell me who that was.”


Nathan stared hard at the squire, and then started looking shiftily around.  “Well,” he said, “it would not be right for me to drive away my regular customers.  It would—tell you what, why don’t I just give you the boots and we’ll call it even.  All right?  Sure, sure.  Go on then.”  He sat and began shaping a piece of leather into a toe.


Ramius stood there quietly for a minute.  Nathan glanced up at him and said, “Well?  Toss off, then.  You’ve got your pair of boots.”


“And you have received nothing for what you paid for,” Ramius said.  “That is not fair.”


“Fairness don’t last long in the merchant trade, young sir.  Sure, sure.”


“It should.  Here,” Ramius said as he dropped the boots on the bench.  “Fit these boots out with those laces, and I’ll pay for the boots, full price.  You can have my old boots, too.”


Nathan looked him up and down, and then grinned.  “Done,” he said, reaching out to take the young squire’s hand.  As Ramius gripped the shopkeeper’s hand, he held it tight.


“One more thing,” he said, “that I’d like you to throw in.  I want to know who sold you these boots.”  They both knew who it was; but in order for Ramius to press charges, he would have to have proof.

Nathan snatched his hand back.  “No deal,” he said.


“He’s a thief!” Ramius said.


“He may be, sure, sure, but what if somebody came to you tomorrow and wanted to know who sold you the laces on these boots?  You’d send him here, and I would have trouble.  If I found out you sent it here…I might have a grievance against you.”


“I already have a grievance against this thief,” Ramius said sternly.


“And he doesn’t have one against me.  I aim to keep it that way, because I do business with him, and whether he is legal or otherwise elsewhere, his trades with me are fair.  I won’t stab another trader in the back who never stabbed me first.”


“You’re ignoring what’s right,” Ramius fumed.


“I’m a merchant.  Sometimes I have to, to stay in business.  Now, do you want me to lace these boots for you or not?”  He took out a long dagger and sliced down the front of the shiny new boots.


“Fine,” Ramius said.  “How long?”


“Two hours.”


Ramius stalked out of the merchant’s shop, irritated and barefoot.  The dusty roads in the center of town were free of rocks but scratchy.


He supposed he could wait in the tavern until his boots were finished, but after the last time he entered and left a laughingstock, he had no urge to repeat the experience.  He wandered through the buildings for a time, familiarizing himself with the lay of the town.


As he reached the edge of town, he heard someone singing mournfully.  Following the sound, he found Burgo in the stocks.  His head and hands were trapped between two large pieces of wood that had three small circles cut between them, and his feet stood on the ground with his hips in the air.  It was apparent he had been in the bent-over position for some time, unable to relax or find comfort.  He sang an old ballad about a knight who spent his whole life chasing a magnificent beast, and one day he caught it, condemning himself to live the rest of his life in sorrow.


Ramius liked the song, but didn’t much care for Burgo’s voice.  He sounded like a forlorn wolf that had been singing off key for three days.


When Burgo finished the chorus, and stumbled on the words in the next verse, Ramius came to the front of the stocks to face him.  “Hello, Burgo,” he said.


Burgo swung his head around to look at the young squire.  He was unshaven and filthy; someone had thrown fruit at him, and the remnants lay caked around his face.  “Yunglo’ Ramius!” he slurred.  “Good’n t’see yuh.”


“Burgo…are you drunk?”


“Sure’snuffing, I’ma drunk.  Do you thinks I’da go through this shober?”


“But…how did you get drunk?”


Burgo began to cackle.  “Me anth’ abarkeep, we goes wayyyyyy back.  He doesh me favores.  Ees’a goobman.”  Burgo laughed, and a bit of spittle came out of his mouth.


“It’s not right,” Ramius said, “what they’re doing to you.  I believed you in court.”


“Sure, and so’d everyone.  But th’cour, tha’s not wherr’s jushtice.”


“It should be.”


“Naw, naw, you wann’seeuh justish?  You know’ere I gotta justish?”  Burgo grinned.  “Ih’s inma pokket.”  He smiled, showing gaps in his teeth, and Ramius turned to leave, thinking he was crazy.  But then Burgo started screaming, “Naw!  Naw!  Ma poket, m’lor, ma poket.  Come see.  Come.  Come.”


Hesitantly, Ramius approached, unsure of what manner of “justice” could be found in a drunk man’s pocket.  But he felt he owed it to the man to humor him.  After all, it was partially because of Ramius that he ended up in his situation.


Following Burgo’s slurred instructions, he reached into the pocket of his pants and pulled out a slim necklace.  When it hit the light, Ramius recognized it instantly: it was his lucky golden chain!


“Burgo!” he exclaimed as he came around to the front of the stocks.  “How did you get this?”


Burgo cackled and said, “I got me own thief.  He’s ta get paid when I get’out; he got tha, and some gold besides!  We’re thievin’ th’thieves!  Hahahaha!”  Burgo managed to execute a little dance with his legs, while waving his hands up and down in the stocks.  Ramius frowned and looked down at the chain.  “Young’shir?  Yuir’nhappy?  Wheref’?


“This is stolen,” Ramius said.


“’N we’vus stolen i’baack,” Burgo grinned.


“Burgo, I…I cannot be a part of this.”  He looked once more at the chain that he had owned since his sixth birthday, and then slipped it back into Burgo’s pocket.  “You keep it.  You’ve earned it.”  Burgo resumed singing the mournful ballad, and Ramius went back into town.


Something did not feel right to him about the chain any more.  It was his, once, but now it had been stolen twice.  How long would the thievery continue?  How many times would the chain be stolen?  If stealing was necessary to keep something, Ramius decided he would rather let it go.

After wandering around town for a time, the boy poked his head into the smithy.  Therion, the short blacksmith with meaty arms, was working a piece of hot iron on his anvil.  He held it with long tongs in one hand, and pounded on it with a wide hammer held in the other.  He always struck twice; once on the iron, once on the anvil.  Ching-ching, ching-ching, went the sound, echoing throughout the small room.  Not being told to scram, Ramius felt comfortable enough to come all the way in, and looked around at the walls adorned with tools and hammers, swords and scythes, shields and spears.  The huge flaming pit in the center of the room made it incredibly stuffy, and the boy found himself sweating immediately.


Although he was feeling damp in the armpits, the blacksmith was drenched.  His hairless arms and head showed thick streams of sweat, and as he swung his mighty blows water would fly off in all directions.  Ramius watched the iron being shaped into a wide, flat shape, and noted with interest how the careful blows made the metal turn and widen.


After a time the Blacksmith stood straight, turning the glowing shaft of iron through the air, and set it down in a wide, shallow box filled with water.  The steam that flew up in a great cloud filled the room immediately, making it even more humid and hot.  As the steam cleared Ramius saw the smith smiling at him.


“Dane’s lad?” he asked, grinning wide to show a missing front tooth.


“Not by birth, but yes.  I’m his squire.”  Ramius gave a small wave, unsure if he should offer to shake hands, and when he saw the smith shake off one of his huge glove, he quickly extended his arm.  It felt like it was being grasped by a fish that had just come out of the water and the frying pan all at once, but the grasp was firm.  He shook in the rustic style, grasping forearms.  Ramius liked the solid connection.


“He send you here for a shoe?  I set him up with his new herd last week.”


“No.  I didn’t ask him, but…if you didn’t mind…I wouldn’t be in the way…could I just watch for a while?”  Ramius tried to be confident and forthright, as his father always was in dealing with strangers, but he was intimidated by the easy comfort this man had with his trade.


“Sure,” he replied amiably.  “Name’s Therion.  Move slow in here, and don’t touch anything hot.”  He grinned his tooth-gap grin once more, and Ramius smiled back, trying to find an unobtrusive spot to watch from.  Therion, however, would have none of it.


“Stand here,” he instructed, “and put these on.”  He tossed a pair of thick leather gloves into Ramius’ chest, and when he put them on, they came all the way up to his elbows.  Therion grabbed another pair for himself and said, “Here.”


He gave Ramius the long iron tongs, and Ramius took hold of them delicately, assuming he would be holding them until the smith needed them back.  Instead the hairless brute picked up another pair of tongs, sitting in the fire, and fished out the end of an iron rod lying in the flaming coals. 


“Grab that,” Therion said, pointing with his own tongs.  Ramius reached out with the iron pincers, trying to carefully place them on either side of the glowing metal.  He danced around the end for a while before Therion moved in swiftly with his own shorter tongs in one hand, decisively grabbed the iron in one swipe, picked it up, and dropped it.  “You won’t hurt it,” he said.  “Grab it.”


Ramius clamped down with his tongs and lifted.  It was strange having so much weight balanced on the end of the long tool, and he moved it around after it was out of the flames to get used to it.  “Now what?” he asked.


“After the fire, the anvil.”  Gingerly Ramius placed the metal across the top of the anvil, keeping his tongs on it so that it would not fall.  The rod, about two cubits in length, ran across one edge of the anvil’s top.  Therion took the tongs from Ramius’ hands and held it flat, even smacking it down to show his authority over the metal.


“Now grab a hammer.”


Ramius looked at the wide array of hammers mounted on the wall and asked, “Which one?”


“Any one you like.  You’re just going to play for a bit.”


There was a big, wide hammer that Ramius noticed when he first walked in.  Its handle was short and it looked like a stack of griddle cakes with a shaft of wood sticking out.  He pulled it off the wall and dropped it straight to the ground.


Therion roared with laughter.  “You might want a lighter one than Betsy to start out with,” he advised.


“No,” Ramius said, heaving the hammer into the air, “I’ve got it.”  It was difficult to move the hammer in any direction but down.  Nonetheless, with some heaving and panting, he positioned it over the iron to make his first fall with it.


Sparks flew in every direction, including towards Ramius.  He jumped back, dropping the hammer again, and hurriedly brushed the sparks off of his clothes.  He looked up at Therion, mortified, and was told, “Here.  Hold this.”


Ramius took the tongs, pushing the iron firmly into the anvil.  He might be stuck watching for a while, but he was going to do his accessory job very well.  He glared at the iron, promising himself that the tongs would not let it fall.


He was pleased to see Therion blow out a big gust of breath as he lifted ‘Betsy’ up off the ground, and saw veins standing out of his massive biceps as he returned it to his place against the wall.  Then taking a leather smock, the Blacksmith looped a string attached to it around Ramius’ head and tied another behind his back, securing the protective apron.  “This way you won’t burn those fancy clothes.


“Now watch,” Therion said as he grabbed a tiny hammer.  He showed Ramius the proper way to strike the metal, angled away from you, so that the sparks flew back into the forge.  The young boy had a hard time keeping the bucking metal within the grips of his tongs, but once he was used to the direction it would be moving, it got easier.


“Why do you always hit the anvil afterwards?” Ramius asked.


“Let’s see what happens when I don’t.”  Therion struck the iron fifteen times, all on the metal, and then held up the end of the hammer to show the red-hot dust that had accumulated there.  “If this cools on the head of my hammer, I’ve ruined it.  So while it’s hot, I smack it off.”  He banged it a few times on the anvil, and then showed the head to Ramius so that he could see how it had mostly disappeared.  “Now you try.”


The tiny hammer was much easier to handle.  It allowed Ramius to really change the direction and power of his strikes, and to see what changes they would make in the metal as it was struck.  It seemed odd that the smaller hammer would offer so much more opportunity, and the larger one, that was so much more powerful, was nearly useless.


After a time the metal became more difficult to bend and mold, and Ramius noted that it was no longer as bright a red as before.  “Is it getting cooler?” he asked.


Therion nodded.  “Now we’ve got two choices.  We can put it into the fire, or into the water.  Which one do you think we should do?”


“I don’t know,” Ramius said.  “What are we making?”


“Since we don’t even know that, let’s put it back in the fire,” Therion said.  “Let’s trade tools again.”


He reached out to take the hammer from Ramius, and offered him the tongs.  He took them carefully, squeezing tight, and lifted the misshapen iron rod from the anvil to toss it into the coals.


“If we were finished,” the blacksmith said as he removed his gloves, “we would have put it in the water to cool it, and make it stronger in that shape.  Because its stronger, its harder to bend later.  But those are your strongest weapons: those that go into the fire, the anvil, and the water, in one go.


“Those that go back and forth, the metal gets weaker.”


“I’m sorry,” Ramius said.  “I didn’t mean to ruin the metal.”


“Don’t worry.  A wheel rim or a set of nails doesn’t need to be as strong as a breastplate does.  You put your strong metal where you need the strength, and move the rest around.  Good job.”  He grinned at the squire and looked around, saying, “I’d best be getting back to work.”


“Can I stay and watch?” Ramius asked as he took off his gloves and apron.  “I won’t get in the way.”


“You’re not skipping out on Dane, are you?”


“No, sir.  He told me to take the day off.”


“Good.  He’d have me in as much trouble as you if he found out I was helping you get out of some chores.”  He pulled out a new stick of iron and selected another hammer before going back to work.


Ramius learned much more about striking an anvil by watching the skilled Blacksmith work.  His blows all had a purpose; they slowly transformed the plain cylinder of iron into a curving scimitar.  Although Ramius had known that the blade had thicknesses and lengths that varied at the different points upon it, he had never considered until now how much attention must go into every detail of the weapon.  Pounding the iron flat, and bending it into a curve, would result in an ugly piece of metal; the graceful blade now being forged was a work of art.


Just as Therion immersed the still-glowing blade into the trough of water, someone else entered the small room.  It was Sasha, looking put upon and irritated that he was in a room with such disagreeable environmental conditions.  Ramius wanted to snap at him to go outside if he didn’t like it, but this was not his place of business.


“What can I do for you, sir?” Therion asked good-naturedly.


“Resize these,” Sasha said condescendingly, as if he was ordering about a servant.  He held out a pair of gauntlets that Ramius recognized instantly as his own.  “They were apparently built for a gnome, and I would like them fitted to an average man’s hand size.”


“Those are mine,” Ramius said quietly.


Sasha looked at Ramius disdainfully before raising an eyebrow at Therion.  “If you’re going to have your apprentice do the work, I’ll take my business elsewhere.”


“You’ll be doing no business this side of the Valley of the Dawn if I’m not the one doing it,” the blacksmith said brusquely, taking the gauntlets from his hands while keeping his eyes on Ramius.  Then he looked back at Sasha and said, “Come back tomorrow.  I’ll do them myself.”


“See that you do,” Sasha sniffed.  He swept out of the smithy, and Therion wordlessly handed the gauntlets to Ramius.


He inspected them, and saw the familiar scratches from the wear and tear they had incurred during his brief tutelage under Bryce.  They were definitely his.


“That bastard’s a thiever,” Therion said.  “Everyone knows it.  As far as I’m concerned, he never came in here today, and you can have them gauntlets back.”


Ramius put one of them on, slipping his young hand in easily, relishing the familiar feel.  Then he took it off and set them both down on a nearby table.  “That would be stealing,” he said quietly.


Therion looked at him in confusion for a moment.  “But…they was already stolen.”


“That does not mean that stealing them again would be right.”  He smiled tightly and left the smithy without another word.


He nearly collided with Sasha when he went out into the bright street.  Before he could even get his bearings, Sasha said, “Oh, good.  I didn’t know if I could go back into that dreadful heat.  Tell your master that I will be back at the end of the day today, and not tomorrow.”  When Ramius did not reply, he said, “Did you hear me?  Boy?”


“I heard you.”


Sasha frowned at him.  “You need to learn to respect your betters,” he said, twisting his gloves in his hands.


Ramius smiled.  “You are not the only one with noble rank in this town.”


Whatever comment Sasha was about to throw back at Ramius was stopped as he confusedly tried to process what Ramius had said.  Then realization broke over his face and he said sinuously, “I heard Dane was training a new whelp.  Well, that’s news.  You just keep your tongue in your mouth and your eyes in your head. My father, you know—“


“Yes, I know of your father,” Ramius said.  “He breaks the law.  And he will pay for it.”


“My father is the law,” Sasha sneered.


“No,” Ramius said.  “He’s just a little man with a badge.  And you’re a thief.”


Sasha stepped back haughtily, taking on an affected air to which he was clearly accustomed.  “A thief?” he screeched.  “Did you just malign my name?”


Ramius stepped in quickly, and looked up into the taller man’s face from only a breath’s distance.  “You try and press charges against me, and I’ll see that you get some real justice when you’re not looking.”


Sasha’s face had frozen.  They stared each other down before the thief swept away saying, “You’re lucky I have an obligation elsewhere.  If I weren’t on the road tomorrow morning, you would be in the stocks.”


Grimly Ramius watched him leave, choosing not to deliver the message to the blacksmith.  Although he would not steal the gauntlets from Sasha when he was expecting them, perhaps in a few days he would buy a pair from Therion that just so happened to fit him perfectly.

After the two hours were up, Ramius went back into Nathan’s shop to pick up his boots.  The bootmaker happily plopped them onto the table; they shone with a new shine, and the laces were symmetrical and even.


“These were once stolen,” Ramius said.  Nathan watched him warily.  “But now they are paid for.”  Ramius put the gold down onto the table as Nathan smiled, bemused.  


The young squire sat and tried on the boots.  “They fit marvelously!” he said.  “How do I tie the laces into that knot?”


Nathan chuckled as he showed the knot he had used.  “This is a knot you won’t be using on your ranch,” he said.  “Doesn’t do good for holding things together if they’re of any size.  But it keeps the cord in the same spot, which is what you want for a boot.  There.  Now you try.”  Ramius tried to replicate the knot on the other foot, and with a little help he did it.  “Take this,” Nathan said as he handed him a scrap piece of shoelace.  He swiftly tied the knot and said, “So you don’t forget.”


Ramius thanked him and made his way out of the shop, enjoying the walk to Dane’s ranch in his new boots.

Chapter 8

Korban stalked down the aisles of the Grand Temple, a cavernous room with huge pillars and thick candles everywhere.  There were dozens of people, maybe hundreds, scattered throughout the temple, and an altar at the front of the room.  Korban looked left and right at the identical burlap robes covering identically kneeling bodies for all of half a minute before yelling, “Mom!  Mom!  MMMMOOOOOOOOOOMMM!!!”  A number of women raised their head and looked to him, fearing for an instant that it was their own child calling out.  All but one of them lowered their eyes once more, and Allora stood from where she knelt on the other side of the temple.  Korban yelled as he stalked towards her, “What is this I hear—“


Korban’s screaming was hushed by his mother’s violent whisper, “Be QUIET!”


He kept silent until he stood directly before her, and looked up into her furious face squarely before saying in calm, outraged tones, “You owe Constance a debt?”


Her countenance softened, and she said quietly, “Let’s go outside.”


“No!  I want you to tell me right—“


The tantrum was cut off by her hand clamping over his mouth.  While she had never hit him before, this was awfully close, and his burst of fear was replaced immediately by anger.


“We will discuss this outside,” she said firmly, keeping her hand clamped on Korban’s struggling lips as she nearly dragged him from the temple.


Once in the courtyard he flew from his mother’s grasp and shouted, “What do you owe to the Constani?”


Visibly controlling herself, she took a breath and said, “Perhaps we should talk in a place more private.”  The pilgrims and the Constani nearby were all staring.


“No!” Korban shouted.  “Tell me right now!  What do you owe to Constance?”


Looking at him expressionlessly, she said, “You.”


“Why?” he demanded.  “Why do I have to be a Constani?”


“Because you are the second son,” she sighed exasperatedly, as she repeated what had become a mantra in their arguments for years.


“Why can’t I be a Demian priest?  Or an Arminian?  Why here?”  She said nothing, but tears began welling up in her eyes.  “Answer me!” he shouted.


“Does it matter?” she asked, her voice close to breaking.  “You seem determined to hate the life of a priest, so does it matter which god you follow?”


“Does it—Mom!  Of course it matters!  How would you feel if someone ordered you to follow a different god than the one you felt close to?  If someone demanded that you worship a god you don’t agree with?  It isn’t fair!”


“No,” she said, as tears slid down her cheeks, “you have made sure that it will never be fair.”


“So now it’s my fault?” he demanded.  “I didn’t ask to be born the second son.  I didn’t ask to come to Pandion.”


“But you have, Korban.  Stop fighting it.”


“No.”  The courtyard froze in the stillness, watching the mother and son facing each other with different forms of rage.  Korban panted with his fiery, violent anger, while his mother seethed with her quiet fury.  She looked at him calmly, without feeling, and watched him without moving for a time.


Finally she said, “Then you will fight fruitlessly all your life.”


“Tell my why,” he demanded.  “You used to be a priestess.  What do you owe to them?”


She began to walk away, and Korban moved to block her path.  “Answer me!”


“I have to sit down, dammit!” she yelled.  “Come over here.”  She pushed past Korban and went quickly to the corner of the courtyard next to the stables.  The stench was awful, but Korban gritted his teeth and stalked after his mother to find the truth behind his destiny.


She sat slowly, demurely, on a wooden crate.  Korban paced ferociously in front of her, without removing his eyes, like a predator watching his prey.  She took a few deep breaths, including one that nearly turned into a sob, before finally exhaling slowly and regaining control.  Seeing some people gathered behind Korban she yelled, “Should we sell tickets?”  Korban looked back to see the abashed eavesdroppers dispersing.


“Tell me,” he ordered as he turned to face her once more.  “Why am I here?”


“You’re here because I married your father,” she snapped.  Without waiting for his next question she continued, “I was stationed here for ten years.  On one of my last missions I was set to guard a Fortalian artifact as it was transferred from Shar to Kiron.  It was stolen.  Now, mistakes happen with the Constani, and a penance is issued for those who fail in their duty.  Before I could perform my penance, I married your father.”


She smiled as she stared at the ground, momentarily lost in thoughts of her husband.  “He was…so strong, Madison.”  She looked back up into the eyes of the second son she had with him, who shared those blue eyes, and said, “He was with me on that journey.  I would have died without him.  There was a nasty wizard, ready to kill me, but—Madison ran him through just in time.  Picked me up, and spirited me away, just like in the fairy tales.”


Looking around her at the formidable walls, she continued, “He brought me here to be healed.  I was pretty banged up.  Even with the magic, it took me six weeks to get back on my feet.  And he stayed with me the whole time.”  Idly she spun her wedding ring around her finger.  “That was our courtship period, with me in bed, unable to move.  As soon as I could sit up, he got down on his knee and proposed.”


“And?” Korban urged.  He had heard variations on this story plenty of times before; from his mother, and his father, and the bards who sang about them, writing new fairy tales with his parents as the stars.


Allora looked up, startled out of her reverie.  Setting her face in firm lines, she said, “The temple did not give me a transfer to Shar.  I knew there had to be some opening, in that huge city, but…they did not care for Madison.  He was a warrior, swinging a sword, and a philosophical difference that big was not easy to overcome.”  She sighed.  “I came here as an orphan, when I was twelve.  Because I had no parents to approve or disapprove the marriage, that meant I had to gain the temple’s consent.”  She met Korban’s defiant eyes with her own, saying, “So I threw my shield over the wall, right up there, and I left the temple.”


“For Dad?” Korban blurted.


“Yes.  But I still had not performed my penance.  They agreed that I could marry Madison, and leave the priesthood without fulfilling my obligation, as long as I swore to give them my second born son.”  As Korban crossed his arms she said, “You.”


“So I’m here because of your mistake.”


“My mistake,” she flared, “is what brought your father and I together, and if it wasn’t for my mistake you would never have been born.”


“Sometimes I think that’s not such a bad thing,” Korban said as he stormed off.  “I would be better off than having to live a life I hate!”


He didn’t see his mother crying behind him, but he heard her sobs.  Good, he thought.  She needs to know how it feels.
*
*
*


Korban wanted to go somewhere that nobody could bother him.  In a walled fortress filled to bursting with people that had all seen him thrown one tantrum or another, his options were few.  As he left the stables, many were watching him openly, to see the fallout of the dramatic argument.  He turned and went straight for the back of the barn, and slid into the slim alley between the wood and the stone wall.


Snaking through, he made it to the triangular space between the barn and the stables, and climbed up the ladder.  When he reached the top, he saw his brother sitting on the edge of the roof, dangling his legs off the side.


“What are you doing here?” he demanded of Seth.


“Listening to you and Mom argue,” he replied.


“You shouldn’t be nosy,” Korban said, looking once more at the magnificent door.  “Go away.”


“I was here first,” Seth sang.


“I don’t care!  Go away!”


“1, 9, 4, 6, 7, 3, 0, 8, 8, 8.” 


Korban scowled.  He had been looking at the door, and wondering where he had left off, and Seth gave it right to him.  If he was going to continue working out this puzzle, the only available method of forgetting his argument with his mother, and his fruitless destiny, he was going to need the annoying little brat.”


“Okay, you can stay,” Korban said, “but you have to be quiet.”


“Even if you ask me something?”


“No, stupid.  Be like a servant.  Speak only when spoken to.  Got it?”  After a moment, Korban turned to face him and said, “Got it?”


“I’m being quiet,” Seth said coyly.


“Good.”  Korban resumed his examination of the fascinating door.  He tried running through the sequence he figured out the last time, getting Seth to repeat it, until he had the buttons back at the wrong sequence: 8, 2, 8, 8, 5, 8, 8, 8, 8.


He knew how to get all of them to 1, and after doing so, the lock glowed and showed either a circle or a 0, and the locks reset.  “That must be it then,” Korban muttered.  “0.”


“What?” Seth asked.


“Nothing.  Go away.”


Starting with the 2 and 5, Korban paired them up and made them 1s, and took them through the sequence until they were 0s.  Seth was standing at his elbow, picking his nose.  Ignoring him, Korban carefully took all the other discs through sequences until they all read 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 8, 0.

“Now what?” Seth asked.


“I’m working on it,” Korban said.  He reset the lock and tried doing the 2 and 5 pair last, but the 8 button was always there!  It never changed to anything else but 8.


“I’m bored,” Seth said.


“Then go away.”


“I can’t get down without you.”


“Then you shouldn’t have come up here without me.”


“Let’s go.”


“No.  You go if you want.  I’m staying.”  As if to prove his point, Korban started pushing the glowing discs again, and Seth stomped around on the roof.  Korban kept returning to the same problem; lots of 0s, and one 8.  He reset the lock and continued returning to this difficulty, idly enjoying the music of the tones emitting from the door as he pushed the glass discs.  As he completed the sequence, bringing all but one of the numbers to 0, he pushed one of the discs too many times, and it turned…to another 8!


Laughing, Korban pushed the two 8s in unison, and they turned to 1s.  He took them each through the sequence until they both read 0, and all of the discs flared brightly.

Korban stood back and watched as all of the discs started glowing, and the pipes connecting them to the lock began to glow, and then the lock glowed brightly and began to spin.  The light bathed Korban’s face in its radiance, and his wide eyes shone with excitement.


“Hey!” somebody screamed.  “You can’t do that!”


People were always trying to take away anything fun, Korban thought.  He reached for the door, and pushed it open quickly before anyone could keep him from his prize, finding out what was behind this magnificent door.


When he did, the entire world fell away below him.


Inside was an abyss, so large and long that his mind could not comprehend it.  It was full of emptiness, as far away as the night sky, and the emptiness reached out in large tentacles that swirled around each other.  Korban could not feel the ground beneath him, or the world around him; he supposed that somewhere far, far behind him was the outline of a door as he sped into the abyss.


He felt a hand on his shoulder, and he turned to see who was in the abyss with him.  As he looked up into the face of the Constani on patrol, he saw blue sky above, and gasped.  He was not lost!  He was still in the world!


Korban spun his head back around to look at the door, and saw that the Constani’s shield was in the way.  He was nearly in the man’s embrace, and peering over the top of the shield he could see the tentacles of the abyss reaching out of the door.


“Stand back!” the priest ordered.  He rudely shoved Korban behind him, and slammed the door closed with his shield.  The echo sounded supernatural; the boom traveled through the courtyard and out into the sky beyond.  More Constani were running towards them.  The one who shut the door leaned against it and took a deep breath; when he turned, his eyes were full of tears.


Momentarily disoriented by this big, emotionless man’s tears, Korban simply stared.  He barely noticed when Jonas spun him around and began yelling into his face.


“What were you thinking?  Do you have any idea how close you came to destroying us all?”


Everyone was extremely agitated.  Korban wasn’t sure where he was, or what had happened; he did the best thing he could do in such a situation, which was pass out.

*
*
*


When he awoke, Korban was surprised to see his mother sitting next to him.  She was reading, and looked up as he moved.  “Where’s Seth?” he asked blearily.

“He’s fine.  How are you?”

“You’re not still mad at me?” he asked.


“No, honey.  Of course not.  You gave us all quite a scare.”


“What…was that?  Behind that door?”


Allora pursed her lips.  She looked at the walls around her before she spoke.  “This is an ancient fortress, Korban.  Constance is the Goddess of Protection, and there are some very…dangerous things in the world that need protecting.  That door was one of those protections.”


“Not good enough, by my estimation,” said a voice nearby.  Korban sat bolt upright; striding towards them was Mordred, the closest adviser to the King.  He was tall and menacing, with wrinkles on his face and a sparkle in his eyes that came from an incredible intelligence.  Mordred had been called the smartest man who ever lived, and Korban always felt afraid in his presence.


“How did you get here?” he blurted.


Mordred walked right up to the bedside and leaned over Korban’s face.  He put a thumb on one of the boy’s cheeks and pulled it downward, as he gazed into his eye, and then repeated this on the other side.  “One of the benefits to being a sorcerer,” he said, “is the luxury of teleportation.  I don’t know that I’ve walked more than a mile in one day since I was thirty.  Do you see this?”  Mordred cupped his hand, and held nothing in it.  Korban shook his head.


“Your hand?” he asked.  “Is that what I’m supposed to see?”


“Yes, and that is all you are supposed to see.  You are lucky the Great Abyss didn’t split your mind in half.  How did you decode the lock?”


Korban looked guiltily at his mother, and then back at Mordred.  “The Constani on guard saw me, and he didn’t say anything.  I was just playing with it, and I…I figured it out.  I didn’t know I would get in so much trouble.  Honest.”


Mordred smiled broadly at Korban, who had the unnerving sense that a python looked at a nest of eggs this way.  “You did nothing wrong.  As a matter of fact, you did something very right.  That lock is set to keep anyone except the smartest people in the world from looking in that door.  Do you know what it is?”  Korban shook his head.  “That door is sealing a rift in reality.  Some time ago, there was a rather catastrophic battle here, and someone ripped reality to try and get in.  After the battle they never could quite patch it up, so they locked it shut.  Rifts like this are useful for magicians, because we can learn a few interesting facts about the universe by contemplating it.  Of course, if our minds are not properly trained, it can drive us completely mad.  You are fortunate that your brains did not jump out of your left ear.  I must be off.”


With a flourish, he spun and disappeared with a popping sound.  Korban looked wide-eyed at his mother.  “He is so damn weird,” she muttered to herself.  Looking back at her son, she said, “Sorry.  Are you okay?”


Korban nodded.  “Was it true?  What he said about the gate?”


“That you have to be very smart to open it?  Yes.  It’s a test.  The reasoning goes, if you are smart enough to figure out the puzzle, then your mind can handle looking into the abyss.  If you can’t, then you won’t hurt yourself.  It’s a protection.”


“How come I can do it?”


“Because you’re very smart.  This is what I get for teaching you geometry when you’re seven, I guess.”


“Does that mean I could be a wizard?”  His mother looked at him in silence.  “I mean, I would still be doing magic.  Wouldn’t that be something?”


“Korban,” she said, “I want to ask you something, and I don’t want you to get mad, or answer me, or anything.  I just want you to think about it.  Okay?”


Korban looked at his mother guardedly.  “Okay,” he said.


“Could you enjoy being a priest?”


The sharp answer that sprang immediately to Korban’s lips was silenced by the genuine look of concern on his mother’s face.  Wow, he thought.  She really gives a damn.  They looked at each other for a while longer, and then Allora left Korban alone with his thoughts.

Chapter 9

“I don’t understand why you didn’t take the chain back,” Dane said when Ramius told him of his meeting with Burgo.  They were at the forest to the east of Ralstom, chopping trees and hauling them to the nearby timberyard.  “It was your chain.”


“Master!” said Ramius, shocked.  “I would have been a party to thievery!”


“It’s your chain, Ramius,” Dane repeated.


“Two wrongs don’t make a right,” Ramius said, dutifully repeating the maxim that his father had told him thousands of times.  Not him, exactly; he was usually saying it to Korban, but Ramius heard it frequently, nonetheless.


“There were two wrongs committed with the chain,” Dane agreed.  “Sasha stole it from you, and Burgo stole it from Sasha.  Then he offered it to you as a gift.  Is that chain forever tainted because of its history?  Would you never wear it again?”


Ramius looked down to his boots, shiny and new, and said, “Yes.  If I could purchase it back, then—“


“Then Burgo would be making money for stealing it from a thief.  Would you want to reward Burgo’s dishonesty?”


“I don’t know!” Ramius cried, exasperated.  “I would rather not get the chain back ever again.  It was stolen, it’s gone, and I’ll never see it again.”


“Wrong,” Dane said, standing.  “You have a task.  I don’t care how you do it, but you are going to get that chain back.  Find some way to satisfy your morals, but you are going to find stolen goods coming through your hands in the future.  If you don’t define for yourself now how it is that you feel about that, then you will be hobbled by this compulsive honesty for the rest of your life.”


“Master!  Are you telling me to steal it back?”  


“No, not to steal it.  Don’t do anything that goes against the knightly code of ethics.  Don’t do anything that your father would not be proud of.  But find some way to get that chain back into your possession again, and do it right.”


“I don’t even know if the chain is still—“


“Burgo is in the stocks until sundown.  The chain’s with him.”


“How can I get the chain,” Ramius said, “without doing wrong?  If I pay for the chain, then I have rewarded Burgo for thievery.  If I take it from Burgo without paying for it, then I have stolen it.”


“Not necessarily,” Dane corrected.  “Burgo offered it to you as a gift.  If you took it as a gift, what would be so wrong about that?”


“It was stolen, Master.”


“That is correct.  It was stolen from you.”


“But then, it was stolen from Sasha!  And that act was wrong!”


“Should we punish Burgo for it, then?”


“No, but…well, maybe.  Stealing is wrong.”


“All the time.”  Dane frowned at his student.  “Some things are always wrong, no matter what, is that it?”


“Of course.  Stealing, murder, lying, these things are always wrong.”


“You would kill someone in battle, wouldn’t you?  That’s murder.”


“But—no, it’s not murder.  It’s killing someone in battle.”


“It’s still taking a life.  Does that make battle wrong?”


“No, Master.  In battle, both combatants understand they are risking their life.  But murder is when the victim doesn’t know that death is even an option before it comes to them.”


“So if both people know it’s coming, then it’s not wrong?  How is stealing any different?”


“Because the victim of the theft doesn’t know it’s coming,” Ramius replied logically.  “Therefore, it is like murder, and not like battle at all.”


“Don’t they expect it?” Dane asked.  “Why else would they lock their treasures in a chest, unless they thought someone would take it?  One of the implicit assumptions with possessing wealth is that someone can try and take it from you.”


“But that doesn’t mean you should,” Ramius said stubbornly.


“No,” Dane agreed, “it doesn’t mean you should.”

Later that day Dane and Ramius were nearly finished with one of their races to the timberyard, dragging huge trees behind them as they huffed and puffed to beat each other to the pit three leagues distant where the trees were sawed into boards, when they saw the bloody elf.  He was stumbling as he walked, dripping blood from a wound on his shoulder, and as he breathed he made a sucking sound.  Master and pupil both dropped their trees and ran to him, and the elf collapsed in their arms.


“It’s okay,” Dane said, smiling into the weak elf’s face.  “You’ve made it.  You’re safe.”  He looked to Ramius and said, “Make us a stretcher, would you?”


Quickly Ramius dashed over to some of the smaller branches they had cut recently.  He found two that were man-height and grabbed the blanket that they had folded into a pouch to carry their lunch in.  As he snatched it, the picnic scattered everywhere, and he pulled it along with him back to where Dane was giving water to the wounded elf.


Laying blanket on the ground, Ramius laid the sticks parallel on top of it and folded the blanket over them.  He helped Dane lay the elf on the blanket, and as they lifted the thick poles the weight of the elf kept the blanket from unraveling.


They walked slowly to keep the ride smooth for the wounded traveler.  Dane led the way back to town, which gave Ramius the opportunity to watch the elf as they walked.  He was pale, and red-haired, as all elves were, and he wore the white robes that designated him a full Druid of the Sun.  His wounds were plentiful, and many looked to be in various stages of healing.  The Everlost East, the wilderness behind them, was incredibly vast; some said it was a month’s journey between the human kingdoms in the West and the Elven homelands far to the East.


Ralston was the last place to stop for supplies for those making the eastward journey, and the first civilized outpost for the Elves traveling west.  They ritualized the ordeal, and the Crossing was something that every elf was supposed to accomplish at least once in their lifetime.


Quickly they made their way to the Temple of Fortalis, near the center of town.  As they made their way through the streets, people began to gather, and word began to spread.


“An Elf has come through!”


“A Druid has completed the Crossing!”


“Water!  Bring Water!”


“Water?  By Kaith, bring some mead!  It’s time to celebrate!”


Hurriedly the two nobles outran the crowd and made it into the cool temple dedicated to the God of Healing.  Within there were three priests praying, and one of them looked up as they entered.  He swept over to the other two and bent down to whisper in their ears.  Whatever trance they were in had ended, and they all rose to meet Dane as he led the stretcher within.


“This elf needs your help,” he said simply.


“Bring him over here.”


They led the stretcher to the front and laid it on the altar.  Ramius quietly took the poles out of the blanket and leaned them against the wall; the grey blanket, now drenched with blood, nearly covered the entire altar.  All three priests closed their eyes and chanted to Fortalis, the God of Healing, and within a moment the elf’s eyes opened and he gasped, before lapsing back into unconsciousness.


The priests sighed happily.  “He will survive,” one of them said, and went to a nearby wardrobe and took supplies out of it.  The oldest priest held his hands over the wounds, chanting, and a white light shone from them as the gashes closed and the bleeding slowed.


The two nobles retreated to the shadows, watching patiently.  “Master?” Ramius whispered.  “I—well, I feel stupid asking this, so I guess that means I should ask it.”


“Good lad,” Dane grinned.



“Well, there’s something I’ve never understood.  The elves have to make this incredible Crossing over thousands of leagues of wasteland once in their life.”  Dane nodded.  “Why?  Why do they have to come here at all?”


“The Valley of the Dawn,” Dane replied quietly.  “What direction is it from here?”


“West.”


“Not very dawn-like, is it?”


“No, but from Shar, the sun rises in that valley.”  Ramius glanced at the symbol of Shar on the shoulder of his master’s tunic, two mountain peaks with a rising sun between them.


“Don’t you think it’s odd,” Dane continued, “that the valley is named proper for the humans in Shar, but not for the Elves who worship the sun?”


“That is odd,” Ramius conceded.  “But the name is a human name anyway.  In Elven it probably means ‘Valley of the Sunset.’”


“No, it means Valley of the Dawn.”  Dane grinned.  “It’s confusing, I know.  But here’s the legend that will clear it up: the elves believe that their god Lumos was born in that valley.  He leapt up into the sky and started traversing the heavens immediately, but that valley—that’s where the sun was born.”


“So they have to go back to the place of their god’s birth,” Ramius nodded.


“Not only that,” Dane said with a wink, “but they have to see it proper.  With an actual Dawn in it.  That is the whole point to the Crossing—they have to see the dawn in the Valley of the Dawn.  If they could see far enough from where they live, they could watch the sun set through that valley—but that’s not where Lumos died, it’s where Lumos was born.  They need to change their perspective in order to see things clearly.  Their entire journey, moving into the human lands—it is all for changing their perspective.”


The Fortalian priests finished cleaning the elf of blood, and began bandaging the wounds.  Dane put his hand on Ramius’ shoulder.  “We’re done, lad,” he said.  “Time to go.”


They walked towards the entrance of the temple and found the way barred by a large Priest of Demos, dressed in sleeveless green robes.  His huge muscles quivered with rage as he said, “He has not completed the Crossing.  He is not yet at the Valley of the Dawn.  Healing him now will make him weak.”


“He didn’t take on the Crossing for your god,” Dane snapped.  “He did it for his.”


The priest crossed his massive arms across his chest.  “The Everlost East is the province of Demos, and we cross it to prove our strength.”


“Yeah?  Well, we might, but he’s not one of us.  Get out of my way.”  They stared fiercely at each other for a moment, and Ramius thought it was going to come to blows.  Finally the priest stepped aside, and Dane said to him as they left, “Don’t you be trying to stop him, or we’re going to have some words.  You hear me?”


He sneered at Dane as they descended the steps and went into the small crowd gathered below.  Dane silenced all their questions and made a brief announcement: “There’s an elf on a Crossing inside.  He met us outside of town and asked us to take him here.  Tomorrow he’ll probably continue on.”


“Is he dying?” someone asked.


“No, he’s fine.  The Fortalians are just patching him up.  Come on,” he muttered to Ramius.  “Let’s go.”


“Wait,” Ramius said.  “I’ve got to go get my chain.”


Dane nodded, following his pupil to the stocks, where Burgo was passed out.  His voice was made raspy by the wood digging into his throat as he sagged limply.  Ramius approached cautiously, saying, “Burgo.  Are you awake?”


“Wossat?” Burgo said blearily as his hips moved back up into the air.  His breathing returned to normal, and he smacked his lips.


“Burgo, may I have my chain back, please?”


“Yoch’ain!” Burgo crowed.  “I’s imma pocket.  S’fur yoooou.”  He grinned as Ramius slipped a gold coin into this pocket and removed his chain.


“Thank you, Burgo,” Ramius said as he came around to look at him once more.  “I’m sorry you are in the stocks.  Do you need anything?”


“Whisskee.”


“Okay, Burgo.  Have a…nice day.”  Turning to his master, Ramius said, “Can we make one more stop before going back to work?”


Dane nodded, smiling with curious eyes.  Ramius led him to the tavern, which was deserted except for the barkeep.  As they entered he got up from a chair by the fire, where he was stirring bubbling stew in a cauldron.


“Dane!  Good to see you back.  Yuir here for an afternoon nip?”


“Nope,” he said, shaking his head as he looked to his pupil.


“I have a request, good barkeep,” Ramius said as he met the large, laughing man in the middle of the room.  “My friend Burgo would like some whiskey.”  He held out his golden chain to the big man, who took it in one of his meaty palms.


He looked at Ramius in perplexity.  “This here…it’s worth five times more than all the whiskey Burgo could drink.”


“Then I am counting on you,” Ramius said as he turned to leave, “to donate the difference to a temple of your choosing.  Good day.”


Dane was shaking with silent laughter as they left.  Once they were out on the street, he led the way to the ranch and said, “So that solves it, then, does it?”


“It does,” Ramius nodded.  “I have not profited from a theft.”


“But you have lost your property.”


“No, Master.  I have made a trade.”


Dane nodded approvingly.  “But what if the barkeep doesn’t keep his word?  What if he keeps the chain, and doesn’t bring Burgo any whiskey at all?”


“He will,” Ramius said confidently. “He is Burgo’s friend, and I could tell he felt ashamed to take such a high price for a favor he would do for free.  Even if he does take a cut for himself, a temple gets donations, Burgo stays drunk, and I am not a party to thievery.”


“Clever,” Dane said.  As they passed the temples he craned his neck to make sure that Maguver hadn’t forced his way into the Temple of Fortalis.


Ramius asked after they passed him, “Master?  Why was that Demian Priest so angry?”


“Because he’s a sodder, that’s why.  The Demians seem to think that a journey in the Everlost East is for proving that you’re strong enough to do it, and if you don’t get there on your own, without any help whatsoever, then you cheated, and you shouldn’t have made it.  Maguver there is a bit of a fanatic; he tries to stop the cheaters.”


“He thinks we shouldn’t have offered our help?”


“Nope.  Not until the elf made it to the white sands in the Valley of the Dawn.  That’s the way the followers of Demos would do it, see.  So they want everyone to do it that way.”


“But…the elves don’t follow Demos.  They have their own god.


“You see my point.  I just hope Maguver doesn’t do anything stupid tomorrow.”


“Like what?”


“Like you’ll see, if he does it.  If not, I don’t want to spoil the surprise.  Come on.  Grab your tree.”  They picked up the tall, thick trees they had dropped earlier and continued dragging them to the timberyard.

*
*
*


The next morning, Ramius got to see.  Dane took him into town at dawn, and as they entered the main square, the big Demian priest could be seen striding towards the temple of Fortalis with a massive hammer enclosed in his fist.


“I call you weak!” he screamed at the temple.  His voice echoed off of the nearby buildings, and Dane lead Ramius over to sit on the steps on the town hall.  “Nathan,” he nodded to the bootmaker, who also took a seat on the steps.


“Always makes for a good show, Maguver,” Nathan said amiably.


“Hope this time he gets his ass singed off,” Dane muttered.


“What’s going on?” Ramius asked


Nathan looked at him and smiled.  “You’ll see, sure,” he said.


One of the Fortalians opened the door to the small temple and said, “Maguver, go away.  He has asked us for our aid, and we have given it.  This is no business of yours.”


“My business is strength!” he bellowed.  “That elf is not strong!  If he wants to complete his Crossing, he has to go through me to do it!”


“Let me through.  It’s fine!” they heard from the inside of the temple.  “It’s fine.  He’s right,” the elf said as he pushed past the priests and strode down the steps.  “He really is right.  I am weak.  I’ve only made it three thousand leagues on foot, but what do I know about strength?”


Quickly he lashed out with his staff, which he had held behind his body as he approached the Demian, and caught him on the jaw with a loud “CRACK!”  Not even giving him the time to recover, he struck him six more times with the polished wood.  Finally the priest’s hammer made its first blow, taking the elf in the side, throwing him across the square.


Maguver looked after him and paused to spit out a mouthful of blood.  “You’re not strong,” he taunted.  “You may be crafty, but the white tiger will take you.”


“Gotta catch me first,” the elf said with a smile.  His yellow eyes glowed and he swept the end of the staff towards the priest, and flames erupted from its end, catching Maguver full in the face.  Some of the spectators started clapping.


“Sure, sure!  I knew he was going to get burned this time,” Nathan said happily.


The Demian priest dropped his hammer and began clawing at the flames consuming his head, finally pulling up his robes to smother them out.  The growing audience, now about a dozen people, got a good look at his loincloth, and then at his furious, soot-smeared face when he dropped the robes and charged.


He screamed with a primal fury, attacking only with his fists.  The elf, now fully healed thanks to the help of Fortalis, leapt onto a nearby wall and kicked off of it, flipping over the charging priest’s head.  Maguver had obviously been planning on tackling the elf into the wall, but when his quarry moved, his momentum did not.  He ran into the building at full speed, stunning him for enough time to allow the elf to make his escape.


“Many thanks!” he waved at the Priests of Fortalis.  He ran quickly to the main gates, and reached them just as Maguver made it back to his feet.


The crowd began to disperse, and one of the Fortalians approached the beaten Demain priest.


“If you would like,” he offered quietly, “we can tend your wounds within.”


Maguver straightened his spine and spat out more blood.  “Demos makes me strong,” he muttered.  “I do not need your weakness.”  With that he walked proudly back to his own temple.


“Hey, Maguver!” Nathan called.  “Looks like Demos didn’t make you strong enough today, yeah?”


Maguver shook his fist at them as he yelled, “I have made him stronger!  I bring the pain of Demos to all who are weak!”  He grabbed the handle of his hammer and walked quickly up the steps to the Temple of Demos.  Nathan laughed at him as he left.


“He’s such a buffoon,” he said as he stood.


“Bet he could take you in a fight,” Dane said.


“Sure, sure, he could.  But what he don’t get is that Demos don’t just give you strength for battle.”  He grinned, winked at Ramius, and walked away.


“So,” Dane said, standing and turning to his pupil, “what have we learned today?”


Ramius stood as well.  “That Maguver is a crazy zealot?”


“Very good, you were paying attention.  But what have we learned about knighthood?”  Ramius furrowed his eyebrows, looking around.  The only two knights present were himself—well, knight-in-training, at least—and Dane.  The entire battle had happened without their intervention. 


Ramius thought for a second and then said, “That sometimes we should sit things out?  That every battle isn’t ours to fight?”


“Good guess.  No, what we learned today is that sometimes doing a good deed can cause someone trouble later on.”  He nodded with his head and led Ramius down the main street out of town.


“But…we couldn’t have left him there, in the forest!” he protested.


“That’s right.”


“So what should we have done?”


“What we did.  We should have helped him to the healers, and made it possible for him to go on his way.”  Dane stopped and looked Ramius in the eye.  “If our aid gives them trouble later on, that is not our concern.  We did what we could, and we did all that we could.”


Ramius nodded.  “If he couldn’t hold his own against Maguver, then—“


“Then it is no business of ours.  Did it come about because of our actions?  Yes.  But we did what we had to do, and we cannot be held responsible for that.”


Ramius chewed on this as his master led him through the main gate on the western end of town, and they circled the perimeter to get to his ranch, on the east side.


“Dane?  Why is your ranch outside of town?”


“Because it’s too big to fit inside those walls down there.”


“But if it’s dangerous to be outside of town at all—“


“It is.  Unless you have some proper acquaintance with the environment outside of town.  Lord Shelley wouldn’t be able to walk a lap outside of the town walls without getting attacked, and he knows it.  If we were to be attacked, we can defend ourselves.”


“What are you attacked by out here?” he asked, looking around suspiciously.


“Plenty of beasts.  This is untamed land; bears and cougars come by, even a blink dog or two.  Most times, when we find dead humans outside of town, it’s from ogres.”


“This is Ogre territory,” Ramius said knowledgeably.  “And we are civilizing it.”


“No, we are annexing it.  There was a civilization here already—it just wasn’t ours.”


“But—the Ogres aren’t civilized!” Ramius replied in horror.


“No?  What makes a civilization, Ramius?”


Ramius thought about the high culture of the court of Shar.  “Books, and music, and laws, and diplomacy, and—“


“And ballroom dances and sparkling crowns?  The Ogres have all of that too, son.  They have their own society that very few ever get to see.  But it’s there.”


“I thought the Ogres were nothing but savages.”


“Most do.  And they are very savage by nature.  They are born hunters, and most of them don’t bother with learning how to count or what it means to share.  But look down there,” he said as he pointed to the guardhouse.  Three guards were playing dice, and one of them started yelling at another.  As they started shoving one another, the third one quietly swiped all of their money.  “Are we really so different?”


Ramius frowned.  Ogres were savage beasts; they had to be.  They were huge, and slovenly, and covered with fur and teeth like any other beast of the forest.  Dane’s comparison of the lower human classes might show that humans could be bestial as individuals, but did not show that Ogres were anything else.


“I don’t buy it,” Ramius said finally.  “Everything I have ever heard about Ogres says that they are brutes, who stop at nothing for blood.”


“And why should you believe anything but what your fairy tales say, eh?”


Puffing out his chest, Ramius said, “I do not read fairy tales!”


“You should,” Dane said with a smile.  “Fairies are some of the best story tellers there are.  Come on.  Let’s take a ride.”


“Where are we going?” Ramius asked excitedly as he followed his master.


“We’re going to see these uncivilized brutes.”  He led his pupil into the stable, where they saddled their horses and mounted.  Once they were back out into the bright sunlight, Dane stopped his horse and drew his sword.  Ramius saw him watching him, so he, too, drew his short sword; here he was, with a full-fledged knight, ready to go off and do battle!  The excitement pounded through his veins, and his fear of the bloodthirsty Ogres was subdued by the knowledge that Dane, the greatest knight in Shar next to Ramius’ own father, would be riding into battle with him.


Then Dane threw his sword into a pile of freshly dug earth.  Ramius watched the handle uncomprehendingly as it swayed back and forth.  “Now you,” his master commanded.


“But—master, what if we—“


“Now, Ramius.”


Hesitantly Ramius tossed his sword aside, as he would throw a javelin, and it fell to the ground next to his master’s.  He would have to polish it that evening to get the dust off of it from treating it so poorly.


Sullenly he followed as Dane said, “Come on,” and rode down the path leading out of the ranch.


As they rode out of the gate and turned to the north, Ramius asked, “How are we supposed to defend ourselves without our weapons?”


“A sword isn’t the only weapon you’ve got, boy.”


Frantically Ramius took an inventory of himself.  He had a boot knife, that was true; was he supposed to fight an Ogre with that?  What if the Ogre had an incredibly large greatclub, like the one on the tapestry in the Dimarkon Mansion?

A throw, Ramius decided.  He would have to throw once, striking the Ogre in the eye, or the throat, or right into the heart, killing it with a single blow.  Knife throwing had never been his best skill, but if experience was the best teacher, it seemed he would be getting an incredibly good lesson today.
Chapter 10

Korban rose early, unable to find any amount of comfort on the stone floor.  I am a De Marco, he thought proudly.  After years of sleeping in feather beds in Shar, how was he supposed to get used to sleeping on a mat on the floor?


Untangling himself from his blankets, he slowly made his way to the door, careful not to wake his mother or Seth.  Bryce, he noticed, was no longer there.  He must have risen even earlier.


The hallway was very dim; torches were at the corners of corridors, so there was always light visible, but sometimes it was a long hallway in between torches.  Korban followed the directions of the triangles on the torch sconces, as Allora had instructed him if he ever got lost.  Sure enough, they led the way out of the underground maze and up to the surface.


The sun had not yet risen, but the sky was lightening.  Korban nodded to the sentry next to the main doors, and pushed one of them open to go out into the courtyard.


Bryce was in the center, practicing with his broadsword.  He looked so graceful, Korban thought; the sword nearly caressed the air above as Bryce guided it in wide arcs around his body.  He moved sinuously as he worked, practicing some sort of defense that protected both sides.  He had his feet planted wide, and facing one foot, he bent his front knee and moved the sword across his front, with the point towards the sky, and then brought his hand around above his head, protecting his back with the point down.  He then turned his upper body to face over the other foot, and repeated the movement with his sword.  After a dozen cycles, Korban saw that he was adjusting the level that his hilt was at during the sequence.  He was trying to perfect the movement!  Korban got excited as he watched, silently cheering his uncle on.


Bryce seemed to find a height he liked, and then he tried the movement extremely fast, four times.  Korban like the way it looked; it was clean and fluid, and if he had a spear, he would have found it difficult to reach Bryce’ torso with the point, no matter what direction he was facing him from.


“You’re leaving your legs exposed,” the boy said as Bryce came back to a stand.  


The knight looked surprised to see him there, but quickly recovered and said, “Not so much.  Try and get me.”


Korban approached warily.  They both knew he was unarmed.  “Use your arm, nice and slow,” Bryce said.  “Pretend it’s a sword blade.  Go for my knee.”  Once Bryce took his stance, Korban complied, slowly sweeping his arm in a sideways arc towards his uncle’s leg.  Just as slow, Bryce used only his wrist to spin his sword, catching Korban’s arm with the flat of his sword.  Once the rotation of his wrist was complete, and Korban was parried, Bryce moved back into the sequence.


“Because I’m not using my wrist for this cover, I can make this rotation at any point,” Bryce said.  He demonstrated, twirling the great broadsword above his head, in front of his belly, and on each side.  “This is the best defense against multiple attackers.”


“It’s incredible,” Korban said.  “Can I try it?”


Bryce froze.  He stood up straight, appraising his nephew.  Then he silently offered him the hilt.


Korban took it gratefully, not showing how surprised he was by the weight.  It was a larger sword than any he had handled before; he always liked this sword, and the way the “MACE” engraving on the hilt was visible even from far away.  He now realized that the wide golden hilt made it impressively heavy.


The small boy adjusted his stance and held the hilt low, as he had been taught by Ramius.  Raising the point, he was pleasantly surprised; the blade was not nearly as heavy as the rest of the sword, and with the center of gravity in the center of the hilt’s crosspiece, it was very easy to move the tip of the sword in space, so long as the weight of the hilt was held solidly.


This is a masterful weapon, Korban thought as he executed a few moves with it to familiarize himself with the balance.  If I were a knight, I would want a sword like this.


Happily he looked up at his uncle, who was smiling with pride.  Korban grinned and mimicked his defense, straining to move the hilt above his head.  After a few passes, he got the hang of it, and understood what his uncle had been practicing.  If the height of the tip of the blade could be kept constant as it circled the body, it was very easy to adjust the distance the blade was from the body.  Korban extended his arm and spun his wrist, attempting the move to protect his legs.  The sword landed firmly in the dirt.


Bryce laughed.  “Better to try that one when you’re taller,” he said with a smile.  Korban beamed with pride, feeling like Ramius must have for the past two years, while he was being informally trained by Bryce.  I hope he trains me, Korban thought.  Just as he was considering asking his uncle to foster him officially, to take him away from all this stupid Constani business, Bryce’s smile fell as he looked over Korban’s shoulder.


Korban turned to see Jonas, with his silver shield and clenched fists, frowning at the both of them.  “I wonder,” he said as he crossed his arms, bringing his shield in front of him, “if it is wise to let a Constani boy play with swords.”


“I’m not a Constani boy yet,” Korban said defiantly.


Bryce gently took the sword from his small hands.  “But you will be,” he said quietly.  “This probably wasn’t smart.”


“No,” Jonas snapped, “it wasn’t.  We’re all trying to work with the boy to get swords out of his head, and you’re giving him a lesson on them in the Pandion courtyard!  This is outrageous!”


“Jonas, I’m sorry,” Bryce said as he sheathed his sword.


“Don’t be sorry,” Korban said.  “It’s not your fault.  I just wanted to try out one move.”


“You have many moves to learn, Korban,” Jonas said.  “Just not with a sword.”


“Is it so bad to be interested in different things?”


“Yes, when you are fighting with belief.  A Constani gets his power from following certain rules.  Rules like this one: we do not use bladed weapons.  After today, you will be living by those rules.”


“So I can learn to hide behind my shield.  Great.”  Korban kicked the dirt, scattering stones everywhere.  Normally he would have apologized for making someone else’s boots dirty, but this small act of rebellion was all that was allowed to him.  “If I’m going to train to be a bodyguard, this big Constani protector, shouldn’t I know some fighting moves?”


Jonas scowled at him, and then took a step backwards.  He spun in a violent circle, led by his shield on his outstretched arm.  He landed in a crouch, his right leg far out to the side, his left arm behind him and up in the air, with the shield upon it.  Korban stepped back in fear.  With the shield above him, he looked like a scorpion ready to strike.  And strike he did.


Quicker than Korban could even see, Jonas swung his shield to the ground and raised it back up  to Korban’s left, passing it between the boy and Bryce.  Jonas followed it as it arced through the air, spun around with his back to Korban, and elbowed him in the face.


Korban was stunned by more than the blow.  He flew to the ground and brought a hand up to his cheek.  Jonas continued his spin, resuming his intimidating crouch, before Bryce grabbed him by the shoulder and threw him back.


“What are you doing?” he demanded.


“I am beginning his education.  Get out of my way.”


Bryce crossed his arms and planted his feet, standing firmly between his brother and his nephew.  “You don’t need to beat him for my mistake.”


“You do not understand our way.  Move, little brother.”  They stared each other down for one breathless moment, and then Jonas said quietly, “Pay attention, Korban.”


His uncles attacked each other simultaneously.  Jonas lashed out with his right fist as Bryce stepped back and kicked, drawing his sword.  His boot was going for Jonas’s left hip, which moved neatly out of the way as he spun from his punch, his shield extending out behind him horizontally.  The point on the bottom of the shield went spinning right for Bryce’ neck, who brought his big sword up and parried it, sending the bottom of the shield up to the sky.  Rather than disorienting the priest, he used the movement to his advantage, opening his chest entirely to his brother, and bringing his right fist around to meet Bryce’ jaw.  He fell to the ground, looked up at Jonas, and growled.


Jonas stood back calmly.  “Attack me again,” he invited.  “I will show you how Constance protects me.”  


Bryce leapt towards him, slashing towards his midsection.  Jonas caught the blow on his shield and pushed, trapping the knight’s sword hand against his own chest.  Bryce pushed back, using the momentum to separate them, and held his sword out, visibly focusing himself.  Everyone saw the mistake; Bryce had attacked out of anger, which was sure to fail.  When Korban saw him recognize it, he knew he would be a better opponent immediately.


Jonas smiled, waiting for the attack.  Other priests began to gather, watching the sword and the shield face off against one another.  For every attack Bryce gave, Jonas blocked, dodged, or parried, delivering vicious counterattacks.  His movement through space was graceful; he handled the huge shield with dexterity and precision, confounding Korban.  He had never seen shields used for anything but blocking before.  This new use of dancing through space was utterly foreign to him.


Bryce reeled from a vicious smack to the temple, and pointed the sword of their ancestor to the ground, using it as a cane to catch his breath.  Korban watched him heave in great lungfuls of air, shake his head, and look at his brother.  “Why don’t you take me down, then?” he asked.


“Because it is not our way,” Jonas said calmly, his arms once more crossed.  “You are free to leave me alone, but if you attack me, you will be defeated.”  Jonas looked at Korban, still sitting frightened on the ground.  “Constance will give you greater power than any knight, so long as you adhere to her rules.  Do you think you can do that?”  Jonas flared with power, his shield suddenly glowing bright blue, sprouting blue wings on either side of it.

Korban stared back, feeling every eye of every priest on him.  If this was Constance, he thought, I don’t want any part of it.  Fearfully he shook his head.


Jonas looked on him pityingly for a moment, and then his expression turned blank.  “It does not matter.  Your training has already begun.  Tonight you will become one of us.”  He spun on his heel and strode back to the fortress.


Korban watched all of the other priests silently turn and go their separate ways as well.  He helped Bryce to stand up straight, and cried out as he dropped his sword.


Korban bent to pick it up.  “NO!” Bryce barked.  Korban snatched his hand back as if he had been burned, looking at his favorite uncle mournfully.  Bryce saw his expression and shook his head.  “No, Korban.  Swords aren’t for you.”


He bent down like an old man, picked up the broadsword of Mace De Marco, and slowly stood straight.  He sheathed it and said, “He’s right.  Swords aren’t for you.”
*
*
*

Korban left his uncle, feeling dejected.  Bristos approached him, and Korban abruptly changed direction, wanting to avoid everything Constani as much as he could.


Unfortunately, Bristos caught up with him quickly and claimed his full attention.  He put his hand on the boy’s shoulder and said, “Korban.  You need to understand.”


“I understand,” he spat.  “My Constani uncle went and attacked my knightly uncle for showing me a move.  I thought Constani couldn’t attack anybody!  He broke his own vows just to prove a point?”

“He did not attack Bryce, not first.”


“He attacked me!”


“Did he?”  Bristos crossed his arms and looked down at Korban.  “Think about what happened.  What you saw was what I saw.  And Jonas did not attack you first.”


Korban gaped.  “Are you saying I attacked Jonas before he elbowed me in the face and knocked me to the ground?”


“Yes.”  Bristos raised an eyebrow.  “This must be the case, or Jonas would be unable to cast his spells.  How did he do it?”


“He lied,” Korban said flatly.


“Constance is not fooled by lies.  This is important for you to understand.”  Once more Bristos bent down and put his hand on Korban’s shoulder.  “How did Jonas manage to attack you, without attacking first?”  He squeezed his hand hard into Korban’s bony shoulder, and Korban frowned.

Thiinking back, he remembered turning around and seeing his uncle, and both his uncles arguing, and he…he kicked at the dirt.  He remembered pebbles striking Jonas’ boots.


“Are you saying,” he fumed as he tore his shoulder away, “that that counts as an attack?”  Without waiting for an answer he hauled back his fist, planting his back foot like his uncle Bryce had taught him to, and punched Bristos in the face as hard as he could.


“That is an attack, Bristos.  I’m tired of the Constani slicing and dicing of rules to suit their purpose.  You guys all suck.”


He hadn’t hurt Bristos very much, but he surprised him and everyone else watching.  As Korban stomped off through the courtyard, he could feel dozens of Constani watching him in silence.  He went into the keep, planning on descending into the labyrinthine tunnels below and losing himself for a while.

The huge double doors to the Grand Temple were closed, and Korban turned to the right, quickly getting to the corner of the hall, and from there turned left, nearly sprinting down to the end of the corridor.  The large staircase leading into the earth had a single Constani standing at the top of it, and Korban made to slip around one side of him.  The Constani quickly moved to block Korban’s path.


“What?” he demanded.


“May I help you?”


“Yes.  Get out of my way.”


The priest smiled.  “Pilgrims are not allowed into the keep unescorted.”


“I’m not a pilgrim.  I’m Korban De Marco!”  Seeing his name had no effect, he said, “Jonas De Marco’s nephew?  I’m an acolyte.  Apparently I’ll be living here before too long.”


“But you do not live here now,” the priest said, still smiling.


“My mom is down there.  She’s sleeping in Jonas’ quarters with my little brother.”


“If you would like to go down to see them, I am sure Jonas will escort you.”  The smile never left the priest’s face.


Shaking his head, Korban decided that he had had enough.  He darted to the side and jumped, planning to clear the first dozen steps and worry about his landing when it happened.  Instead he ran into what felt like a solid wall and collapsed, disoriented, on the stone floor.

“I can summon Jonas here, if you like,” the priest continued pleasantly.


Korban kicked a foot over the first step and met a solid mass, invisible, but surely there.  Standing up, he tested the barrier, and found it reached as high as he could.  Idly he knocked on it, pacing from one side to another.  The priest did not seem to mind.


Behind him Korban heard some Constani approaching, and they chatted quietly as they traversed the corridor.  Standing aside, he watched them nod to the priest guarding the stairs and pass through the barrier unmolested.  Korban kicked it once more.


“How’s it work?” he asked.


The priest smiled once more.  “It’s a ward.  Nobody can cross this line who is not a Constani, or escorted by one.  We only put this ward up during the Mysteries, when we get hundreds of pilgrims within Pandion’s walls.”


“If there are wards up, why are you here?”


“To pray.”  Korban raised his eyebrows.


“You have the Grand Temple to pray in.  And your cell.  Instead you’re praying…at a staircase?”


“Of course,” he said with a smile.  “This is the perfect place for me to pray.  I am a holy guardian.  This is part of my life’s work.  You didn’t think I was going to just stand here staring at the wall, did you?”


“Well…yeah, actually.  I thought that’s what Constani did.”


“Some do.  But I take the time to perform my guardianship duties as part of my holy practice.  It suits me well.”

Korban disliked the simple-mindedness of these priests.  “Okay,” he said.  “Enjoy your…praying.”


“You too,” the priest said.  When Korban’s confused brow furrowed even further, he said, “You’re an acolyte, isn’t that what you said?  Soon you’ll be one of us.”


“Not if I can help it,” Korban said as he left.  He went to the end of the corridor and paused at the turn towards the exit when he heard his uncle’s voices.

“Yeah, Jonas, I apologized, alright?” Bryce was saying.  “You should thank me for letting you beat me into the ground this morning.”


“I do appreciate it.  And I’m not angry at you.”  Jonas sounded much different now that he was not sternly beating up children.  Korban eased himself against the wall.

“Good,” Bryce said.  “Because I have half a mind to return the favor, and knock you down now that we don’t have a nephew watching.”


“Another time, brother.  We don’t have Madison around to break us up, after all; we might really hurt ourselves this time.”  They both were silent for a while, until Bryce eventually laughed.


“Alright, then, next time.  When Maddy gets back into Shar, we’ll rematch.”


“Fine, on one condition.”


“What’s that?”


“Go through the Mysteries tonight.”


Korban held his breath, silently hoping his uncle would not give in.  Bryce had always said there was no use for all this ritual claptrap, and his steadfast disbelief was one of the foundations of Korban’s own belief in knighthood.


“You’re serious,” Bryce said, surprised.  “But—why?  You know I’m not a man of the faith.”


“You don’t have to be.  You can find a corner and doze off the whole time—just go.  You’re here anyway, and it would mean a lot.  To me.”


The knight chuckled.  “And what would you say if I asked you to help me out in jousting practice?”


“Bryce, it’s not—“


“Yes it is, Joanie.  You’ve got your way, and I’ve got mine.”


“This isn’t about your way, it’s about what happens when—“


“No, no, don’t be getting yourself executed,” Bryce said, his voice fading down the hallway.  Korban could hear his armor clinking as he walked and said, “You can’t let loose the big secret.”


“I’d do it,” Jonas hissed defiantly.  “I’ll tell you right here why it’s so important you come with me tonight.  You don’t understand, Bryce—“


“And I like it that way!” Bryce snapped.  They were being loud enough that Korban assumed there were no priests in the front hallway to overhear them.  “You and your gods, always muddling things up.  I like the straight and narrow, see?  I fight when my King tells me to, and I don’t take bribes or change sides.  I always know where I stand.  But the gods are forever warring against each other, and you have to know sixteen different holy rules just to wipe your mouth.”

Korban grinned, silently cheering his uncle on.

“This one rule is simple, trust me.  It’s for your protection.”


“I’ve got all the protection I need.”


“Not from this, you don’t.  The gods—“


Bryce interrupted, “I won’t have you breaking your own vows just to win me over.  You’re a good man, you have good faith.  That’s wonderful, Jonas.  But the blade of our ancestors suits me just fine.  I don’t need any greater protection than that.”  


Jonas sighed.  “I truly hope so.”


Bryce clapped his brother on the shoulder.  “You got in some really good blows,” he said with a smile in his voice.  “I’ll be getting you back.”  He began whistling and walked off.


Korban quickly changed his position, nearly leaping off of the wall to the center of the hallway, and began shuffling his feet just in time.  Jonas came around the corner and saw his nephew, apparently just now arriving at the corner, exactly as Korban had intended.

To top it off, he waited for his uncle to say, “Oh, Korban,” before seeming to notice him.


“Oh, hi, Jonas.  You know they won’t let me go downstairs alone?  Probably afraid that some strange Constani will attack me unprovoked.”  He went on past his uncle, waiting until his back was turned to smirk.


“I’ll see you in an hour,” Jonas called.


Korban paused, needing no help to eradicate his smirk, and turned.  “What’s in an hour?”


“Your training begins.  We’ll go over some basics in the Shield Room.  I’ll show you the move I used to knock you and your uncle flat.”  Jonas smiled frostily and said, “We meet here.  One hour.”

Not if I can help it, Korban thought.  He decided to find some way out of the stupid training, even if he had to break out of Pandion to do it.
Chapter 11

Growing more frantic as the hour went by, Korban found that he could not venture anywhere besides the dining hall and the courtyard.  There were wards and Constani everywhere.  Even the slim alley behind the wooden barn was now warded, and there was no place for Korban to hide, even among the growing crowd of burlap-robed pilgrims.


The walls were too high to climb, and besides, they all had blue-robed Constani pacing on the battlements.  There were two slim staircases on either side of the huge main gate, which was closed, but there were stern priests at the feet of the stairs, blankly ignoring Korban when he approached.  There was no way up there at all.


The Grand Temple was sealed, the barn was locked, and Korban had nowhere to hide.  He was trapped in Pandion.


When the hour had finally passed, he went to the stables and started brushing down the horse that had pulled their wagon to Pandion.  There was obviously a groom in residence, and all the animals were well cared for, but Korban needed some excuse to put off his supposed destiny for a few more minutes.


He was expecting a Constani to storm in, probably Jonas, and demand why he was not where he was supposed to be.  While he was formulating a smart reply to this scenario, a strange breeze tickled his ear.

Come to the Grand Temple, he heard a voice whisper to him.  There was a richness to the sound that was irresistible, and Korban found his feet leading him out of the stable.  He frowned, and willed himself to turn back, but nearly fell over from a sudden attack of nausea.  It passed once his feet continued their path out of the stable, and Korban knew that some strange spell had taken hold of him.  He sighed and decided to concede defeat on this minor point; there was still time to throw this whole Constani thing.

He casually made his way through the large wooden doors of the keep, which were wide open, and saw Jonas and Bristos standing with a half dozen boys and girls.  They were all watching him as he approached, and some of the adolescents giggled.


Eat it up while you can, Korban thought.  I’ll be laughing at you before too long.

“He’s not throwing up,” one of the boys observed.


“It’s because he’s following the Command’s directive,” Jonas said as Korban approached and walked right through the crowd to the metal doors behind them.  They were shut, and once Korban found he could not open them by pushing on the cool metal, he began to feel sick.  Frantically he pushed on the door on the right, feeling more nauseous by the second.


Calmly Jonas approached and pressed his shield into the Winged Shield engraved in the door on the left, and his shield glowed a bright blue and sprouted wings of light to fill the engraving.  The doors flew open just as Korban vomited.


His nausea passed once he crossed the threshold, and his vision, blurred with tears, cleared as he saw that morning’s breakfast floating in a bowl held just below his face.  Looking up to see Bristos smiling at him, holding the bowl solicitously, Korban knocked it out of his hands, sending vomit flying into the Temple and silencing the laughter behind him.


“Real funny, Jonas,” he said as he wiped his mouth and stood.


“Maybe if you had been here on time,” Jonas said with his arms crossed in front of him, and his shield slung across his back, “we would not have needed to make such a dramatic example of the power of Constani spells.  Now clean it up.”

Now it was Korban’s turn to laugh.  “You cast a spell on me to make me sick, and now you want me to clean it up?  You’re pushing it.”


“The spell only made you vomit into the bowl,” he said sternly, as all the other acolytes watched the confrontation from behind him with wide eyes.  “You were the one that chose to spill it on the floor, insulting the sanctity of this temple.”  Korban took one step, ready to shove his way through the crowd and yell and scream, but Jonas swiftly had his shield on his left arm and gave it a peculiar jiggle as he said, “Clean it up.”


The voice had that rich quality to it that Korban was growing to hate, and he turned to the mess behind him to fight down the magical nausea.  As a small favor, Bristos presented him with a towel, precluding the need to lick it all up.  Small concession, Korban thought, battling an entirely pedestrian nausea as he dropped to his knees.  He hastily wiped up the vomit as the acolytes laughed, and the anger simmering inside him grew more intense.


I better not blow my top now, when they’re expecting it.  I’ll wait for the right time, he decided.  Finishing his motley cleaning job, he held the soiled towel in front of him and walked right for the grinning crowd.  They parted quickly as he walked through them, none of them eager to touch the stinky rag that Korban flung into the courtyard.


“Now what?” he asked.  “Who gets sick next?”


“Now,” Jonas said, “we go to the Shield Room.  Follow me.”

He strode to the hallway on the right, and descended the staircase confidently.  Korban noticed that none of the acolytes, including himself, were not stopped by either the ward or by the smiling Constani who still stood at the top of the stairs.  Unlike before, he now was praying, with his eyes closed and his shield glowing a light blue.


Jonas led the group with Bristos bringing up the rear, and they descended three flights of stairs. They went through a long, dark hallway that intersected with dozens of other long, dark hallways, and Jonas selected turns seemingly at random.  Korban was completely turned around by the time they finally reached a wider and better lit corridor, which led to a simple wooden door with an outline of a Winged Shield on it.


Jonas stopped by the door and looked at the acolytes.  “Who can tell me what this is?” he asked.


A pretty girl with thick brown curls jumped as she shouted, “It’s a Winged Shield!  It’s the symbol of Constance!”


“Very good,” Jonas nodded.  The girl smiled and looked up at Bristos, who looked down fondly at her.  “What does the Winged Shield symbolize?”


“Protection,” the girl responded immediately.  “The freedom of peace, it gives you wings to fly away!”


Korban rolled his eyes as the others laughed, and Jonas said, “Your father has been giving you advance lessons, I see.”


Bristos shrugged and said, “Teijah has known since she could talk that this is what she wanted to do.  She has been learning about Constance all her life.”


“Then she will be a great help to this group of new Constani priests,” Jonas said.  “Perhaps you can tell us how to open this door.”


“We saw you do it upstairs,” a red-haired boy said eagerly, obviously wanting some praise as well.  “You put your shield on it.”


“I was going to say that!” Teijah exclaimed.  “I bet you don’t know how the wings sprout!”


“But we all will before the day is over,” Jonas said smoothly.  “Come.  Let’s begin.”  And with that, he pressed his shield into the door, and it glowed blue and sprouted wings.  The door clicked open, and Jonas led them within.

The room was large and had a very high ceiling.  A simple mat covered the wide floor, and against one wall was a rack with nearly a hundred shields on it.  The acolytes spread out in the open space, automatically forming into a circle as they all looked at Jonas.  Bristos smiled once more at Teijah, and waved to everyone else, before shutting the door and leaving Jonas with the acolytes.  Korban gritted his teeth as he began his training in this stupid priesthood, despite his best efforts.


But he wasn’t an official priest yet.  That wouldn’t happen until tonight, at the Mysteries, when the acolytes were formally accepted as Constani.  Before then, Korban thought, there had to be some way to get thrown out of this place.
*
*
*

Jonas looked over the seven adolescents patiently as he described the ceremony they would be participating in that evening.  Korban never knew this uncle very well, and watching him watch those to be initiated into the Constani priesthood this evening, he didn’t care to know him any better.


The priest was not as big as Korban’s father, or his other uncle, Bryce.  But he was large by manly standards, thanks to his bulky robes.  He wore the standard Constani uniform, which consisted of thick blue robes over a white tunic and chain mail.  And there was the shield, Korban noted.  The Constanis always had the shield.


Jonas was describing the intricacies of the basic shield, something Korban found about as boring as everything else a Constani did.  In addition to the large and small straps (one for the hand, one for the back) there were three points to a shield, and they all had different uses in combat and in prayer.  Jonas was describing the bottom point, and after droning on about the importance of it to Constance, he suddenly shifted, driving the bottom point of his shield forcefully into the ground.  Korban looked up at him as the ground shook unnaturally.


“Pay attention, Korban.”  Jonas held his nephew’s gaze firmly, and then stood, continuing his lecture.  “As Constance is the foundation of protection, the base of your shield, which protects you, connects you to Constance.  When you pray,” Jonas knelt, and placed the base softly against the ground, “you place your shield, the very symbol of your faith, into the earth.”  He pushed gently, bowed his head and closed his eyes.


He murmured in a low voice, and the shield began to glow with blue light.  One of the girls gasped, but Korban merely raised an eyebrow, having seen much more impressive magic back home in Shar.  This was nothing to his jaded eyes.


Wings grew out of the glow, on either side of the shield, making it an ethereal replica of the symbol on Jonas’ tunic: the Winged Shield.


A boy to Korban’s left let out an expression of realization, as if this was the first time he understood where the Constani insignia came from.  Korban rolled his eyes and shifted his position on the ground.


The wings and the glow faded as Jonas raised his eyes and smiled at the acolytes.  Two of them clapped.


“That was amazing,” a boy with untidy brown hair breathed.  “What did you do?”


“He just prayed,” Korban said.


“That’s right,” Jonas replied, his eyes still on the boy.  “You will repeat this every day of your life.”



“What were you saying?” he asked.  “Do we have to memorize it?”


“Oh, no,” he smiled.  “What you say to Constance when you pray is between you and she alone.  There is no guideline for what to pray for, but if you listen, you will know what to ask for.”


“If Constance tells us what to ask for, then why does she need us to ask it?” Korban asked innocently.  He laughed inwardly, proud of his own powers of logic that had so neatly undone this whole religion on his first day in it.


Jonas was not fazed in the least.  “You do not ask Constance.  You ask yourself what you must ask for.”


“Oh.”  Korban nodded, hoping they would move on quickly.  Jonas seemed just as interested in ignoring the comment as Korban was.


“Now we will all pray together.  Select a shield from the wall, and come back to the center of the room and kneel.”  They all got up and went to an arms rack on the wall which had three dozen identical shields on it.  They were small wooden shields, just a little bigger than bucklers.  Korban didn’t see how they would protect much.  He grabbed one and made his way back to the center, when Jonas said, “Teija, just pick one.”


“What if I pick the wrong one?” she asked as she stared at the selection.  “This is important; for my first prayer to Constance as a real Constani, I need the perfect shield.”


“They’re all the same,” another boy said.


“Not to me.”  Teija looked around for a moment more, and selected a shield reverentially, and brought it back to the circle as if it was a precious jewel.


Jonas smiled.  “Now, we kneel,” he instructed.  They all took the position Jonas had shown them, right knee forward, left knee to the ground, and the bottom point of the shield digging slightly in the dirt.  “The advantage to this position,” Jonas said as he looked around at the kneeling initiates, “is versatility.”


He straightened his legs and spun his torso, so his shield was blocking right where the back of his head had been.  He resumed the kneel, and then leapt up into a number of defensive postures.  After the sixth, he resumed his kneel and addressed the younger priests once more.


“Vigilance is an important part of our faith.  Peace of Mind, Peace of Body, and Protection, the three points of your Shield, imply a constant intervention of these principles over any other thoughts.  First and foremost, to do the other two, you must protect yourself.”  He swung his right arm through the air towards Tyler, a peasant from Aragon whom Korban knew he would never got along with.  He was too desperate to please his betters, and had his opportunity when he instinctively brought up his little shield to block Jonas’ forearm.


“Good,” Jonas said as he smiled at the red-haired boy.  He grinned with glee at getting something right.  Korban yawned.


“So,” Jonas continued, “now that we are all suitably alert, and ready to protect ourselves, let us thank the Lady of Protection.  Close your eyes.  Speak from your heart.  Know that she is listening.”


The red-haired boy squinted his eyes shut tightly.  Teija, Korban noticed, was smiling blindly up to the sky.  He spent a moment watching the faces of his fellow acolytes when he saw Jonas scowling at him.  Hurriedly he closed his eyes and bowed his head.


He took a deep breath and decided to just wait until it was finally over.  After a few moments, though, his curiosity made him sneak a glance around the circle again.  He was surprised to see a couple of the shields glowing, and Teija’s shield even had wings.


Korban might not have wanted to be a Constani, but he was still competitive.  He didn’t want to be in the same pack of losers who couldn’t get their stupid shields to glow.  He was a De Marco, and he was really smart besides; magic should come as no problem to him.  Mordred had even said so.


He looked hard at the back of his eyelids and focused on his shield, and on making it glow.  He envisioned it glowing brightly, with large, flapping wings on either side.  Sneaking a peek, his mind was cleared of its previous thoughts and filled with frustration.  His dull brown shield was just sitting there, not glowing or anything.  “Glow,” he whispered to it.  “Grow wings.  Do something.”


He could hear the others whispering softly, so he tried this technique.  “Constance, please make my shield glow,” he said quietly.  “Constance, make my shield glow.  Constance, make my shield glow.”  After repeating this fifteen times, he gave up, and just watched everyone else.


Jonas opened his eyes and regarded him silently for a few moments.  There were now two shields with wings, and three others that glowed.  Korban and the skinny blond girl were the only ones without glowing shields.


“Very good,” Jonas told them.  As their eyes opened, the glowing shields faded.  “Now, if you were having problems connecting, next time, do not think about how to make the side effects happen.  Concentrate on communicating with your goddess.  The glowing shield and the wings are not the goal; they are proof of success.”  The blonde girl seemed to be thinking this over intently.  Korban considered it to be logically sound, but only peripherally interesting.  Were they learning how to throw Fireballs, or read minds, or teleport?  No.  They were making things glow.


He was about to resign himself to an entire day of boredom when his uncle leapt up and assumed the battle stance he had used that morning in the courtyard.  He had everyone’s full attention, even Korban’s.  “Now you,” he said.


Everyone tried to leap up at once, and immediately found that their legs did not work.  Instead of mimicking the pose, they began to rub their knees and shift their weight from foot to foot.


Jonas smiled as he stood up straight.  “This is how you will feel when you have not prayed enough.  Eventually, your legs will become accustomed to the feeling of kneeling, but until then, just spend more and more time praying.  Okay?  Now, on to Defensive Stance Alpha.  Here.”  Jonas demonstrated, left knee bent, right leg out to the side, shield arm up in the sky.  He put his right hand on the ground and said, “Try this to secure your balance.  Shift your weight around.  See where you feel comfortable in the stance.”  Everyone moved around slightly, finding the best points of balance.  “Good,” Jonas said.  “Now we try the Alpha Spin.”


He brought his shield arm around in a slow circle, so that it went to the ground upside down, and then the outside rim of it grazed the ground, and as it started rising again he spun his body, and when his left hand was once more reaching up to the sky, he once more took the Alpha Stance.  “Now you try.”


Almost everyone toppled over on the first try.  Korban alone managed to keep his feet and his balance; his shield did not return to the correct place, so he adjusted his left arm and tried again.  Jonas walked around the room, offering suggestions, as everyone practiced the move.  Within six passes Korban was able to do it well.  He began repeating the Alpha Spin very fast, grinning.


“Very good, Korban,” Jonas said.  “But the real test is: how slow can you do it?”


“How slow?” he asked.  “Shouldn’t I be fast in battle?”


“Absolutely.  But you should also be accurate.  Watch me.”  Jonas executed the Alpha Spin three times faster than Korban had.  “What did I do wrong?” he asked.


He repeated the spin a few times, and everyone stopped to watch him.  “What is my mistake?” he asked.  Finally he repeated the spin slowly, and paused when he had to complete the spin, and rotate the shield horizontally in space.  “See this?” he asked as he twisted his arm back and forth.  “My arm is not pointing straight up.  Moving slow,” he repeated the Alpha Spin slowly, “I can examine every point of the movement.  I will be able to notice any mistakes, and correct them.  Moving too fast will make you ignore them.”  He straightened up and put a hand on Korban’s shoulder.  “Keep working.”


Jonas continued moving through the room, helping everyone with their movements and their balance.  Korban felt that he was an advanced student, having had battle training with Ramius that gave him an advantage over everyone else.  Even his dancing lessons served him well here.  He completed the Alpha Spin as slowly as possible, and began to find minute adjustments he could make to improve upon it.


This isn’t so bad, Korban thought.  Part of being a Constani is learning how to fight.  Maybe if I could concentrate on this, I would be able to deal with it.

“Good work,” Jonas said after a while.  “Let’s move on.  First thing you have to remember about being a Constani is that it’s not about knowing how to fight.”  Great, Korban thought.  That idea’s out.  “Being a Constani is about learning how not to fight,” Jonas continued.  “So, to further that end, I am going to teach you your first spell.”


Korban crossed his arms skeptically, waiting to be impressed.  Some of the other acolytes seemed ready to pee in their robes.

“Let’s say you are in the middle of a huge battlefield.  Warriors are fighting on every side of you.  Someone has fallen, and needs help.  They need to be taken out of the battleground if they are to be able to survive.  How can you make it out of a war with a wounded soldier safely?”


“Defeat everyone in your way?” Korban asked hopefully.  A couple of the others laughed nervously.


“Think about Constance, Korban.  How would her principles enable you to escape?”


“By not being attacked by anyone else,” Teija said with a smile.


“Very good, Teija.”  Korban and the blond girl both looked at her jealously; Korban reminded himself not to be as petty as the skinny blonde.  He turned his attention back to Jonas.


“Constance can grant you, and one other, a momentary protection from those who would do you harm.  Korban, come here.”  Korban went and stood in front of his uncle.  “Now, I want you to strike me.”


“Okay,” Korban said as he charged.  He held his shield in front of him and bull rushed his uncle, who took the blow on his shield.  Then he pushed, shield against shield, and nodded.


“Good.  Again, just like that.”  Korban repeated his charge.  “Again.”  Before he could make it the third time, Jonas completed an Alpha Spin and disappeared.


Korban looked around stupidly.  His uncle was gone!  This was amazing!  “I didn’t know Constani could cast Invisibility spells!” he shouted.  Everyone else laughed.


Suddenly Jonas was there, with his hand on Korban’s shoulder.  “We can’t.  But we can cast Sanctuary spells.  Tell them what you saw.”


“I was running towards you, and you did an Alpha Spin, and then you disappeared,” he said.  Jonas nodded.


“And what did the rest of you see?” Jonas asked.


“You were still there,” Teija said, “but you were glowing blue, like your shield when you prayed.”


“And why do you think you could all see me and Korban could not?”


“Because he was an attacker,” she continued attentively, “and the Sanctuary spell makes the innocent invisible to those who would do them harm.”  Korban spared a wry smile for the girl; she sounded like she was reciting.


“How long does it last?” the red-haired boy asked.


“Not long.  But it gives you plenty of time to leave your attacker behind you.  Now, let’s pair up and practice.”


The rest of the practice flew by for Korban; it was almost as exciting as practicing in the weapons yard at Shar!  He loved being challenged, always a difficulty for an exceptionally bright boy, and relished the excitement of learning something difficult.


After an hour, most everyone had mastered the basics of the spell.  The Alpha Spin, a quick prayer to Constance, and a visualization of the attacker moving into an empty space where the attacked person was all it took.  


Korban was just getting into the idea of liking being a Constani when they started meditating.  Talk about boring, he thought.  This is the very definition of it; we are doing nothing.  And thinking about doing nothing.  Urggh.

They spent an hour in their prayer position, kneeling with their shield in front of them.  Korban went through successive stages of boredom, stupor, lethargy, and then anger.  All this time is being wasted! he fumed with his eyes closed.  I could be learning another spell, or a new fighting move, and instead I am just sitting here doing nothing.  Nothing.

It seemed to take days, and finally Jonas urged them in a quiet voice to conclude their meditating.  Korban began to get jittery with the anticipation of finally moving again.  He watched the other acolytes finish up; while his own eyes flew open, the others seemed to drag their way back to consciousness.  Teija looked as if she was waking from a wonderful dream.  What can they get from this, Korban wondered.


Jonas looked around happily.  When they were all looking at him, he said, “This will be the most important part of your life from now on.  The act of meditation is what brings you closer to your Goddess.  The fighting, the spells, these are like the glowing of your shield; they are the side effect, not the goal.  The true goal of being a Constani is living a life in meditation.”


Korban’s jaw dropped.  Meditating?  That is so boring!  “Why?” he asked.


Jonas looked at him with genuine surprise.  “Why, what?”


The young De Marco looked around incredulously.  “If Constani can cast spells, and can fight, why do they just want to meditate?”


“Because Constance is the Goddess of Peace.  There is no greater peace than that found through meditation.  Never forget that, children.”  Although he addressed the entire crowd, he looked directly at Korban.


Korban wanted to deliver a smart remark, but everyone else in the room seemed to be consumed by bliss.  Not only did it seem improper to shatter the mood, but also ineffective.  He struggled to his feet, stomping his feet to bring circulation back into them as everyone else rose slowly.  This is going to be my life, Korban thought.  Numb legs and being bored.

Chapter 12


Riding along the outside walls of the town and continuing north into the woods, Ramius kept his eyes alert for any sign of danger; he was hoping to be commended for sighting their enemies first.  The trees were large, but sparse; since they were not close together visibility was good, even though the lighting was somewhat poor due to the thick canopy overhead.  Unless the Ogres were hiding behind the trees individually, Ramius felt sure he would be able to see them coming in enough time to stop his horse and get a good throw off with his knife.


After a quarter of an hour of uneventful riding, Dane stopped his horse, made a loud hacking sound, and then growled.  Looking at his master in surprise, Ramius saw him repeat the sound, and suddenly there were Ogres all around them.


Jumping from the trees, rising up out of piles of leaves, and sliding down ropes, at least a dozen Ogres surrounded them.  Ramius was so stunned he didn’t even think of reaching for his boot knife.  They were all armed, with clubs and spears, and despite all the stories Ramius had heard about them being incredibly ugly, in person they were worse.


They had huge orange snouts that sneered over large yellow teeth.  Their wild orange hair grew out in spikes from their head and their brawny forearms, and a lighter fur covered the rest of their bodies.  Dressed in leather and animal skins, they were definitely not what Ramius would call ‘civilized,’ especially when they started to talk.  What he had mistook for Dane’s sudden onslaught of throat problems was actually words in Ogre; and if it sounded bad when Dane did it, coming from the Ogre’s mouth it was positively hideous.


The largest ogre, with the most shrunken heads and teeth on a necklace, addressed them harshly in their guttural language.  Dane actually responded, making some of the same hacks and snarls and barks, but in a different order.  Once Dane was finished, the Ogre looked around at his fellows, and finally pointed at one and barked an order at him.  He took of running in the direction Ramius and Dane were facing.


They all waited quietly, and although Ramius was burning with questions, he did not want to break the silence.  Doing so may have been a direct insult, for all Ramius knew.  Dane was keeping his eyes locked with the biggest Ogre, and they were having some sort of staring contest that went on until the fleeing Ogre returned, carrying a leather pouch reverentially in his hands.  He brought it before the Ogre leader, who took it and inspected the contents.  While the eye contact was broken, Dane looked into his purse and counted out some coins.  They met eyes again, and the leader barked something at Dane, to which he replied with a satisfied, “Whurulf.”


The Ogre threw his pouch into the space between them, and Dane tossed his coins to the ground as well.  Punching the Ogre he had sent away earlier, the leader directed him to go and take the money.  Dane gestured graciously for Ramius, and when he made no move, he whispered, “Dismount and go get that pouch.  If you don’t want to stay for dinner.”


Not wanting to know what, or whom, the Ogres would have for dinner, he scurried off of his saddle and went cautiously towards the pouch, reaching the center ground just as the other ogre did.  If these creatures looked nasty, they smelled worse.  The Ogre was so close that Ramius could touch him, and although he was a fierce predator, he had a look about him as if he were the prey.  His eyes were big and round, and he skittishly looked back at the leader occasionally, as if he feared a sudden blow.


Simultaneously the two crouched and picked up what had been traded, avoiding each other’s eyes.  Ramius saw three Gold crowns disappearing into the Ogre’s hands; a large sum, enough to outfit a knight with a full set of armor.  He had only brought five crowns with him, for the entire four year stay of his tutelage.  Carefully he lifted the foul smelling leather pouch, wondering what treasure must be hidden within.


Swiftly walking back to his horse, he mounted as Dane lifted a hand to the Ogres, and the leader mimicked his gesture.  Ramius wondered briefly if he was supposed to follow suit, but seeing none of the other Ogres raise their arms, he decided not to.  Slowly the two humans turned their horses and went back to Ralston.


Once they were out of earshot, Ramius asked, “What is it?  What did you get?”


“Open it and see.”


Tying his reins around his saddlebow, Ramius picked at the knot holding the pouch closed.  Opening the mouth of the bag, he looked within, expecting to see some sort of exotic treasure, or wondrous magical item.


“Fallow?” he asked disbelievingly.  “You paid three crowns…for a pouch of fallow?”  Reaching within, he sifted his fingers through the herb, smelling it to be sure.


“I did,” Dane replied easily.  


“Did you know they were going to rip you off?  If you were expecting something different, we could—“


“No, Ramius, we made a fair trade.”


“Fair trade?” he asked, shocked.  “The Fortalians give this away for free!  You can find it in all the forests from here to Shar City!  Look, there’s some right there!”  Ramius pointed to a clump of the healing herb, growing next to a tree nearby.  “You were swindled, master!”


“No, Ramius.  That is the trade we negotiated.”


“Maybe you don’t speak Ogre as well as you think, but three crowns—“


“Is not what Fallow sells for in Ralston.”  Dane pulled his horse to a halt and said, “It is not what we would call a fair price in dealing with humans.”


“I don’t understand, master.  When we deal with Ogres, should we be cheated if we are unarmed?  We should have brought our swords.”  Belatedly Ramius remembered his boot knife, and cursed himself for not using it to get a better deal.  Had he been able to follow the negotiation, maybe he could have helped, drawn the blade menacingly at the right time.  Remembering their numbers, and their varied weaponry, he amended the thought; they should have brought the entire town guard to make the deal fair.


“Our swords would not have helped us in that trade, Ramius,” Dane explained patiently.  “As you so astutely pointed out, if I wanted fallow, I could go over there and get some,” he said as he pointed at another nearby patch.  “Or I could have gone into the Emporium, it would have done fine.  But I didn’t.”  He fixed Ramius with a piercing gaze.  “Why.”


Ramius took a deep breath and said, “Because you wanted to teach me a lesson about something.”  Dane was always doing the weirdest things to demonstrate to Ramius concepts that he could have just explained.


“I am,” he conceded.  “But I would have made that deal whether or not you were here.  I’ve been trading with Onglat for six months now, making deals just like this one.  Why?”


“Well, you are not doing it to get the herbs, which you could easily get in town.”


“That’s right.”


“And you’re not planning on making a profit.”


Dane laughed heartily.  “Obviously.”


“So it must be…for the Ogres.”  Dane nodded, so Ramius continued, “I can’t understand why, but you wanted to give the Ogres your money for something that you could have just gotten yourself anyway.  Was it bribery?  To keep them from killing you?”


Dane shook his head and put his heels to his horse, and Ramius followed at an easy walk as his master said, “If I wanted them to not be killing me, I could have stayed at my ranch.  But I want them to not be killing humans on sight.  You get me now?”


“Oh!  You’re teaching them that they don’t have to hunt us, and sometimes we can be of use to them!”


“They don’t hunt us, Ramius,” he said disgustedly.  “How often do Ogre hunting parties cross the Valley of the Dawn, and hunt humans in the fields?  They don’t.  They protect their territory.  When humans cross into their territory, they kill them for trespassing.  Same as I do on my ranch.”


“So then you’re…coming onto their territory, in this forest, and offering them gold?  Is that it?”


“We’re not on their territory, not of this tribe,” Dane said.  “We went up to the borders of that tribe’s territory.  You know which Ogres used to be here?” He gestured ahead, to where the walls of Ralston could now be seen.


“No.”


“Well, they’re all dead.  We moved in and took their territory, killed them all off.”  He made a wave behind him and said, “Do you think we should do the same to them?”


Ramius wanted to say yes; they were Ogres, after all.  They were vicious, savage beasts, and they couldn’t offer anything like a fair deal, if today was any indication.  But he knew that this was not the answer his master was seeking, so he said, “No.”


“Why not?”


“I have no earthly idea.”


“Then let me give you one, Ramius.  Let’s say the Elves, who consider themselves much more civilized than we lowly Humans, come across the Everlost East and build a city right next to Shar City.  Then they decide that they don’t like us as neighbors, so they kill us all.   Is that right?”


“Of course not,” Ramius said indignantly.


“Why?”


“Because it’s our Kingdom.  We were there first.”


“But doesn’t being ‘civilized’ act as some sort of moral trump card?”


Ramius’ retort was stopped short as he realized what his master was saying.  “This is Ogre territory,” Ramius said slowly.


“It is,” Dane agreed.  “Now, we can either go about killing all of our neighbors, just for living on land that we happen to want, and live our entire lives fighting, or we can get along with each other.”


“And now that we’ve already eradicated one tribe,” Ramius said sarcastically, “we have our own claim; so why fight all the others, eh?”


Dane looked at him in surprise, and then broke into laughter.  “You’re beginning to get it, my boy,” he said approvingly.  “Do you see how dangerous it is to think that we can civilize someone else’s land?  This land belonged to an Ogre tribe that lived differently than us.  Some would call them beasts.  But look at us,” he said, pointing to the gatehouse.  Three of the town guards were playing dice, and two of them were arguing over a roll.  While they weren’t looking, the third one swiped their money.  “We’re greedy, ignorant bastards, we humans,” Dane said.


“Not all of us,” Ramius said defensively.  “We shouldn’t be judged by what the least cultured of us do.”


“Like we judge the Ogres?” Dane asked pointedly.


“Well, but there aren’t any—I mean—are there?”


Dane smiled.  “I’ll tell you this.  I didn’t learn to speak their language from a brute that hit things with a big stick all day.  The Ogres have extraordinary members of their race, the same as any other race.  The trick in making the races get along,” he said as he dismounted, “is getting the ordinary grunts to understand each other.”


He led his horse at a walk towards the gatehouse, and Ramius dismounted and did the same.  “Ho there,” Dane called.  The three men looked up from their game, and one of them waved at them to enter the town.  Instead, Dane walked right up to them, and his horse’s hooves upset the small board they were rolling their dice upon, to the protests of the guards.  “Sorry about that,” Dane said with a smile.  “All for the best, don’t you think?”


“How do you figure?” one of the guards said angrily.


“Hello, Corporal,” Dane said loudly.  The guards hurriedly swept up the evidence of their gambling as the uptight Corporal of the Guards came through the gates and began eyeing his men.


“Why do we have three men stationed at the gatehouse?” he demanded.


“Because I wanted to make sure I talked to everyone on duty today,” Dane said smoothly, “so I stopped these two other gentlemen, who were patrolling earlier.”  He gestured to all three of the men, and Ramius gritted his teeth; his master was not telling an outright lie, but he was coming very close to it.


“I was not aware that my office was any business of yours,” the corporal sneered.


“Oh, it’s not,” Dane assured him, “but the arrival of Ogres in the town, however, that is.  You see, gentlemen,” here he addressed all of the guards, “later this day an Ogre by the name of Onglat will be coming by to do some business at the Emporium.  I just wanted to be sure that everyone—“


“An Ogre!” one of the guards cried, grabbing his spear and looking out to the forest.


“Here?  In this town?” exclaimed another.


“Where?  When?” the Corporal demanded.


“Later this afternoon,” the old knight said, clenching his fists.  “He will be here at my invitation.  I expect he will be allowed to conduct his business unharmed.”


“What is his plan?” the Corporal screeched.  “Is it an intelligence gathering mission?  Will there be an attack in full force?”


“Not if you leave him the hell alone!” Dane shouted.  Everyone paused at his outburst, and he continued calmly, “He is here at my invitation.  If you want to start a war, then start one.  But if you want to have some semblance of civilized life out on the frontier, watch him closely, but let him pass.  You got me?”


When none of the guards answered, Dane turned and stalked away, followed by Ramius and their horses.  Once they entered the town the old knight muttered, “It will be a miracle if these idiots can keep from killing each other.”  Then he turned to Ramius and yelled, “You wanted to see beasts?  Well, did you see them?”


“Yes,” he said nervously.  He had never seen Dane so angry before.  Even when his master had knocked him to the ground in front of the Town Hall, he had been calm and collected.  But now he was just enraged.


“I better talk to everyone around,” he said angrily, “make sure everyone knows that he’s got permission to be in his own territory.  Bloody savages, that’s what we are.”


He kept muttering to himself through town, and when he tied his horse outside of the Emporium, he sighed and smiled at Ramius.


“I’m sorry, lad,” he said.  “Just gets my goat, is all.  We come out in the middle of the wilderness, build a grand fort to keep us safe, and all the locals want to do is stir up troubles, it seems.  Can’t leave the natives alone.”


The many responses flying through Ramius’ head defending the reactions of the guards stayed firmly behind his lips; he did not want to be responsible for another outburst.  Instead he nodded in agreement and stayed with the horses while Dane went inside and made some purchases.


He came out with a sack slung over his shoulder, and as he stuffed it into his saddlebags, he said, “What do you figure, Ramius?  You think our Ogre will be able to make it in here and make a trade without getting himself killed?”


“We made it into their territory and back,” Ramius shrugged.  “There’s no reason why he can’t, with similar circumstances.”


“What would those be?” his teacher asked as he mounted.


“Well, those other Ogres, they may well have attacked us on sight,” Ramius replied.  “It was the big one that kept them all in check.  Who is the big one here, to keep all the humans in check?”


“That would be you,” Dane said with a wink.  “I hope to see you for supper.  If you finish early, take a few hours off.  Stay safe.”


As he watched his master ride away, Ramius called, “But I don’t even have my sword!”


“You won’t be needing it, if you pull this off right!” Dane called over his shoulder.


Never had Ramius felt so unarmed.  Even when he walked around the palace at Shar without a weapon on him, or when he was naked and taking a bath, he had at least felt safe.  But now he felt exposed, trapped out in public with nothing except a boot knife to protect himself.  And now, there was an Ogre on the way.


Ramius considered going into the Emporium and purchasing a sword; but, if Dane found out, he would surely be angry.  Apparently there was some big lesson he wanted his squire to learn, and it had to do with being unarmed.  Blowing a big breath out through his lips, Ramius shook his head and decided to take on the challenge.


Challenge, he thought.  Demos is the patron god of challenges.  Just around the corner was the Temple of Demos, God of Strength.  If Ramius couldn’t arm himself, maybe he could at least get the blessing of the God of Strength to help him out, should a fight be necessary.


He went quickly to the front of the temple and passed the stone tiger perched at the top of the stairs as he entered through the open door.  It was cool and inviting inside; the stones defining the outside of the building also defined the inside.  The entire temple was one big open room, with a small altar in one corner and exercise equipment scattered over the marble floor.  There was only one priest present, and he was hanging upside down from two rings that his feet were stuck through.  The rings were suspended from the ceiling on thick leather belts; Ramius watched as the priest bent in half, took the rings with his hands, and pulled, staying inverted, sending his feet even higher up into the air.  When he had reached his fullest extension, pushing down on the rings which kept him suspended, he bent in half again and swung to the floor.  His sleeveless green robes, which were cut to accentuate his enormous biceps, were tied into a knot between his legs, keeping his modesty intact while he had been hanging.


He untied this knot casually and smiled at Ramius.  He approached with a wide smile, saying “Welcome to the House of Demos.  You have come here to find your strength.”


“I—have,” Ramius said.  “Or, rather, to ask Demos for more strength.”


The priest shook his head, still smiling.  “Demos does not give you strength,” he chided.  “Come.  Let us go to the altar.”


He led Ramius to the small stone altar, which had a tiger’s face carved into the front.  They sat on the hard floor and Ramius remarked, “The other temples have cushions for you to pray upon.”


“The other gods are weak,” the burly priest said, “and they are forever compensating for that.  Only the Demians develop their inner strength to contend with the world around them in a fair fight.  Focus on the tiger.”


Finding the most comfortable position he could, Ramius looked at the tiger etched into the stone as the priest droned, “To search without for strength will nothing do;

The tiger white will choose to come to you.”


Ramius kept his eyes closed as the priest repeated this chant.  He had never been a very pious boy; he was skeptical of the Gods and their varying rules, but understood that at the very least, he should do his best to stay out of their way.  Now he found himself in the house of a strange God, asking for help, and not knowing how to phrase the question.  He didn’t even really know what he was asking for.  Silently, he sent his thoughts to the altar: Please, Demos, make me strong if I should need to fight an Ogre today.

He didn’t hear an answer.  Since he did not really expect one, he was not disappointed at all.  He waited until the priest had finished his chanting, and then he smiled at him and said, “Thank you for your time, sir priest.”  He then stood to leave.


“Did you see the Tiger?” the priest asked.


Ramius looked at the etching on the altar once more and said, “Yes,” before he realized he was asking a spiritual question.


“Then the Tiger will find you this day,” the priest intoned.


Ramius panicked.  He had unintentionally told a lie.  Never lie, he remembered his father sternly telling him, all his life.  Never, ever lie.

“I didn’t see it!” Ramius blurted.  “I thought you meant—there, on the altar.  I saw that tiger, at least I—I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to—“


“You saw the White Tiger,” the priest said solemnly.  “You have done no wrong.”


Still Ramius wrung his hands and looked around ashamedly.  “I didn’t mean to lie,” Ramius said.  “I just misunderstood the question.”


The priest looked at him confusedly.  “Okay,” he said slowly.


“So you understand?  That I didn’t lie?”


“Truth and lies are not my domain, young man.  I am interested only in the strong.  Are you strong?”


Ramius stood up straight.  “I believe so.”


“Good.  For belief is the first step.”  He stood and walked Ramius to the door, saying, “Strength will allow you to overcome any other failing.  Remember that.”


Ramius nodded skeptically as he shook the priest’s hand, and gasped as the bones in his fingers were nearly crushed.  “Any other failing,” the priest smiled.


Quickly Ramius took his hand back, once the iron grip was loosened.  The big priest continued smiling at him, and the squire left, feeling very uncomfortable with his new blessing.

*
*
*

Trying to remain casual, Ramius made his way to the gatehouse and approached the sentry on duty.  He lazed in a chair in the doorway, whittling a piece of wood.  It could have been the same guard Ramius had seen before, but he wasn’t sure; taking his master’s scold to heart, he set the man’s face in his memory, and even decided to learn the peasant’s name.


“Ho there,” Ramius said amiably.  The guard looked up, and seemed to have a surly sneer hovering about his face as the noble youth asked, “Mind if I sit for a while?”


Receiving no answer, or invitation to one of the chairs inside, Ramius sat happily on the ground and leaned his back against the wall.  “Beautiful day,” he commented, as he looked up to the sky.  “The sky’s so bright you can hardly see the Blade.”


“Mmmm.”  The sentry continued carving.


The De Marcos were all trained in etiquette.  Ramius knew he had a load of charm that he could use to get this peasant on his side.  He wondered whether he should waste it on him, and then decided that learning about your environment was a warrior’s smartest move.


“You carry a mace?” Ramius asked casually.  There was a forearm-length metal club hanging from the sentry’s belt, with a wide head.  “Is that standard issue, or your preference?”


“It’s mine,” the guard replied.  “Gift from me mum.”


“Good head on it,” Ramius approved.  “Do you get much reach, or is it for close quarters?”


“It’s for bashin’ skulls, is all,” the guard sniffed.  “Good enough.”


“You bash a lot of skulls in Ralston?”  The sentry looked at him suspiciously, so Ramius added, “How are the drunks?  Do they get out of hand?”


The guard leaned back and shrugged.  “We lock up a few a week.  Most are’nt no trouble.”


“Locals, mostly, or travelers?”


“Traveler now and then, wants to pick a fight, but mostly the local drunks with no sense in their heads once they piss it out with their beer.”  Ramius laughed at the guard’s analogy, and laughed harder when he continued, “We could probably find a genius’s worth of common sense in the Saucy Broomsticks pisspot, eh?”


“No doubt,” Ramius agreed.  “You know, to sober them up, we should probably give the drunks a tankard full of it!”  The guard joined in with a hearty laugh, and Ramius blessed his mother for teaching him how to win people over.

Chapter 13

Jonas brought the acolytes out of the Shield Room and led them along the corridors, back into the dark maze of tunnels.  As he walked, he talked about the history of Pandion, and the greatness of Constance, and plenty of boring stuff that Korban ignored as he hung back at the tail end of the crowd.  He would have left them altogether, but he had no idea where he was.


The prospect of getting lost for days, and missing his initiation, had just flicked across his mind when Jonas said, “Here we are.”  In front of them was a plain wooden door, and Jonas knocked on it three times, softly.  It opened from within, and silently the priest and the acolytes entered.


It was a small chapel, with a shield hung above an altar, and real feathers stitched together to make wings on either side of the shield.  Before the altar a priest knelt in blue robes with a bent head, and between the altar and the praying priest floated a blue shield.  The outer edge was facing the priest, and its blue glowing wings were brighter than any Korban had seen.  He pondered briefly the significance of the shield facing the wrong way, and before he could ask a question the priest stood and held an arm to the side.


The shield floated under the outstretched arm and raised up, stopping in front of the forearm.  The wings flickered, and then seemed to violently stretch and wrap themselves around the proffered arm, and the magical glow faded.  The priest turned and Korban gasped.


She was beautiful.  Not like the Ladies of Shar’s court, who spent attention on every detail of their appearance, from eyelashes to hand color; this woman was slightly unkempt, her long brown hair mussed, and none of the cosmetics that noble Ladies wore to accentuate their beauty.  This priestess needed none.

In structure, her face was not extraordinary; she had moderately high cheekbones, and a round face with a pointed chin.  Her nose was plain, and her lips were thin.  What caught Korban’s breath was her eyes.


The dark pools of vision would have been similarly nondescript in any other face.  When this priestess raised her eyes to the acolytes, however, there was an abundance in them that poured from her gaze.  Every secret of beauty seemed to be present in her tear-filled eyes as she smiled at them, and one of the boys let out a slight sob.


Looking at the boy closer, the priestess wiped her eyes with her right sleeve and the beatific presence began to dissipate.  She blinked a few times as she seemed to be registering the qualities of space and time around her, and within a moment, she looked like any other priestess.


“What…was that?” Korban asked quietly.


She smiled at him, and then at everyone.  “I was deeply entranced.  My communion with the Lady is…very close.”


“Extremely,” Jonas agreed.  “Valera will be hosting the Lady’s corporealization at the Mysteries tonight.”

“What’s that mean?” the blonde girl asked as Teijah starting bouncing up and down.


Jonas calmed her with a stern glance.  “You shall see tonight.  Although I personally know that all of you have seen the Mysteries before, it is still forbidden to discuss the rites.  Now, Valera will be escorting you to your next lesson, in the Watchtower.  After that will be dinner, when we will reconvene to discuss your role in the ritual this evening.”  He smiled at Valera and said, “Good Constani, I leave them to your care.”

Valera let her shield fall by her side, and then brought it up directly in front of her.  As the wings sprouted from the sides, she walked towards the Acolytes, who all froze.  Silently she walked around them in a slow circle, coming back to Jonas and saying, “I will see them to their destination safely.”


“Constance be with you, sister.”


“And with you, brother.”


They both gave a slight bow, and Jonas left, giving one last glance to Korban before he slipped out of the door.  Once he was gone, Korban asked bluntly, “Did you cast a spell on us?”


Valera smiled serenely and shook her head.  “No.  It is part of my ritual.  I must repeat the stages of Initiation today.  As you can see, I have prayed at an altar of Constance, and my shield has glowed.  Now I must—”


“Complete your First Mission!” Teijah squealed with delight.


“That’s right,” Valera said.  “The First Mission is traditionally an escort.  After I escort you to your destination, I will meet with the High Priest to ask for my full rank.”


“But you already have it, don’t you?” the blonde girl asked.  “You’re already a full Constani.  I can tell by the trim on your robes,” she said proudly.


“Yes,” Valera laughed, “I am.  But I am symbolically repeating the stages of initiation for my part in the ritual this evening.  You are all very lucky,” she said fondly, “to be inducted into the priesthood during the Pandian Mysteries.  It is an honor reserved for those who have hereditary links to the priesthood.”

The red haired boy raised his hand.  “How do others become priests?”


“In much the same way,” Teijah supplied, “but every other Constani Temple holds their own Initiation Ceremony at different times during the year.  Every month there are two or three temples to be initiated within, so there is always one nearby.”


“This allows quick induction,” Valera continued.  “It is important that when someone feels the call of Constance they be allowed to begin their service to her as soon as possible.  The Pandian Initiation, however, is special.  We are not near any large cities, and we only initiate once every four years, when the Mysteries happen.  It is a great beginning for those who know their entire life they will become a servant of the Goddess of Peace.”


Korban wrinkled his nose.  He had been told his entire life, but he had never really known it.  There had always been a belief that somehow he would be able to get out of it, but here he was, on the first day of his formal training as a priest. 

“Now,” Valera said, “I will escort you to your next lesson.  Come.”

She led them back into the labyrinth, and when they began descending stairs, Korban got suspicious.  The Watchtower was the highest tower in Pandion; why were they going down?  He casually slipped a hand beneath his robes, holding onto his belt knife, just in case.  The Constani had a good reputation, but he still didn’t trust them.  After Jonas’ brutal lesson in the courtyard that morning, Korban was prepared to meet a darker side of the priesthood.

Valera led them down another long, dimly lit hall, and Korban could tell by the torch sconces they were going away from the exit.  She turned to ascend a set of stairs that fed into the hallway, and as Korban, bringing up the rear, looked up to see the top, he saw Valera disappearing around a bend in the staircase.  Korban followed the group up, and up, and up…and before much longer his legs were burning and his breath was coming in great gasps.  He tried to gauge how many steps they had climbed, and decided it would be easier to tell Seth to climb them later and report back exactly how many steps there were.


Windows began appearing in the outside wall, and Korban busied his mind with counting them instead of the stairs.  It conveniently moved his attention from the lower half of his body, which continued in a rhythmical, monotonous motion.

After a grueling length of time, the climb ended.  Korban caught up with everyone panting as they sat in alcoves on the outside wall.  Valera looked calm and self possessed; Korban wondered how much of it was forced.  She had to be out of breath.  Maybe it was easier for her, since she’d probably done it plenty of times, but she was wearing armor beneath those robes.  Korban had heard the chainmail clinking when she moved.  The climb was hard on her, he decided, and she was just posing for the kids.

After giving them a moment to catch their breath, Valera dramatically pressed her shield into the wooden door and said, “In the name of the Winged Shield, open!”  Her voice rang throughout the narrow stairway, and while the other acolytes looked impressed, Korban smirked.  She was ostensibly waiting for everyone to get up there—but really, she had to catch her breath to say the spell right.  He shook his head as he walked past her, following the other acolytes through the door.

The Watchtower was a circular room two horse lengths in diameter.  There were open windows all around, letting in a cool breeze.  Looking out one of the deep-set windows, Korban looked down to the courtyard below.  The roof of the keep was halfway between the ground and his current height, he estimated, and the priests pacing on the walls looked like ants he could reach out and squish with his thumb.


Beyond the walls, the vast plains extended out in all directions.  On the horizon Korban could see the Mountains of the Dawn, where they had come from.  Further along that mountain chain was the capital city Shar, and beyond that, the Everlost East, where Ramius was training to be a knight.  Korban sighed as he realized he would be looking after his brother with envy forever.

“Korban?” someone was saying.  “Don’t knock that over.”


Looking around, Korban saw a strange device next to him, pointed out the window.  It was a long cone of leather mounted on a tripod, and the smaller end had a round glass lens in it.  “A telescope!” he said, excited.  “I’ve read about these!”


Everyone around him laughed, and Bristos said, “If you’d been paying attention, you would know that the telescope is the focus of your last lesson of the day.”


“Wow,” Korban said as he put his eye to the lens.  The tripod attached to the far-seeing device very close to the eyepiece, making it difficult to move, since all the weight was concentrated on one end.  Pointing it down into the courtyard, Korban caught sight of the wall, and he could see the details of the mortar between the bricks.


He then pointed it up to the sky, stopping it when he caught the Blade within it.

Looking through the telescope, Korban marveled at how intricate the Blade really was.  It looked like one solid disc to everyone in the world; but he could see, through this device, pieces of the Blade broken off and floating around the edges of the arch.


Moving the telescope jerkily along the length of the Blade, Korban’s magnified gaze traversed the sky, and the tiny particles hovering next to the thick, milk-white blade were present everywhere.  They seemed to be more separate on the lower side of the Blade, and Korban pulled his eye away to ask why.  Before the question could form on his lips, he was nearly shoved out of the way by the other initiates, who all wanted their turn gazing into the device.


He briefly considered starting a fight, and decided against it.  There were not enough witnesses here; all these kids hated him already.  He left the little knot of excited acolytes and went over to Bristos, who was staring out the window.


“I never knew there were pieces to the Blade before,” Korban said as he stared up at the luminescent ring arching across the heavens.

“It may look broken,” Bristos said, “but it is actually very strong.  According to the legends, this huge arch is a Blade in the sky that will slice through the First Dragon, if he should ever return to attack our world.”


“So then…this blade protects us.  Like a shield.”


Bristos smiled down at him.  “It is only a story.”


“Well, I’m trying to get this straight.  You guys are all saying that a shield is the best protection, the only protection we need.  And up in the sky is something that is most definitely not a shield, protecting us from the greatest danger of all.”


“Shut up, Korban,” one of the boys said to him.


Korban rolled his eyes and sighed.  “Do you see what I get, Bristos?  I’m trying to understand how protection works, and these kids are all telling me to shut up just because I don’t understand.”


“Oh, I think you understand,” Bristos said with a twinkle in his eyes.  “You’re trying to poke holes in our theology.  I would wish you luck, but I did some poking of myself when I was your age.  And I’m still a priest.”


“What kind of poking did you do?” Korban asked skeptically.  He could see a man as devout as Bristos questioning some basic precepts, but the fundamentals, which Korban thought were bogus, Bristos must have always taken as true.  It was the only way to explain his steadfast determination that Constance was the best goddess.


“That’s a story for another time,” Bristos said as Korban suppressed a groan.  Just as I thought, he mused, he’s too scared to admit it.

“Now, this tower is not only used for examining the sky,” Bristos continued to everyone.  “This is also the best place to see invaders.  Who can tell me what mountains those are?” he asked, pointing to the north.


“The Mountains of the Dawn,” nearly everyone said in unison.  Everyone, that is, except for Korban.


“How come they are called the Mountains of the Dawn, if they are to the north?” Tyler asked curiously.


“Because they were named in Shar,” Korban said.  “And from Shar, they are to the East.”


“That’s kind of funny,” Bara laughed.  “Why don’t they change the name, if it looks different from different directions?”


“Why don’t they change your name?  I bet you look different from different directions, too.”  Korban successfully alienated himself from another acolyte.  Not too much longer, he thought.


“Who can tell me what this is?” Bristos asked, smoothly diverting everyone’s attention.  He was pointing to a small rune inscribed on a circle of stone next to the door.


“Is that the alarm rune?” Teijah asked in awe.  She moved closer to inspect it, and everyone else took a closer look, except for two boys who were wrestling each other for the opportunity to look through the telescope.


“Yes,” Bristos replied to his daughter, “this is the alarm rune.  If this is pressed by a Constani, the gates seal up and the claxon sounds.  It is what we use to alert the keep of danger from the Watchtower.”


“Are there more alarm runes throughout the keep?”


“I think you’d find them pretty much everywhere you need them in Pandion.”


Is there a rune to get me out of here? Korban thought as he looked disconsolately out of the huge windows.

“Who knows about the Wandering Stars?” Bristos asked.  Teijah danced on her tiptoes, nearly prancing in her eagerness to tell everyone.  When Bristos nodded at his daughter, she yelped.


“The Wandering Stars are different from the Fixed Stars,” she said, moving to the window.  “The Fixed Stars are in a great sphere that surrounds the world, and that sphere rotates very slowly.  But the Wandering Stars move against the motion of the Fixed Stars, and sometimes even change direction!”


Bristos nodded and said, “Thank you, Teijah.  Now, can anyone else tell me why they do this?”  Teijah clapped her hands to her mouth and resumed her anticipatory dance before Bristos added, “Anyone else?”


One of the boys said “Ummm,” and seemed ready to lapse into silence before Bristos nodded and smiled at him, encouraging him to go on.  He took a deep breath and said, “Did they fall out?”


“Of the sphere of the Fixed Stars?  No.”


“Then where did they come from?” he asked.


“They’re heroes,” Teijah blurted.  “They ascended to the heavens to be with their gods, and they travel the sky doing the will of the gods they followed.”


“Thank you, Teijah,” Bristos said indulgently.  “Now, how many of you can name the Wandering Stars?  Hands up.”  Half of the acolytes put up their hands, and Bristos said, “Korban?  Name the Wandering Stars.”


Korban frowned at him.  “I didn’t have my hand up.”


“But you do know the names, don’t you?” the priest prodded.


Korban sighed.  “Merix, Agathon, Chrystalis, Mumforsee, Jihalanya, and Fiteron.”


“Thank you, Korban.  Now, the first one you said, Merix.  Why do we have a Wandering Star named Merix?”


“That’s Constance’s son!” Teijah exclaimed.  “He lives in the heavens with his mother, because he was supposed to go to Kaith when he died, but he was—“


“Don’t spoil it, Teijah,” Bristos laughed.


“Spoil what?” one of the boys asked.


“The Mysteries.  Now, I know all of you have gone through them before, but most of you were very young.  Tonight will be very informative about the story of Merix.  But for now, let’s focus on the star he wanders within.”  Bringing the acolytes’ attentions back to the skies, Korban could not help but wonder about the story of this Merix.  He had heard the story before, when he was a baby, but he sure didn’t remember it now.  He listened for a clue in this astronomy lesson.


“Merix wanders differently than most others.  Only Merix and Agathon do not traverse the entire Sphere of Fixed Stars.  They stay close to Lumos, God of the Sun, which makes observing them very difficult.  Can anyone tell me why?”


“Because if they’re close to the sun,” one of the boys said, “then we can only see them during the day, and it’s too bright to see the stars during the day.”


“Very good.  That’s right.  And if these stars wander near the sun, how can we ever see them?”


“How far away do they get from the sun?” Teijah asked.


“Different lengths.  Agathon is the closest to the sun, and it will travel up to forty degrees to either side of it—about this much.”  He demonstrated a chunk of the sky, with one arm pointing towards the setting sun, and the other diagonal to it.  “So if the sun is here,” Bristos held one fist in front of the sun, “and the star Agathon is here,” he pointed to a spot above it, “how can we ever see it?”


He shook his head at Teijah, who deflated at being unable to answer the riddle.  Everyone else looked puzzled until Korban said, “You could wait for the sun to set.”


“What would that do?” one of the boys scoffed.


Korban drew himself up.  “It would make the sky darker, Ogre breath.”


“Thank you, Korban,” Bristos said pointedly, “that’s right.  The sun sets, and the sky darkens, and you can view Agathon for a brief time before it, too, sets.  Tarlon, why do you think that Agathon stays so close to the sun?”


The boy frowned.  Bristos urged, “Where else have you heard the name of Agathon before?  Not you, Teijah.  I am asking Tarlon.”


Teijah pouted while Tarlon ventured, “Isn’t Agathon a sword made of light, or something?”


Bristos smiled and nodded.  “Yes.  The followers of Lumos, God of Light, once forged a sword made of pure light, and after they had used it to battle Lolth, the Goddess of Darkness, they gave it back to their god, and he took it into the heavens.  Agathon stays near the Sun so that the magnificent sword is always easily available to Lumos, who resides within the sun.”


“So it protects him,” Korban stated.  The silence dropped like a dead weight, and Korban smiled as he jestingly taunted the theological silence.  “Sort of like the Blade protects our world.  An awful lot of blades protecting us, wouldn’t you say?”


“Korban,” Bristos said quietly, “come outside.”


The other acolytes hid grins behind their hands as Korban nonchalantly followed the priest out the door.  The young apostate smiled comfortably.  The others might think he was in for a scolding, but Korban wasn’t afraid; the more scoldings he could get, the better.  If only he could get enough to be thrown out….

Bristos closed the door to the Watchtower a moment after the whispering within began.  Korban stared at the wall and waited for the tongue lashing to begin.


When it did not, he looked inquiringly at Bristos.  “What?” he said.


“What is your problem with Constance?” Bristos asked bluntly.


“I find it strange.  Everywhere I look, in the armies that my father leads, or in the heavens above us, I find swords and blades protecting people.  And the Constani are always chanting on about how a shield is the best protection, and blades are awful bad.  I just don’t see much proof of it, that’s all.”  Korban smiled smugly, confident as only an adolescent can be that an entire worldview has been undone by their own logical trap.


Bristos tugged on the strap that slung his shield over his shoulder, bringing it in front of him.  Easing his hand into the hand strap, he said, “You find this an inadequate mode of protection?”


“I’m sure it works well,” Korban said.  “I doubt I could attack you successfully, even if I did have a sword.  Or another shield.  You are much older than me, and you have been well trained with the use of the shield, I assume.  But why forgo the sword?”


“Forgo?”


“Yes, it means to do without.”


“I know what it means,” Bristos snapped, and Korban’s spirits inwardly rose.  He was getting to him.


 “All I’m saying is that I don’t understand why Constani don’t use the shield and the sword.  Blades protect some very important things.  Another weapon would be useful to defend Peace.”


Bristos leaned back against the wall, looking thoughtful.  Maybe I’ll even get him to leave the priesthood, Korban thought.  That would be funny.

“There are certain moves,” Bristos said, “which can be done only with a free hand.  In battle, one of the Constani’s advantages is that we have a free hand to cast spells, to carry the fallen, and to accomplish our more…acrobatic moves.”


“So, you can wear a sword on a sheath,” Korban scoffed.  “Draw it when you need it, and sheathe it when you don’t.  What does Constance have against blades anyway?”


“Why do you have to promote them so much?”


“They’re in my blood,” Korban said bluntly.  “I am descended from Mace De Marco himself, and the greatest knights in the world, like my father, have all carried swords.  My father has defended this kingdom his entire life, and he does it with a sword.  To say that blades are useless is kind of insulting.”


“Nobody ever said they were useless, Korban,” the priest corrected.  “The blade has a different use.  It can be used in defense, but it can also be used in offense.  A shield cannot.”


“Sure it can,” Korban riposted.  “I can walk up behind someone and smack them with my shield just as easily as I can with a sword.”


“But if you were to attack someone from behind, and you had your choice of weapon, would you really choose a shield?”


Korban thought for a moment before finding the right response.  “No,” he said.  “If I had my choice, I would not use a shield for attacking someone.  I would use a sword.”


“That is exactly why a shield would be the perfect weapon for you,” Bristos said as he smiled.  Korban gaped briefly, and tried to construct a coherent response, but before he could Bristos continued, “A sword and a shield both would confuse you.  You, of all people, would be unsure which weapon to use, and whether your battle tactics were actual defense, or mere pretense.  Using only a shield takes all that confusion away.  This shield,” he said proudly as he hefted it, “would never serve as a throwing weapon.  I would never think of using it to attack someone before I was attacked first.  With this weapon, I know what I am doing is right.  I can easily follow Constance’s three Precepts: never attack first, never use a blade, and protect the weak.”


He pointed to the three points of his shield as he recited these three points, and before Korban could get out his witty remark about there not being three points on a sword, which was really why a sword was not used by Constani, Bristos put his free hand on the back of Korban’s neck and brought him close.  Intimidated for the first time, Korban stayed still as Bristos said intensely. “You can do these things with a blade.  But you can only do these things with a shield.  That is the difference.”


He released Korban and gently pushed him down the stairs.  “Go think on your blades in the sky for a while.  We’ll talk more later.”


Korban shuffled down the stairs, relieved to be released from the theological debate he had until then been enjoying.  The long staircase gave him time to think about why, exactly, he had lost the upper hand in the conversation.  It was not because he was wrong; he could not be.  Perhaps it was Bristos’s disarming grapple of his neck.  That must be it, Korban concluded.  I bet Constance would even call that an attack!  He touched me first!

Satisfied once more that he was doing the right thing in scoffing this priesthood, Korban descended into the depths below Pandion and promptly got lost.
*
*
*

A glance at the torch sconces confirmed that there was a way out; they all pointed behind him, and Korban decided to ignore their silent directions in favor of some exploring.  The tunnels and stairways everywhere were the perfect place for a twelve year old imagination, and up until now Korban had always been with grown ups unless he was in the courtyard.  With all of the pilgrims here for the Mysteries, the guards and wards had prevented him (or anyone) from descending into the subterranean levels without an escort.  Now Korban was on his own, and he had a chance to scout around below the ground, where the real Pandion lay.


The corridors were nearly identical, no matter what level he was on.  The only real differences he could see were the staircases.  No two seemed to be alike; some were wide, some narrow; others spiraled, but most were straight.  The steep and narrow stairwells were Korban’s favorite; even though they were the hardest to climb and descend, they were the most intriguing.  Unlike the wide, short staircases, which seemed to be for more general or pedestrian use, these narrow descents felt like secrets he was discovering for the first time.


He remembered some of the stories of his father, when he was younger, and led an adventuring party around the world and back.  The bards of the kingdom loved to tell the story of Madison De Marco’s exploration of the ancient City of Persis, which had been inhabited by beasts and monsters for the last hundred years.  Madison and his friends were the first men (and elves) for a century to set foot in the abandoned city, and they cleaned the place out of all the beasties, returning a horde of treasure and artifacts to Shar.


Korban imagined he was in Persis now, tramping through the abandoned citadel at the center of the city, on his way to meet the Masked Minotaur, and he would fight him to the death.  And win, with a glorious sword.  Idly he ran his fingers along his waist, feeling safer to find that his belt knife was right where it should be.


A shield wouldn’t help in the Citadel of Persis, he thought, unless it protected your sword arm.  The concept of a Constani adventuring for treasure sounded absurd to him; tromping through the depths, waiting for a hellhound to take a bite out of him before he could exterminate it.  Some battle tactics, he thought.  Come take off my arm and then we’ll call it a fair fight.

Wandering along another deserted corridor, Korban shook off the absurd rules of the Constani.  They would make great bodyguards, and prison guards, and there would probably be no one better to stand outside your door and guard you while you slept.  But the life of a guard was not an adventurous life, and with the tales of his ancestors burning in his blood, Korban wanted nothing more than a life of adventure.  Pandion would not be the place to get it.  In the middle of nowhere, training priests to stand still and think nothing, the Constani would turn Korban into a mindless drone with no thought for adventure.  He was determined not to let them.


Defiantly he turned to a nearby door and saw the familiar winged shield engraved into its surface.  He stared at the door for some time, imagining himself standing there all his life, guarding what was inside, never once going into strange doors in strange places himself, as adventurers would.  A Constani would be about as exciting as being a monster in the City of Persis, he realized.  Just waiting for some adventurer to come along and loot my treasure horde.

The De Marco line was full of knights that went into foul dungeons, kicking down strange doors and looting the treasures within.  Battling dragons, and monsters, and evil wizards, the De Marcos were bred for adventure and glory.  Korban imagined himself waiting around for some evil knight to come adventuring through Pandion, so he could get his one shot at excitement.


I’d probably fail, he realized.  An adventurer has so much practice; fighting monsters and treasure guards is all they do!  And what do Constani do?  They stand around, waiting for someone to come and pick a fight.  Shaking his head in defiance, Korban decided to prove, right then and there, that he was going to be an adventurer, and not a mindless beastie protecting someone else’s treasure.


He pushed on the door, hard, and jumped back with a cry when it opened.  All these doors were supposed to be sealed, and none of them could be opened without a shield!  That was what Jonas said!  Someone must have left this one unlocked, because—


His train of thought was abruptly severed as he took in the room before him.  It was not made of the same yellowish-brown blocks of stone as the rest of the keep; small gray bricks lined the walls of the small room, lit only by the torches from the hallway outside.  There was some sort of altar in the center, and Korban took a step into the room.

Immediately he jumped back as a loud keening sound filled the air and he was immersed in darkness.  The sound was so loud and piercing that Korban had trouble thinking.  He fell to the ground and placed his hands over his ears, squeezing his eyes shut against the migraine searing through his head.


Something hit him, hard.  His forehead and left leg took the brunt of the blow, and just as he realized the oddity of no longer being in contact with the ground he felt himself hitting a wall.


The keening was quieter, enabling Korban to open his eyes and understand why.  He was no longer in the strange grey room.  He was in the hallway, and had been knocked out of the room.  Looking up, he saw what had knocked him.


The little man was strange not only because of his wide frown, or his glowing yellow eyes.  He was made of the same grey bricks that had been on the walls inside.  He advanced to the edge of the doorway and stopped, staring at Korban.  He tried to get up, tried to run, but he was still too dazed and his knee felt like it was on fire.  After a few moments of frantic attempts at escape, he calmed when he realized the brick-man was not leaving the room.  He was just standing there, alert.

The sounds of pounding feet made Korban look to the hallway that led him here, and he saw the blue robes of three Constani flying behind them as they sprinted towards him.  He raised a hand to signal that everything was alright when they started casting spells at him.


How many spells, and what their effects were, he never found out.  He woke with a start, spitting out a bubbling liquid that was being forced down his mouth.  The residue that was still in his mouth tasted bitter, but made his tongue feel happy.  This was not a feeling he had ever experienced before, so he looked around in confusion.


Jonas had one hand on his shoulder, and the other held a bottle with more bubbling liquid in it.  He didn’t look angry, but he didn’t look anything like happy, either.  Korban was about to suggest he take some of the drink in the bottle when it was upended into his own mouth.


Choking down the rest of the thick potion, he felt revitalized.  His limbs felt warm and his knee was tingling.  Before he could even flex it to see why it was tingling, Jonas said sharply, “What were you doing?”


“Jonas,” Korban heard his mother say, “give him a moment.”


Looking to his mother, Korban was surprised to see her crying.  There were a half dozen other Constani in the room, as well as Bryce and Seth.  “What happened?” he asked.


The Constani shuffled uncomfortably and looked at one another.  Jonas took a deep, indignant breath.  “I was hoping you could tell us.  Who sent you here?”

“Nobody sent him, Jonas!” Allora snapped.  “Korban, tell him what you were doing down there.”


“Nothing,” Korban protested.  “I was wandering around, and I pushed on some random door, and it opened!  That little brick-guy attacked me, and then the Constani attacked me, and—what the hell did you guys attack me for?” he demanded.


“Because you were violating the tomb of Merix,” one of the Constani shouted.  “You’re lucky we didn’t kill you!”


“Kill me?” Korban gaped.  “For opening an unlocked door?”


“For springing a trap meant for our enemies,” Jonas said sternly.  “Now, I will ask you this only once.  Are you a Dezian Priest?”


“A Dezian?  Of course not.  I don’t want to be ANY kind of priest.”  In the uncomfortable silence Korban mentally kicked himself; that was his shot!  He could have said yes, and they would have thrown him out—or killed him, maybe, if Bryce wasn’t quick enough to get him out of there—and he would have been rid of the Constani once and for all!


“He is telling the truth,” one of the Constani announced over his glowing shield.  


“About not being a Dezian?” Allora asked.  “Or not wanting to be any kind of priest?”


The Constani looked at her blankly.  “He did not lie.  That is all my spell could detect.”


“Thank you, Hextor,” Jonas said.  “You may go.”


“But, Chamberlain, he may still have a—“


“I said you may go, Hextor.  I need a moment with my family.”  Silently, all of the priests left the De Marco clan by themselves.  Once the door was shut, Korban took a deep breath and looked around.


This was the second time he had found himself in the infirmary in as many days.  A liability such as himself shouldn’t burden the Constani with his presence.  He was just about to formulate an argument to that effect when Jonas said, “Korban.  I need to know.”


“Need to know what?” he asked.


“The spell already confirmed it, Jonas!  Stop it!”  Korban had not seen his mother this mad since…well, since yesterday.  But this was the first time he could remember her being this mad at somebody else.


“I know the spell, and I know it has its limitations,” Jonas continued, never taking his eyes from Korban’s face.  “I need to know.  I will offer you reprieve, and one day’s head start, since you are of my own blood.  But if you are a Dezian, I ask you to consider your father, and the honor of the De Marco name.”  He planted his fists into the cot and stood, staring down at Korban.  “Are you a Priest of Dezmerelda?”


Not wanting to lose his second chance, Korban said, “Yes.”


Jonas shook his head and sat.  Allora frowned at him.  Bryce looked confused, and Seth was counting the bricks in the wall.


“Now I know two things,” Jonas said.  “First, you are actually not a Dezian.  The spell that detects lies can be subverted on a negative answer—but not on a positive answer.  You lied.”


“I did not!” Korban protested.  “I really am a—“


“The second thing I know,” Jonas interrupted, “is that you are willing to pose as a Dezian in order to try and escape being a Constani.”  He sighed as he looked back at Allora, and then down at Korban.  “In some ways, I really wish you didn’t have to be here.  But you’re bound in this.”

“Because of my mother,” Korban said accusingly.


Before another heated argument could erupt, Jonas said to the others, “Thank you for being here.  I now need some time with Korban.”  Allora looked at her son with wounded eyes, and then led Bryce and Seth out of the room.


Once the door closed, Jonas sat back in his chair.  “We were really worried,” he said.  “They cast a very powerful spell on you.”

“Which one?”


“It is called a Holy Word,” Jonas said.  “It removed your mind from your body.  The danger with the spell is that the mind may not return.”


The chill going up Korban’s spine was accompanied by the relaxing thought that if he was struck with such an affliction, at least he would not have to be a Constani.


“I am glad that you survived,” Jonas said quietly.


“I wonder if I am or not,” Korban muttered.  “They would really risk killing me just for opening a door I wasn’t supposed to?”


“You have to understand, Korban.  Protecting things is what we do.  It is a holy act for us.  Having someone invade Pandion and enter our guarded and warded safe rooms—it is what makes us most angry.  And as priests of Peace, we are not supposed to be angry.”  He smiled wryly.  “You see the contradiction.”


“I see more than one,” Korban muttered.  “What would be the big deal if I really was a Dezian?  Wouldn’t the peaceful thing to do be more like, I don’t know, trying to make me see the error of my ways?”


“That would be wonderful, if it ever worked,” Jonas replied.  “But we have never turned a Dezian to our path.”

“Small wonder,” Korban said.  “You aren’t exactly selling a life of fun, here.”

“Happiness is defined in…many different ways, Korban.”


“What is happiness to you, Jonas?”


Jonas crossed his arms and looked to the ceiling.  “Peace.”


“I should have guessed.”


“I did not say that to be trite.  It is the truth, I do worship the Goddess of Peace.  But that is not why I consider peace to be of paramount importance.  It is actually because, when all else is considered, peace makes me happiest.”  Jonas got up and began to pace.  “I have a distaste for drama.  My brothers and I had a rocky childhood.  Bryce and I would fight for hours over who was the favorite of Madison, and since then we have sparred many more times than this morning in the courtyard.  But it becomes exhausting.  I find myself happier when I’m not fighting.”


Korban smiled.  “I like fighting.”


“No, you like stories of fighting.  The glories and such of war.”


“I’ve been in plenty of fights in the last few days, and I found it enjoyable.”


“Maybe exciting.  But did you really enjoy it?”


Korban thought, and then answered decisively.  “Yes.”


“Perhaps you’re right,” Jonas mused.  “You may not have the right temperament for a Constani priest.”



“That’s exactly what I keep telling everyone!”


“This is not insurmountable.  We must simply change your temperament.”


“Jonas, I am not going to be a Constani.  I’m not even going to be a priest.”


“Forgive me, I forgot.  Korban De Marco is in charge of his own destiny.”  Moving to the door, Jonas said, “Just remember: your destiny includes being initiated into the Constani Priesthood tonight.  The Mysteries begin in an hour.”  Jiggling his shield, after a flash of blue light he said, “You will be there.”


Korban gritted his teeth.  He was not an official Priest until he received his new shield and looked into the door behind the throne.  There has to be a way out before then.
Chapter 14


Two hours after Ramius approached the gatehouse, the Ogre still hadn’t shown.  The young squire had passed the time with the guard named Creder, and they played around with the mace, trading battle tips.  The guard was more proficient with it, since it was his weapon, and he made some comical attacks that would have been fatal in battle, but were funny to watch.


“I’ve always liked maces,” Ramius said as Creder gave it over for him to try a move.  He spun the mace around a bit, saying, “Did you know my great great great grandfather was named Mace?”


“No kidding?” Creder asked.  “That’s a right strange name, it is.  What you suppose his momma was thinking when he popped out?”


“Ouch, probably,” Ramius said, and they both burst into laughter again.  


Suddenly Creder stood up straight and looked at Ramius strangely.  Hol’ on, then.  That’s not…the Mace, is it?  Your great grammy just named him…after him?”


“Nope,” Ramius said with pride.  “Mace De Marco, the knight that saved the Blade in the Sky.  He’s my ancestor.”  Ramius looked up at the Blade above proudly, as if it was his effort as well that had preserved it.


“Blimey,” Creder said.  “You’re right famous!”


Ramius shook his head.  “Not me, not yet.  My dad’s plenty famous, he’s—“


“—the bloody General!  If you asked yer Da, he could have me promoted!  Or fired!”


“Or both!”  As they laughed, a haughty looking guard with gold fringe on his uniform came stalking up.  


“Have you been disarmed?” he demanded of Creder, who took his mace back calmly.


“Right, I been disarmed, and I took it back.  Now we’ve got him unarmed, Corporal!  Quick, let’s take him while we can!”


“You are not to let a stranger take your arms while on duty!” he thundered in a high-pitched, indignant voice.


“Sorry, sir.  Look, I got it back, didn’t I?”


“Who are you, child?”


Ramius bristled at being called ‘child’ by someone shorter than he was, but he hid his reaction and decided to slather on some more of that De Marco charm.  “Ramius De Marco, Corporal.  A pleasure.”  He bowed slightly, keeping his eyes on the ground, a mark of respect in the regal world.


This point of etiquette was completely lost on the corporal, who huffed, “You should not be distracting my men while they are on duty.”


“My apologies,” Ramius said.


“Hey, Corporal, you know that this here is—“


“Just a citizen,” he said pointedly to Creder.


“You are not to distract my men while they are on duty.  Is that clear?”


“No invasions yet, sir,” Creder reported as he sat in his chair.  “No Ogres, no traders, not even a traveler passing through since Ramius came up.”


“And how do you know,” the corporal inquired indignantly, “that someone did not sneak past you while you were amusing yourselves?”


“Because we had two pairs of eyes,” Ramius said amiably.  “I saw some movement off in the trees that way, forty-five minutes ago, but it was only a pair of hawks.  No one riding, or on foot, has come near this road before yourself.  Sir.”


The corporal puffed out his chest and looked Ramius up and down, trying to tell if he was being made fun of or not.  After a brief inspection, he seemed to decide that he did not know, so he turned to Creder in a businesslike manner.


“Keep your eyes sharp.  We are still expecting an Ogre visitor, which may or may not be hostile.  Your replacement will be an hour late.  You will have to—“


“No I won’t!” Creder said brashly, setting both his feet on the ground and gesturing widely with his arms.  “Lucas spends every last moment sleeping off his hangover while he’s on duty.  That don’t mean I have to keep watch while he sleeps it off at home!”


“For your information,” the corporal replied icily, “Lucas is not hung over, or even drunk.”


“Of course he is!  I haven’t seen him without his jug for six years!”


“He did not have it when he came in to inform me of his mother’s sickness,” the corporal replied.  “He needs the extra time to brew her medicine.”


“He has to empty his whiskey barrel,” Creder muttered.  “My shift is up at four.  You want to cover it?  Fine, you do that.”


“I will not tolerate insubordination!” the corporal screeched.


“No insubordination here, chief,” Creder said happily as he leaned back in his chair, putting his hands behind his head.  “You schedule me for a shift, I’ll work that shift.  I got plans to meet a lady, and I ain’t about to break my word because Lucas can’t keep his.”


“We cannot leave this post unmanned for an hour!”


“Then you work it,” Creder said.


“I have obligations.”


“So do I.”


“I outrank you.”


“When we’re on duty, sure.  But you come see me off duty in the tavern, and spit in my face, I’ll knock you down like any other chap.”


The corporal’s pale face grew flushed, and he seemed to be searching for some suitably angry retort when Ramius interjected, “I’ll sit in for an hour.”


Staring at him with his eyes bugging out from his head, the corporal exploded, “You’re not qualified!”


“To sit here?” Creder asked.  “Sure he is.  Look,” he said as he snatched a rope off the inside wall of the gatehouse, “you pull this if there’s trouble, and the bell up top rings.  Watch.”


He yanked the bell while the corporal yelled, “No!  No!  That is for emergencies only!  You cannot remove men from their posts!”  He stalked around as he screamed, waving his arms in the air.


“Aren’t we due for a drill this week?” Creder asked.  “I seem to remember not having one last week.  Think I should talk to Shelley about that?”


As the corporal paced, moving his mouth like a fish while he tried to think of something to say, Creder drank from a water flask and winked at Ramius.  Within a minute there were six other guards all running up, and seeing no danger but the corporal, they lined up to receive orders.


When none were forthcoming, Creder stood.  “Anybody want to work this post at four?”


“You rang the damn bell to get off your shift?” one guard spat angrily.


“Shut it, Canten.  We needed a drill.  I’d say we did good.”


“You did well, men,” the corporal said in his high-pitched voice.  He began strutting in front of them, inspecting their uniforms, which were in various states of disrepair.  “However, we are in need of someone to cover this post for one hour at four o’clock.  Are there any volunteers?”


Ramius raised his hand, and the guards all looked to him.  When the corporal said nothing, one of the guards pointed and said, “There’s one.”


“He is not a member of the city watch!”


“Oh, it’s easy enough,” Canten said.  “See, you just pull that rope there—“


“He knows that!  Fine.  Boy, you will be stationed here for one hour.  The rest of you, back to your posts!”  


As the guards began to disperse, the Corporal let out a sound that was somewhere between a shriek and a cough.  The guards all turned to see a swarthy Ogre walking towards the gatehouse, unarmed.


Although Ramius technically had no rank as a member of the city watch, he was unarmed as well, and decided to take charge.  He stepped to the front of the humans and nodded his head to the Ogre, who seemed to recognize him.


The hairy giant smacked his lips and returned the nod, jingling a purse in his hand.  He pointed through the gate, and tilted his head to the side.  Ramius smiled and nodded, gesturing with his arm for the Ogre to enter.


Silently the humans watched him pass, moving with the easy grace of a predator.  They moved to the middle of the road so that they could see him casually enter the Emporium.


“I cannot believe he is in our town!” the Corporal whispered in hushed, outraged tones.


“Believe it, Corporal,” Creder muttered as he scanned the trees for a possible invasion.  “And stay sharp.”


“Okay,” the corporal whispered.  Ramius grinned at the reversal of status evident in himself and the other men; in times of danger, it seemed, badges and ranks had less to do with giving and taking orders than actual mettle.


The moments passed silently.  The other guards went into the town and stepped behind nearby buildings, ready to attack the Ogre if necessary from behind.  Ramius caught their eyes and gave them firm shakes of the head.  They relaxed from their crouches, but did not move.


Finally the Ogre came out of the Emporium and descended the steps.  He paused to stretch, reaching his enormous arms far above his head to the sky.  He knows he’s being watched, Ramius realized with a grin.  And he’s showing off.

As the Ogre made his way slowly out of town, Ramius finally understood what his master meant about the difference between races and beasts.  This was not an ignorant brute; the way he paused before crossing into the line of sight of a hidden guardsman, and shook his snout at him when he hopped into his vision, was just as human as Ramius playfully scaring his brothers.

When the Ogre inclined his head at Ramius as he passed, Ramius gave him a courteous bow.  He walked off into the forest, leaving the humans alone.


Creder let out a sigh and said, “I shouldn’ta let him get away.  Me sister is still looking for a bloke.”


The other guards laughed as they approached, hearing the joke, and seemed ready to add some jokes themselves.  Before they could the Corporal drew himself up and screeched, “Back on patrol!  Your shift is not over!”


The guards walked off casually in pairs, muttering to each other and laughing.


Ramius smiled easily.  The corporal stepped closer and looked up into the tall boy’s face, sneering, “I had better not see anyone else in town that shouldn’t be here.”


“If you’d rather me not sit in, you can always leave the guard post empty,” Ramius offered.


“Funny.  Creder!  You show this kid how to do your job before your shift is up.”  He looked Ramius up and down once more and said, “I’ll be watching you.”


“I look forward to it,” Ramius said happily.  “You can let me know if there’s anything I can improve.”


“Improve on sitting around?” Creder muttered as the uptight corporal walked back into town.  “Doubtful.”


“I could stand,” Ramius suggested.


“Nah.  You’d get tired.  Here, I’ll give you the rundown, just in case.”


Creder offered a chair to Ramius, and they sat inside the cramped gatehouse.  There was a small table with a few scrolls on it, a pot with either old stew or fresh grease in it, two bows, three quivers of arrows, and two shields leaning against the wall.  The small wooden stool Ramius sat on wobbled from side to side, so he picked one side and put his weight on it to keep it stable.


“Why didn’t you want me to let on who your dad was?” Creder asked.


“Because I’d like to get a sense of how things really happen for an enlisted man.”


“Fair enough,” Creder shrugged.  He went through the list of those unwelcome in the town and their brief descriptions.  All the Ogres were bad, except for the occasional specific invite.  All the elves were fine.  The gnomes were touch and go.  Creder advised calling someone else who would be able to tell if a gnome deserved entry; it was what he always did when he was unsure.


“This is basically a no-thinking job,” he said.  “It’s a no-battle job, too; or, at least it should be.  When you’re sitting here, you’re serving as an extra pair of eyes on the road, and a bit of a beefy presence.  Keeping someone on this spot at all hours makes the locals know that there’s some form of order, so robbing old ladies isn’t taken as a sport.”


“Are there little old ladies here?” Ramius asked.


“No.  Well, there’s the hag that married Lord Shelley, but I wouldn’t rightly call her a lady.”


“If she’s married to a Lord, though, technically she is a Lady.”


“That would be true, if Shelley was really a Lord.”  He leaned in close and whispered conspiratorially, “I’ve heard he don’t have no noble rank no more.”


“The King stripped him of his rank?” Ramius asked, intrigued.  “What for?”


“Not too sure.  I just heard it had something to do with…a real lady.”


Ramius nodded knowledgably, expecting to inquire no further; but Creder did not adhere to gentlemanly rules of prohibited conversation.  He told the whole sordid tale, at least moderately reliable since he heard it third-hand, about Shelley’s seduction of the King’s mistress.  Since the King could not admit publicly that he had a mistress, he stationed Shelley on the frontier without even a title.


By the time the tale was done, Ramius looked up to the hourglass on the table, now empty on top.  “It’s past four,” he said.  “Shouldn’t you be getting on with your recreation?”


“I am getting on with it,” Creder said.  “Whether I take it here or there don’t matter to me much.”


“Why throw such a fit to your superior officer, then?” Ramius asked, amused.


“To see him throw a bigger fit.”


“Well, you can stay.  Just don’t be distracting me.  Watch out.”  Ramius ushered the guard off of his chair and then took it himself, assuming the most slovenly slouch he could muster.  “How’s this?  Do I look ready?”


Creder laughed and said, “Good enough.  I believe I will be taking my leave.  Come by the tavern whenever Lucas shows up, I’ll buy you a drink.”


“Walk safely,” Ramius called.  “I hear there may be Ogres about.”


Creder waved and walked into town, leaving Ramius to chuckle about the turn of events.  He never thought he would be able to get along so comfortably with someone of such a lower rank.  But Creder was just a man, like any other man; and he liked weapons, told good jokes, and was a pleasure to waste time with.  Ramius wondered how many other good men he had ignored in his life, from never bothering to treat them as equals.


Of course, they were not equals; Ramius was wealthy and nobly born.  Creder may be a nice enough man, but he could not converse in polite society, and he would never know the delicacy of silver trappings on his horse’s harness.  It was while Ramius was considering the cross-class friendship he had just begun when Dane walked out of the Ralston gate and looked at Ramius disapprovingly, his fists on his hips and a scowl on his brow.


Ramius stood quickly, as if he had been caught doing something shameful, like stealing apples or spitting into a well.  Looking down at his feet, it took him a moment to realize he was doing nothing wrong.  Finally he looked bravely into Dane’s eyes and said, “Hello, Master.  The Ogre came and went.  You were right, it was a success.”


Dane nodded.  “What are you still doing here?” he asked quietly.


“Am I doing something wrong?”


Dane scowled at him for a moment more, and then let his breath out in one big gust, and crossed his arms across his chest as he leaned back against the gatehouse wall.  “No, I suppose not.  But I tell you to take the afternoon off, and you go out and get a job at with the city watch?”  He shook his head in perplexity.


“How did you know I was here?” Ramius asked.


“I ran into Creder down at the tavern.  He told me that you two were having some laughs at the corporal’s expense.”


“We were just…I mean, he was…”


“The corporal’s a right stolid ass, I know,” Dane grinned.  “You ever lift iron?”


The question took Ramius off guard.  “You mean, like for exercise?”


“Sure.  Get yourself some big iron pulls, do some repetitive lifts, to make your muscles bigger, you ever do that?”


“A couple times,” his pupil said.  “Bryce uses them when he’s practicing in the morning.  He showed me a few exercises.”


“Lifting iron’s good,” Dane said.  “Makes the muscles grow bigger.  The Demians in town, they’ve got a whole gymnasium in their temple for it.  But if you go in there every day, lift iron over and over again, they’ll kick you out for a while until you’ve rested.”  He looked at Ramius to see if he’d gotten the analogy; sure that he hadn’t, he continued, “The muscles grow bigger from good training.  But without rest between the training sessions, you’ll just end up injured.”  Putting a hand on his squire’s shoulder, he said, “You work hard, Ramius.  That’s good.  But you need rest to make all that work count.  You with me?”


Ramius nodded.  “If you say so, Master.  I just want to learn so much, and be such a good knight, that I—“


“I know you do.  And you will be a magnificent knight.  But even your father took breaks while he was training.  If he didn’t, he would have grown up to be a tired, bitter man at the age of twenty.  You think about that.”  As Dane left he said, “I’ll be at the tavern.  Come on by when you’ve finished your shift.”


“Okay.  Tell Creder that he can buy you the drink that he owes me.”


Dane smiled.  “Sure enough.  Glad to see you’re making some friends.”


As his master left, Ramius took his seat and smiled.  He was glad for that, too.

*
*
*


It had definitely been more than an hour.  Ramius didn’t turn the hourglass over, because he didn’t know when the break in the hours was; there was no bell in town to let everyone know.  He would have to ask Dane about that.  Since Ralston was becoming a bigger town, they would need a bell every hour—and maybe a town crier, too.  There were all sorts of things the town would need as it grew, and coming from a bustling city like Shar, Ramius more ideas for improving the town than he could handle.  He upended the hourglass just for curiosity’s sake.


The squire had no problems with waiting longer than necessary.  He had the time off, after all, and like Dane said, he needed to relax, and he didn’t find it relaxing to sit in a tavern watching older men get drunk.  Occasionally in Shar the banquets would get rowdy towards the end, and he rarely needed much urging from his mother to leave the loud debauchery.  There didn’t seem to be much point to drinking; it made you very hot, and hard of hearing; that must be why drunks were always red in the face and yelling so loud.  It did not look enjoyable to Ramius, although most drunk men certainly did seem to be having a very good time.  It was this seeming that was the problem, he mused.  Drinking will make you believe that the discomfort of vomiting is an enjoyable experience.


He enjoyed sitting in the growing dimness, with no worries or obligations.  This must be what Dane was talking about, this relaxation.  It was nice.  It made sense that rest would be needed in addition to activity; after all, the body needed to sleep every day.  Perhaps the time off would help Ramius tomorrow, so that he would be faster in sword practice, and stronger in his work on the ranch.


Finally Lucas showed up, jug in hand.  On seeing Ramius in his chair, he grabbed for his sword hilt and swayed.  “Oo goes?” he demanded.


“I’m volunteering to fill in for you,” Ramius said with a smile as he stood.  “I will leave the town in your protection.”


As Lucas fell into the chair, Ramius walked away, privately glad that his protection did not depend on the drunken man behind him.  He went back to the ranch for a good night’s sleep before his training resumed tomorrow.

Chapter 15

Seth held his mother’s hand as they entered the Grand Temple through the huge metal doors.  Just inside was a Constani priest handing out yellow ribbons, saying, “For the newly initiated.”  He handed them to the mothers holding their babies in their arms, and offered them to others; some accepted, and some declined.  When he offered one to Allora, she smiled and looked down at Seth.  The boy took his ribbon himself, and he silently thanked his mother for giving him this small opportunity to do something on his own.


It was small things like this that Seth really enjoyed, and as they slowly made their way though the crowd he catalogued it among the other 157 times this year that he did something that made him feel independent.  Fifteen of them were in Pandion, six in the dining hall; this was the first time in the Grand Temple.


The pilgrims moved very slowly, shuffling one foot beside another, taking an eternity to make their way within the candlelit temple.  Seth followed suit, idly counting the number of steps he had taken since crossing the threshold, and adding it to the number of steps he had taken that day.  The number was large, but not startling; he had not done very much walking that day.


He would not do much today, either, if the current rate of steps was any indication.  Seth took the time to glance around wonderingly at the beautiful scenery; the temple glowed from candles and magic everywhere.


Incense burned at the base of each of the pillars that reached to the high ceiling far above, and pedestals held huge candles atop them that had sigils carved into the outside of them, so that they glowed ethereally from within.  Constani stood everywhere, praying with their Winged Shields, and the pilgrims would stop before them and bask in the glow from the holy light.


In front of one such shield, Allora paused, guiding Seth closer to the light emanating from the shield.  He tried to discern where the light was coming from, by looking quickly at every one of the ninety-eight nails upon the outer rim that held the metal rim in place upon the wood.  None of them glowed any brighter than the others.

His mother had taken the ribbon out of his hand, and tied it around his upper arm, while the Constani said quietly, “That you may be protected from your own ignorance.”


“I’m not ignorant,” Seth muttered as his ribbon glowed with a pale light.


“Hush,” his mother said, and guided him away.


They went to an open space on the floor and turned towards the front; Seth assumed that this was where they would join the parts of the crowd that were unmoving, like the three hundred other pilgrims they had passed since they entered who had not taken any steps.  Allora turned to him and said quietly, “The Constani was casting a spell.  He did not mean that you were ignorant.”


“Oh,” Seth said.  “What was the spell?”


“You’ll see.”


This whole Mysteries thing was beginning to irritate Seth; he wanted to know the big secret, and he came all this way to find out what it was, and now people were calling him ignorant.  He didn’t think it was very nice.  Although Seth knew exactly how many people were in the Grand Temple, he wouldn’t call anyone else a name simply because they hadn’t counted everyone six times, like he had.  To get his mind off of it, he counted everyone a seventh time, and then frowned.  There was one more person than before—and he was walking right towards them.

His surprise was compounded when he found it to be his Uncle Bryce, who had said four times in Seth’s hearing that he would not be attending the Mysteries.  “What are you doing here?” he asked bluntly as his uncle approached.


Allora set her hand on Seth’s shoulder, but Bryce merely smiled.  “I’m not having a change of heart.  I just wanted to slip in and tell you to keep an eye on Korban.”  He met his sister-in-law’s eyes and said, “I caught him trying to slip out into the courtyard just now.  Thought you should know.”


Allora closed her eyes and gritted her teeth, as Seth had seen her do three hundred and seventeen times before.  She may have muttered a curse as well, but he could not hear which one above the priests chanting and the knight chuckling.  “Kicking and screaming, that one,” Bryce said as he turned to leave.


Before he could even turn to fully face the double doors, they shut with a metallic clang.  Seth smiled at his uncle’s surprised look, and said, “Looks like you’ll be joining us after all.”


Blowing out a huge sigh, Bryce shrugged.  “Might as well.”


They both turned to the front as two Constani pounded their huge tower shields into the ground, three times in unison.  Allora was looking over everyone’s heads on tiptoe, trying to see her other son across the temple, huddled among the other initiates.  “Is he there?” Seth asked once the booming from the tower shields had faded.

“Hush,” Allora said.  “It’s starting.”  She glanced to the double doors, and then back at Bryce, and said, “You’ll have to—oh, forget it.”


She turned to face the front with them, and they watched the beginning of the Mysteries.  The old and wizened High Priest, supported by a cane, stood from his ornate golden throne on the dais.  As he made his way to a full stand, the shield pendant around his neck moved slightly forward with the inertia.  He slid his left arm behind the pendant, and it latched on to his forearm, quickly growing in size and emanating a blue light.  It grew to a perfect replica of the shield on the arm of Constance’s statue above him, identical in size and color.  The chain the pendant had hung upon fell lightly back onto his chest.  With that majestic weapon of defense on his arm, he executed a series of graceful movements with it that seemed effortless, but utterly foreign to anything that a soldier would ever do with his shield.  It spun and swerved, caressed and careened through the air, and slowly came to rest directly in front of his chest, over his heart, where it had hung around his neck.  The hall was silent, and then a deafening boom rippled through the crowd, followed by a wave of white light exploding from the priest.  Seth felt the effect of magic upon him as the old man spoke.


“I am Algoth Marapia, High Priest to the Holy Goddess Constance.  I now bring the secrets of the Pandian Mysteries to all those who ask for my knowledge, and agree to abide by my decrees.  The first of which is this: you must wear a yellow ribbon around your arm from now until sunrise.  This will protect you from your own ignorance.”  Here he held a ribbon aloft in his left hand, for all to see.  “If you do not hold this protection, and you do not know the secrets I am about to reveal, you must leave this hall, immediately.”


Seth looked up to his mother, but she once again placed a hand upon his arm.  Just behind her, though, Bryce began to glow with the same white light that had spread over the assembled crowd a moment before.  He opened his mouth briefly, then turned stiffly, and left.  A few other people were leaving as well, all glowing faintly.  One bright woman hurried to the door, and pleaded in a low voice with one of the priests in the back for a moment, and was given a yellow ribbon.  She tied it around her arm, as instructed, and the white glow faded.  She then made her way back into the crowd.


There were thirteen glowing people at the doors, which were opened to allow them to leave.  Once the doors had swung wide, the High Priests announced, “To protect this temple during our rites, we will not use doors of metal, but a protection greater than walls and barricades: the protection of our faith.

“Seven youths wish to join our order, and they will serve as our protection this night.  Come, acolytes, and lay hands to your tools.”  Seven Constani lined up in front of the altar, each holding a small wooden shield in addition to the shield slung across their backs.  Seth looked to the back of the room, to watch his brother approach.

*
*
*

Part of Korban was still in disbelief that this was actually happening.  What a waste, he thought.  I could be the greatest knight of all the De Marcos, and here I am, throwing it all away.

The Acolytes joined up in unison and slowly marched their way down the main aisle to the front, where seven wooden shields waited to be taken.  Teijah went first, and reverentially lifted her shield up to the statue above, as if she was making an offering.  She then slid her arm through the strap on the back and strode proudly through the Acolytes, and through the crowd, as Jonas announced her name.  The other five acolytes followed, and finally Korban took his shield, the last one left, and held on to the rim sullenly.  He looked briefly over the faces of Jonas and the High Priest, and then looked out into the crowd, finding the face of his mother.


She held her hands to her lips, and the tears in her eyes might have been of joy or pride, but Korban considered them to be tears of triumph.  He raised his eyebrows at her as if to say, Are you happy now?  You’ve won.  Jonas announced his name, and he held his mother’s gaze for enough time to make it uncomfortable—not only for her, but for everyone.  It grew more uncomfortable for him, as the nausea from the Command spell began to grow.  As he stormed down the aisle, stomping every step, he made sure that all present understood that this was being done completely against his will.


How far that point was driven home, Korban was not sure.  His first duty as an official Constani was to guard the main doors into the Grand Temple with the other acolytes during the Mysteries.  After the ritual concluded, they would look within the glowing door behind the throne, and be welcomed into the priesthood as full priests.  Unless we mess up, Korban thought.  Wouldn’t that be a riot.  We all get demoted for letting someone eavesdrop on the Mysteries.

Various schemes for further delaying the inevitable raced through his mind; if there was ever a time to really blow off this Constani destiny, Korban thought, now would be that time.  But none of his ideas squared with knighthood.  He could fight the other Acolytes, knock over one of the pedestals that had one of those huge candles on it, or even try and make a beeline for the altar, fighting through hundreds of pilgrims.  But what good would that do?


His goal was not just to get out of the priesthood.  He wanted to be a knight.  And if he did anything that shamed his father, or his family name, his chances at real knighthood were nothing anyway.


In the hallway, the other Acolytes had formed a semi-circle, their shields to the walls around them, and their backs to the open doors of the Grand Temple.  Korban joined them and crossed his arms, his shield slung over his back.


“Put on your shield,” Teijah hissed.


Korban turned his head to look at her, one eyebrow raised.  “It’s on,” he said.


“It’s on your back,” she spat, barely moving from her contrived defensive posture.  “Take your stance.  Now.”


Korban ignored her and sighed.  Behind him he could hear the High Priest outlining their job for the evening: making sure nobody invaded the Temple, from within the well-guarded and fortified courtyard.  The chances of anyone invading were zero, and everyone knew it.  “This is a joke,” Korban muttered.


Teijah got right in his face, and furiously said, “This is our first mission as Constani priests, Korban De Marco.  It’s symbolic, for a reason.”

“Whoa, whoa,” he said, holding his arms out, “I thought you weren’t supposed to move.  Do you really want to mess this up?”  Part of him hoped for the impossible, wishing she would say yes.

She tossed a braid over her shoulder and turned her shield to face the door.  “We watch in shifts,” she said in a low voice.  “There’s no way all of us could ignore what’s about to happen in there.”


“I’ll take first,” the red-haired boy said eagerly.  “I don’t want to miss the vision.”


“Should we tap each other to switch out?” the other girl said.


“No, just make sure you’re always keeping an eye out,” Teijah instructed.  She seemed to have everyone else in her grasp, as if she was captain of this little band, Korban mused.  “If you’re closest to the door, you can watch all you like, but make your way from back to front as much as you can.  If you’re in the back, keep an eye out.”


“Never know when the Dezians will invade,” Korban remarked.


“Ignore him,” Teijah said curtly as two of the acolytes looked as if they were about to throw some un-peaceful insults at him.  “Look, they’re moving on.”


Within the Temple, far away from the acolytes, Valera ascended onto the dais, while the High Priest stood from his throne.  They both turned to face the statue of Constance, and the chanting began again, this time from every Constani throughout the temple.  Teijah’s lips murmured with them in unison; probably another pet trick her father had taught her.


Valera and the High Priest both held their shields in front of them, and as the wings sprouted from their sides, it made them look to the assembled pilgrims as if they were the ones growing wings.  They turned in unison to face the crowd.


“The shield,” the High Priest intoned, “is sacred.  It represents the faith of the Goddess Constance.  It can protect the soul from any number of dangers—including death.”


Valera reverently placed her shield on the altar, and turned so all could see the scabbard mounted on her hip.  It looked incongruous, to see a Constani in blue robes wearing a sword, but Korban liked the sight.  It made her look like a paladin.

Turning towards one another, both priest and priestess bowed formally.  Valera then drew the sword from the scabbard on her hip and held it out towards the old man.  Korban noted her grip; even from this far away, he could see that it was loose, and too high on the hilt.  She could be disarmed so easily, he thought.  He imagined himself walking to the front and showing her how to hold a sword properly.  


She advanced, screaming, “I attack you!  Guard yourself!”  The old man casually blocked the sword with his majestic golden shield, and Korban saw that he did not think himself in any real danger.  Faced with a priest who could not hold a sword, Korban would not feel threatened either.


“How come she’s holding a sword?” he whispered to the boy next to him.


“Because she’s attacking the High Priest,” he replied as they made a couple of slow passes with their weapons.


“I know what she’s doing,” Korban said out of the side of his mouth, “but I thought Constani couldn’t use swords.”


“They can’t,” Teijah said as she waved at him to be quiet.  “Not without losing their Sanctity.  But she’s not a Constani right now.”


“She’s not?” Korban asked in confusion.


Teijah frowned at him.  “Were you paying any attention during the briefing earlier?”


“No.”

Finally Valera swept her arm around in a clumsy overhead smash, and while her torso was exposed, the High Priest quickly brought his shield arm horizontally in front of him and turned it, so the top of the rim of his shield was facing towards himself, and the point towards the younger woman.  He drove the point into her breastbone and called imperiously, “You shall not be bound!  You shall not be bound!  In the name of Constance, you shall not be bound!”  Valera dropped her sword and began to glow a bright blue.


The High Priest continued to rotate his forearm, and the bottom point moved higher, while a hazy blue outline of Valera moved upwards with it.  Her body crumpled and fell onto the altar.  “He killed her,” Korban breathed.


“No, he didn’t kill her,” Teija admonished.  “He turned her, like she was Undead.  Most priests who tried that on a mortal wouldn’t do anything.  But this is special.”


The ghostly form of Valera continued to rise until the High Priest had completely inverted his shield.  He turned to face the crowd, his left arm above his head, and Valera’s spirit continued to rise.  When the spirit seemed to detach from the shield, he brought it in front of him, and made a circle with it in the air and pulled it inward.  He then moved it slightly upwards, and he floated up into the air, suspended between the body on the altar and the ghost above him.  The old man gazed over the assembled pilgrims as his voice echoed throughout the temple.


“I am now between a mortal and the life she lost.  I am now between the Earth, the realm of living men, and the Heavens, the realm of immortal Gods.  It was in such a place between, that the crisis in Pandion began.”


Jonas slowly approached with a brazier and set it on the floor below the altar.  He then took a pouch from the insides of his robes and upended the contents onto it while other Constani throughout the room began a low chant.  As the powdery substance landed in the fire, a huge cloud of blue smoke rose from it.  The thickness should have obscured the floating priest, but he showed ethereally through it, and began the story of the Mysteries.


“Long ago,” he intoned, “in an ancient age, when the Gods walked the earth alongside men and beasts, the Protector found a man whose devotion to her was so great, he never left her side.”  Within the smoke, images began to form; the Goddess Constance, identical to the statue of her above the throne, could be seen walking through forests and mountains, fully armored.  Next to her appeared a strong, handsome man, with long dark hair and piercing blue eyes.  His shield was swift, and he smiled in ecstasy as he looked upon his goddess.


“Our Goddess returned his love, blessing him with gifts and treasures.  In return, he spread the goodness of Her name to all they came across.  He was her steward, the bearer of Her divine arms, the keeper of Her secrets, and the lover of Her heart.”


In the smoke they were seen, walking together in conversation, fighting together in battle, defending each other back to back, and preaching to multitudes of people.


As they were seen gazing into each others eyes, locked in an embrace, the High Priest continued, “Our Lady so loved her faithful priest, she begged her brother Kaith, the God of Death, to grant him freedom from his touch.  But Kaith refused.


“He was mortal, and he did die.  But not before he left his Goddess with child.”


Abruptly his old, dying body was seen cradled in her arms, as she pleaded with a dark spirit above him.  She then bowed her head in tears as he died.  When she stood, she was fully pregnant.


“The child was born here, at Pandion, and his name was Merix.”  A youthful boy rose from the smoke, his eyes piercing blue like his fathers, and the structure of his face impossibly beautiful like his divine mother.  His shield was strong, and swifter than his father’s.  He was seen walking at Constance’s side in all the same functions; fighting in battle, preaching to humanity, and carrying her arms.


“He became her standard bearer, and performed his duties well.  But he would go off alone, without his Goddess.  Unlike his father, he did works in her name, and spread word of her goodness, without her presence.  She allowed her powerful son to do so, even allowing him to be her Avatar for a time.”


Merix was seen walking alone into a cavern, and a huge dragon-like beast reared before him.  He clutched his shield, and grew in stature and power; Constance floated over his shoulder, and possessed him from within as he battled.


“Our Lady loved her son, but knew that one day he must die, as all mortals do.  Once again she pleaded with Kaith to let him stay with her, but he would not relent.”


Constance could be seen offering Kaith all manner of treasures, before he turned his back on her.  Constance woefully turned as well, and embraced Merix, now an old man.  He smiled, and then his eyes went blank.


“She wept for her son, but knew that Kaith had assured him a humble afterlife when he reached the Halls of the Dead.  But before his soul could arrive, it was stolen.”


Abruptly a lean, grey-skinned woman arose, and snatched the wispy soul of Merix from the sky as it left his body.  She threw it upon a wretched table, full of contraptions that tortured the sight of all who looked upon them.  Merix writhed in agony.


“The Lady’s Adversary, cursed be her name, maligned the soul of Our Lady’s blessed son with her profane devices.  She twisted him into her dark servant.”


The corpse of Merix rose, and went to the side of the grey goddess, watching expressionlessly as his soul was tortured.  The evil Goddess grinned as she raked her long nails against the arm strapped to the table, making Merix’s soul writhe in pain, while the corpse raised his arm as the soul was tortured.  As the torture continued, the corpse moved in accordance with where the soul was tortured.


“Constance the Protector went to the Halls of the Dead to visit her son, a privilege that Kaith allowed to those brethren with whom he was on good terms.  Not finding him there, she stormed into her brother’s throne room.”


“WHERE IS MY SON?”  The ethereal words echoed painfully throughout the temple, a cry from the breast of a wounded goddess.  It came from the corpse on the altar, which began to rise.  Valera’s ghost still hovered above, next to the statue of Constance, but the incredible presence surrounding the statue was gone.  It could now be seen possessing Valera’s body.


Within the smoke Constance could be seen, enraged, standing before the huge blackness that Kaith was made of.  The formless cloud seemed to shrug.


“Kaith had not yet received the soul of Merix,” the High Priest continued, “and knew nothing of his kidnapping.  Our lady scoured the earth, far and wide, before finding him here, at Pandion.  On finding her Adversary with the trapped soul of her son, she struck down the grey goddess, protecting him from further pain.”


Constance reached for her wretched son, and her hand was grasped by the Adversary.  Constance smashed the edge of her shield into the grey neck.  Her head flew slowly through the air, and her soul separated from her body, and began to laugh.  Only the wounded cry from Constance, and this wicked laugh, had been audible through the smoke.  It was a sound that raised the hairs on everyone’s necks; some of the children began to cower in fear.  Behind the smoke Valera’s body continued to slowly rise to a stand, between the visions in the smoke and the High Priest floating behind her.


Within the smoke the Protector looked at the head of her enemy in one hand, and the soul of her son in the other.  She kissed her son, and he returned to his former self, whole and peaceful.  Then she wrapped her cloak around him, and Valera’s arms mimicked the motion.


The ethereal Constance in the vision of the smoke stepped back and filled Valera, whose eyes began to glow a bright blue.  She announced regally, “I offer you my protection, on your journey to the Halls of the Dead.”  The ghost of Merix then rose, and dissipated.  Constance watched him go sorrowfully from Valera’s eyes, and then the smoke from the brazier dissipated as well.  


The High Priest looked out at all of the pilgrims, and Korban appreciated the symmetry of the moment.  Standing on the altar was Valera, possessed by Constance herself; behind her and above was the High Priest, and further higher still was Valera’s own ghost, waiting patiently; behind them all, and highest placed, was the statue of Constance herself.  She had come from the highest down to the lowest in order to interact with the mortals for this one night.


After a few minutes in silence the High Priest slowly floated to the ground.  He walked around the altar and took a blue cloak from Jonas’ waiting hands.


“We must all make the journey to the Halls of the Dead,” he said solemnly.  “Take this cloak from Constance’s very hands, and sleep this night in this chamber.  Constance will make sure that you arrive to Kaith’s kingdom safely.”  He handed the cloak to Valera’s possessed body, and regally turned, slowly making his way back to the throne.  Behind him, a glow emanated from the partially opened door.  Valera stood still, holding the cloak in her motionless hands.  She looked as if she could stand there forever, like the statue of Constance above her.


Once he was seated, the High Priest announced into the silence, “Initiates, you are now safe after death.  Wear your ribbon until dawn.  But remember that these Mysteries are held sacred by the law of every land.  Express their secrets to anyone, and you will need the protection you gain tonight sooner than you thought, for you will be executed.  The laws of every Kingdom hold this as punishment.”  He paused to allow this to sink in, and motioned to Jonas.


The chamberlain brought a blue cloak to Valera and placed it in her hands before announcing, “Initiates, take a cloak from Constance’s very hands, and then sleep on this hallowed floor.  Constance will visit you in your dreams this night, that she may remember your soul when you die, and get you to the Halls of the Dead safely.”


While he spoke, another priest reverently brought a pile of cloaks to the altar and placed them near Valera.  Jonas ceremonially removed the brazier from below the altar, and beckoned the children closer.  Some were carried by their mothers, while some, like Seth, walked hesitantly towards him.


It took a moment for Korban to realize someone was talking.  He had, against his will, become entranced by the proceedings.  All of the Acolytes looked at each other exultantly, while Teijah continued her role as know-it-all by telling them what was happening.

“We wait out here until the cloaks are passed out, and then they’ll call us, name by name, one at a time.  Then we go in and present ourselves to Constance, look into the door, and take our oath, making us priests!”

Korban stood by himself in the hallway.  There were four other boys, and two girls.  They seemed excited, and their hands shook as if they were nervous.  Korban rolled his eyes, determinedly taking back his unaffected air, and stared at the Blade out the window as he tried to ignore their prattle.


“I can’t wait to look through the door,” one of the boys breathed.  “We’ll be Constani tonight.  Real, full fledged Priests of Constance!”


“Not right away,” Teijah said.  “Technically, we’re Acolytes for three years.  We won’t be full Constani until we complete our First Mission.”


“What kind of missions do you think we’ll do?” the boy said.


“It depends on what the temple needs at the time.  My dad says the First Mission is usually an escort of some kind.  We have to guard a treasure or a person to its destination safely.”


“A road trip,” Korban said.  “Sounds better than standing guard for eternity.”


The other initiates looked at him, not understanding his sarcasm.  One of them laughed nervously; Korban looked at him in disgust.  “I don’t see how you can get all worked up over this,” he said.  “This is boring.”


Now they looked at him incredulously, and one laughed openly. The blode girl turned to Korban with her arms crossed.  “If you don’t want to do this, why are you here?”


“Because my parents are making me.  I’m the second son, so I have to be a priest.  Why are you here, if you don’t have to be?”


“Because I want to dedicate my life to Constance.”  They stared at each other, and Korban shrugged, looking away.


“It’s your life, if you want to waste it.  I’m wasting mine against my will.”


“Serving Constance is not a waste!” the girl said as loud as she could while still whispering.  “How could you say such a thing?  You don’t know anything about Constance, do you?”


“Bara, calm down,” one of the boys said.  He stood in front of her and gently guided her away from Korban.


“Yeah,” Korban said.  “Be more peaceful, like you’re supposed to.”


“You’re mean,” Bara said before she stuck her tongue out at him.  All of the initiates turned their backs on him; Korban turned away and continued looking out the window.  It was more interesting than these dorks, he decided.


The window was high, and he could see the edge of the Blade through it.  The Bulge had risen earlier, so there was plenty of light to see the outside walls of the keep.  He watched a Constani sentry walk across the wall, slowly, from one side to the other, as he listened to the chanting from the temple, and the chatter from the nervous initiates.


He was daydreaming so much about not being there that he nearly missed the shadow flying over the wall.

It looked like a person, but like a person who was falling upwards, and then back down.  Just as the wall was cleared, the tiny silhouette of the Constani turned and slowly made his way back towards the spot the shadowy jumper had crossed.  If there was anything there, Korban thought, the sentry will be sure to see it.  The courtyard was well lit; there was no place for someone to hide.


Korban had even decided that he imagined the whole thing when he saw another shadow creep up above the wall and slip over the top.  It was right behind the Constani; he didn’t even notice!  


Who would break into Pandion, Korban thought, and why during the Mysteries?  This was odd.  He was getting the feeling that this was getting serious.  The cowering kiddies wouldn’t be any help, he decided, and so he calmly opened the large double doors leading out into the courtyard and left the hallway.


“Good,” he heard Teija say as he left.  “He’d make an awful Constani.”


You got that right, Korban said.  He couldn’t fathom the idea of putting his heart into following a goddess he didn’t get.  Then why am I investigating this? he thought.  Why should I care what happens in Pandion?

As he quietly shut the huge doors, he decided that any excuse to not be a Constani was a good one.  Any minute now the acolytes would be filed into the main temple, and they would pledge to help Constance defeat the undead.  They would also pledge to never attack except in defense, never be ruled by their emotions, and all sorts of boring stuff.  Korban was glad he wouldn’t be there.

With a jolt he realized that he was not vomiting.  The Command spell has worn off! he exulted.  To think, he had almost been made a priest under magical compulsion!  Now seeing himself as a newly-minted knight, he set about investigating the strange shadows.

He went to the spot in the courtyard that he supposed the objects would have landed.  It was near the wooden barn, and there was a large pile of hay to service the many animals that had swelled the stable population with all of the visitors for the Mysteries.  Korban poked around and didn’t see anything in the hay, but he did see a trail of hay leading towards the stable for a few feet.  If someone picked up a hay-covered bundle and went this way, Korban thought, it would make this kind of a trail.  Of course, so would someone who was bringing hay to the horses.


His thinking was cut off by a bright light from the top of the wall.  “Hold!  Identify yourself!” the sentry called.  His shield was shining a bright beam directly at Korban, nearly blinding him.  This seemed unnecessary, what with the bright Blade and the torches everywhere.


“Korban De Marco.  Did you see the—“


“Hold!” he screamed.  There was a clang, and Korban heard feet running at him from all directions.  He held his hands up as he was surrounded by four Constani priests, shields at the ready.


“Whoa, whoa,” he said.  “Calm down, priesties.”


“De Marco!” Bristos screamed at him.  “Why are you not at the Mysteries?”


“There was something that came over the—“


“Inside!” Bristos said brusquely.  Korban was surprised by this sudden angry demeanor from the priest who had only smiled before, even when Korban had punched him square in the face.  “You will not shame your noble Uncle by disappearing.  You have some nerve to—“ The rest of his rebuking was cut off by the sounds of screaming from inside the temple.


All of the Constani turned as one to the main temple, and Bristos began shouting orders.  “Units two and three, back to the walls!  Look for danger without, spots on!  Unit one to the main gates, four with me!  Move!”  He shoved Korban off to the side, and they all broke off running.  Movement went in a flurry around the courtyard; there were more Constani here than Korban had seen.  He took off after Bristos, and went to the main temple.


Both sets of double doors were thrown open, and people were streaming out as fast as they could go.  Bristos tried to fight the crowd for a moment, and then changed tactics when he saw it was hopeless.  He shepherded them out, trying to make their retreat as orderly as possible, until there was enough of a break in the crowd that he could get in.


Korban jumped in behind him, and as the big priest shouldered his way through the thinning crowd, Korban found it easy to follow in his wake.  Within moments they were in the Grand Temple, and made it just in time to see Jonas charging an ugly, ugly man.  Korban revised his opinion of him once he was punched by Jonas, and his face turned slightly towards the young De Marco.  He wasn’t ugly; he was downright hideous.  His face was peeling off, his nose was gone, and there were only three teeth in his open mouth.


Jonas placed his shield squarely against his opponent’s chest and shouted, “Your soul shall not be bound!”  A brief white flash erupted from the shield and the decaying body crumpled.  Korban’s mouth dropped open in shock; it was undead!  A real Zombie!


There were two other similar corpses nearby, already turned, and a crowd of very angry looking Constani.  All of them were scowling, searching every corner for more of these abominations.


“How did they get in here?” Jonas demanded.  “During our most holy ritual, three Zombies make their way into the Grand Temple?  Bristos!” he thundered.  Bristos approached and knelt, placing the point of his shield into the ground in front of him.  “I chose you to provide security for our most holy night.  Why have you failed your Goddess?”


“It wasn’t his fault,” Korban said.  “Somebody threw the bodies over the wall before they were raised.”


Everyone seemed to tense as the young apostate spoke in defense of the disgraced priest.  Bristos himself said, “The fault is mine alone.  I will submit to any penance you decide for me.”


“Allowing the very creatures we are sworn to destroy into our most sacred space merits a harsh penalty.  You must find a Dezian temple and bring Constance within it.  Now go.”  Bristos stood swiftly, and left without meeting anyone’s eyes.  Teijah sobbed once as he left.

Jonas turned to Korban, watching him closely.  “Gather the conclave,” Jonas told the assembled priests.  “We will conclude the Mysteries shortly.  Hurry; the sun will rise soon.”  Everyone dispersed.

“Where were you when your name was called, Korban?” Jonas asked softly.


Korban looked up into Jonas’ stern face.  “I was looking for those dead bodies, before they were turned into Zombies,” he said defiantly.  He was proud of himself for having a plausible excuse.


“How did you know this would happen,” Jonas asked him as he leaned in closer, “and why didn’t you tell anyone?”


“Everyone was very busy with the ceremony, and I didn’t know what was happening.  I just saw some people-shaped shadows leaping over the wall outside, so I went to go see what it was.  If they were alive, or already raised, they would have set off an alarming ward, wouldn’t they?”


“Yes, they would have,” Jonas said.


“And if they were fully dead when they came into Pandion, then somebody must have raised them inside.”  Jonas’ jaw tightened, and he said nothing.  “The stables!” Korban said.  “I bet they did it in the stables!  Come on!”


All of his youthful exuberance, his excitement at solving a mystery, was all dissolved by the shaking of his uncle’s head.  “You have a ritual to prepare for.  We will investigate.”


“But Jonas!” Korban said.


“Go, young Constani.  Now.”  Korban turned away, fully intent to stomp the entire length of the temple, when his uncle said, “Korban.  Thank you.”


Korban turned back to look at him, surprised to see him smiling.  “What?”


“Your sharp eyes have served your goddess well.  Thank you.  Now go, spend a moment with her.”  Jonas looked up to the statue high above the altar, and smiled at Korban again before leaving.

Chapter 16

Korban turned towards the front of the temple, and slowly made his way forward.  It couldn’t hurt, he thought.  I’ll just stay out of the way up here.


The priests were busy resetting the rest of the room and bringing the crowd back inside.  Their low murmuring lulled the room into a kind of haze, augmented by the incense and candles throughout the room.  Valera stood at the front, still entranced, swaying slightly.  Korban reached the altar and looked at the ornate golden throne on the dais behind it, which sat in front of the glowing blue door that was almost fully closed, but not quite.  It was the place where Constance resided, and the final moment of the Constani initiation was when they looked into that door, to present themselves to their goddess.  It was missing this big moment that had allowed Korban to sidestep his official initiation.  But, they would be resuming shortly, and Jonas would probably Command him to go stick his head in there.  


Up above the door was a statue of Constance that was glowing slightly.  Korban was surprised to see this; it did not glow with light, or with magic he had seen before, but with presence.  The marble statue was clothed in real silks and real golden armor, and the very air around it seemed to bend with the great presence within it.


Constance is here, Korban realized.  This was the most important night in the most important temple in her religion.  It was only appropriate that she put in an appearance.


Korban felt uncomfortable.  He had been harboring such negative thoughts about Constance for so long, he felt embarrassed to be sitting right in front of her.  He surprised himself when he began to tell her so.


“I’m sorry, Lady Constance, for my behavior lately,” he said quietly.  “I know, I haven’t been very respectful.  But I have never wanted to be a priest.  I want to be a knight, and I’ve always wanted to be like my father, and like my Uncle Bryce, and like Mace De Marco.  Jonas is a very good priest, and I am sure he serves you well, but…I don’t think I would make a very good Constani.  I wouldn’t enjoy it, and I would just be a problem for you.  So, if you could please release me from your service, I think…you would be happier for it.”  He watched the statue, wondering if there was any response he could discern from within it.  


Whether she had heard him or not was not certain; but if he did have to become a Constani Priest for the rest of his life, he had probably made it worse by introducing himself to his new goddess as someone who didn’t want to be there.


When his mother came and stood next to him, Korban’s discomfort increased.  Now he really didn’t want to be there.  Before he could think of an excuse to go, Allora said, “I’ve spoken with the High Priest.”


Korban continued looking at the statue, wondering how much trouble he was in.  The High Priest already didn’t like Korban; speaking with his mother was probably a bad sign.  He waited for the verdict.


“You’ve made it clear for a long time that you did not want to be here, Korban, and you don’t want to serve Constance.  And you’re right, you are here because of me.  Because of a mistake that I made.  It’s my fault.


“I didn’t become a Constani because someone else made me do it.  I don’t think any one else here did either.  It’s not fair to make you follow a goddess you don’t feel you should follow.  It wouldn’t be good for you, or for the Constani.

“The High Priest agrees.  The wording of our agreement left open a loophole; when my second son comes of age, I have to provide the temple with a priest.”  Korban looked at his mother in confusion.  “I can provide them with a priest, without giving them you.”


“What do you mean?” Korban asked, not daring to hope.


“When you weren’t here for the initiation, when your name was called, I finally realized how awful it was to force you in here.  Awful for you, and awful for Pandion.  You really would be a terror here, you know that?”  She smiled at her son, and he smiled quizzically.


“Does this—does this mean I don’t have to be a Constani?” he asked.


“You don’t.”


Korban’s heart leapt with joy.  He laughed and smiled, and grabbed his mother for a big hug.  Over her shoulder he looked up at the statue, thanking Constance silently for not putting him, or the Goddess herself, through something neither of them wanted.


“This is great!” Korban said.  “Now I can do anything I want!”


“That’s right, Korban,” Allora said with tears in her eyes.  “I just want you to be happy.  My beautiful boy.”  She smoothed his black hair as she smiled at him.


“This makes me really happy, Mama, it really does.”  It was all he could do to keep from crowing.  “Come on,” he said, “let’s get some seats for the ceremony.  It should be restarting any time now.”


“Oh, you go ahead,” she said.  “I’ll find you in a bit.  Go sit with Seth, he’s over there; he could use his big brother right now.”


“Sure.  Thanks, Mom.”  Korban felt genuine gratitude for the first time in a long time.  For years he had been resenting what everyone told him was his destiny; now he finally felt happy.

*
*
*

Korban sat on the ground with his arm around Seth.  The Zombies had scared him, and he clung to his older brother tightly.  “It’s okay, Seth,” Korban told him.  “The Mysteries are going to protect you from the undead.


“How?” he asked.


“Well, what happened in the ceremony?”


“They told a story with a lot of smoke, and I saw Constance in the smoke.”


“And they told you about her son, didn’t they?  About Merix?”


“Yeah.”


“And you remember how Dezmerelda kidnapped him, and kept him from Kaith, and the Halls of the Dead?”


“Uh-huh.”


“Well, what Constance does is she protects you from that.  The Dezians can steal the souls of the dead, but only if they haven’t gone through the Mysteries.”  It was a bit of an exaggeration, but if it helped to keep Seth calm, it couldn’t do any hurt.  Constance actually allowed the souls of the undead to return to the underworld after being turned instead of wandering the world as a ghost; the distinction wasn’t important at the moment.  “Because you’re here tonight, you’ll be safe.”  

“And you, too?” Seth asked.


Korban nodded.  “This is my second time in the Mysteries.  Me and Ramius did them a long time ago, before you were born.”


“And Mama?  And Bryce?”


“Yeah, Mama too,” Korban said.  “Don’t you worry, we’re all gonna be safe.”


The High Priest rose from the throne behind the altar, and the Constani on either side of him banged their huge kite shields on the floor twice in unison.  The room silenced.


“This evening,” he said in a grand voice, “we have seen firsthand why it is so important that we undertake these Mysteries.  Should the Grey Lady come for our bodies after death, our soul may become forfeit.


“Unless,” he continued, “you ask for Constance’s protection this night.  Then you will be shielded from the Dezians and their foul corruption of the body, when it becomes a corpse.  Count yourselves lucky.  Now, since the ceremonies have gone half way, we will continue from the middle.  Constance, we ask you to recall our ritual, and our retelling of your myth, that we may initiate more members into your priesthood.”


The statue seemed to swell in presence for a moment, and many in the crowd gasped.  This was taken as a sign that Constance approved, and the High Priest continued, “Initiates, enter this sacred space!”  The kite shields around the temple boomed loudly on the floor, rhythmically, as they welcomed the newest priests into their fold.


Korban sighed with relief that he was not there with them.  He watched them file in, inwardly laughing at their exultant faces.  Then he reprimanded himself; this was very important for them.  Just because it was not what he wanted did not mean their faith should be ridiculed.


He glanced over their faces and frowned; they were all nearly strangers to him, but one of the girls seemed extremely familiar to him.  Then he realized it wasn’t a girl; it was a grown woman, tall, with straight black hair and high cheeks.  He had trouble placing the face until he recognized it as his own mother.
*
*
*

“But why?” he demanded.


Allora sipped her tea calmly.  The night had passed uneventfully, after the appearance of the Zombies and the formal recognition of the new Constani.  She swore to uphold the faith and laws of Constance, and to serve her with her life, just as the other children had.  This morning she spoke quietly to the son whose place she took.


“You did not want to be a priest here.  I owed them one.  With your father gone for years on campaign, and my boys going away for fostering, I need some direction in my own life.”


“What about Seth?  He won’t be fostered for years.”


“No, but he also won’t be left out in the cold.  He has been raised without his father for the last two years.  Spending time with Bryce will be very good for him.”  She looked at Korban directly.  “And for you.”


“For—“ Korban stopped, unsure to hope.  “For training?”


“If you wish.  I have spent too long fighting against you for your future.  Now it is yours.  Stop berating me for claiming mine.”


“This is different, Mom.  You have children, and a responsibility to—“


“To what?  To raise you?  I have spent long enough raising boys.  I do not want to spend the next decade in Shar without them.”  Her eyes welled with tears.  “What am I supposed to do,” she sobbed, “when you all go off to be fostered somewhere, and your father fights his glorious wars.  Am I supposed to sit at home in Shar, with no purpose to my life?  Read letters from my sons, and re-read them, and wait for years before I get to see their faces?  No,” she said as she wiped her eyes with her sleeve.  “I need a purpose too.  I have spent long enough away from my Lady.”  She touched her new shield, leaning against the wall.  “I am so glad she has accepted me back.”


Korban didn’t know what to think.  He felt like he was losing his mother; but she was right, he was fostering age, and he would be spending the next few years away from home, learning to be a man.  He would be without his mother anyway.  Did it matter to him where he sent his letters to?


“I just don’t want you to do this because of me,” he said sullenly.  “I guess…I feel guilty.”


Allora reached over and took Korban’s hand.  “I am doing this for the both of us,” she said.  “This is a good thing.  You don’t want to be a Constani.  I do.  This way, I can clear my debt myself.”


Korban squeezed his mother’s hand.  “Thank you,” he said sincerely.


For the first time, he thought, my mother and I can be friends.
*
*
*

Korban left his mother and went out into the courtyard, needing the fresh air.  There was a large crowd near the gates, and Korban assumed they must be waiting to leave.  After the Mysteries, most people had no further reason for staying.  Korban wished he could join them, and leave immediately; but now that he knew he did not have to stay here his entire life, he decided that it would not be so bad to stay for another day or two, to spend some time with his mother.  He wouldn’t be seeing her for a while, if she stayed in Pandion, with the other acolytes to be trained.

It would also be interesting to see what Pandion was like without the pilgrims flooding the courtyard.  It was of a good size, and other than the small practice room he and the acolytes were in the previous day, he was not sure if there was any other place to do large scale maneuvers.  There were armor racks and bull rushers shoved up against the wall; if Korban was right, the courtyard served as a major practice area for the full-time Constani.  He might be able to see their battle practice once or twice before they left.


The Constani weren’t all bad, he mused as he wandered around the courtyard, happily anonymous in the crowd.  They had some interesting fighting moves.  And since fighting was part of their philosophy, it definitely had some excitement to it.  But it was the strange insistence that excitement was not the purpose of the Constani way that made Korban uneasy.  He was descended from the most glorious knights of the world; following a goddess who thought they were all aggressive hotheads did not agree with Korban, an aggressive hothead himself.


People around him were beginning to complain.  The crowd was thicker near the gates, and when word started passing among the pilgrims that the gates were not going to be opened anytime soon, the complaining got louder.  Korban made his way out of the crowd, wanting to avoid any fights that weren’t instigated by him or someone he knew.  Suddenly he felt very calm, and making his way out of the crowd no longer seemed so imperative.


He stood still, smiling, and took a deep breath.  Breathing felt really good.  He could not remember a time that the simple act of inhaling was so rejuvenating.  Then he heard someone speak.  The voice was very loud, and very soothing.  It said:


“Thank you for calming yourselves.  We are doing everything we can to hurry this along.  It will only take a little while.  Wait patiently, and Constance will give you her thanks.”


That certainly seems sensible, Korban thought.  People around him were beginning to sit on the ground, or on the bags and sacks they brought with them.  Everyone seemed happy.  Korban decided to find someone in his family to share the moment with.


On his way to the inner keep, the aura of bliss suddenly ended.  He did not feel pain, or regret, or anything bad; he just felt normal.  The shock of moving between the two emotional states unnerved him.  He looked around and saw people milling about normally; as he turned to look behind him, everyone between him and the drawbridge was sitting, smiling, and looking happily up at the sky.


“It’s a spell,” he whispered.  Experimentally, he took a few more steps towards the main gate; the feeling of bliss and nonchalance returned.  He smiled up at the sky, admiring the graceful curve of the celestial Blade above him.  Korban was about to sit and enjoy the view, but then he remembered there was something else he was supposed to do.  He couldn’t remember what, and it didn’t seem very important.  But if it was something his mother wanted him to do, she would get upset if he neglected it; and Korban could not fathom bringing any other emotion into the world besides this neutral bliss.


Happily he walked back to the keep to find his mother, and then stopped when the spell wore off, and he felt normal again.  He spun, looking at everyone who was consumed by bliss, and saw a definite semi-circle in the crowd.  Those within the half circle were indifferent and detached; those outside of it seemed normal, focused, and had a range of subtle emotions evident on their faces.


One of the Constani had cast a spell on the crowd to keep them from getting out of hand.  Some sort of Peace-inducing spell, which robbed these people of their own thoughts.  Korban walked away disgusted.


He saw Bryce leaning against the keep’s walls, one hand idly resting on the hilt of his sword.  Korban’s uncle stuck out not only because of this sword, but also because he was the only person in the courtyard not dressed in blue Constani or burlap pilgrim robes.  He smiled as Korban approached.


“They cast a spell!” he said incredulously.


“I know.  Handy, isn’t it?  If you had an army charging at you, this spell would avoid a whole lot of bloodshed.”


“But…that’s not right!” Korban protested.  “I felt completely numb in there!”


“You were in there?” Bryce asked, surprised.  “How did you get out?  I always thought those calming spells trapped you.”


“I don’t know,” Korban admitted.  “But I got out twice.  I went back in to try it out again, and…it makes you feel all content, like nothing matters.”


Bryce nodded.  “That’s Constance for you.  She’d rather you felt nothing at all, instead of something that might make you give a damn.”


“I’ll say,” Korban agreed.  “What were all of these people giving a damn about?”


“They wanted to leave,” Bryce said.  “The Constani won’t let them, because they say there’s got to be a Dezian in here.  That’s the only way those Zombies could have been raised within the walls, so they want to find out the Dezian that infiltrated their holiest temple before letting everyone go.”


“That’s awful,” Korban spat.  “They’re treating everyone like criminals!  Keeping them all imprisoned here!”


“One of them is a criminal,” Bryce noted.


“But does that mean everyone should be imprisoned?  They shouldn’t punish everybody.  It’s like when Mom makes us all go upstairs when just Ramius or Seth does something wrong.  It’s not fair.”


“Or you,” Bryce added with a wink.


“Yeah, that’s the same thing!  If I do something wrong, then punish me; don’t make everyone suffer for it.”  He sat on the ground, leaning his back against the wall.  He toyed with the tip of Bryce’s scabbard as he asked, “So how are they going to find the Dezian?”


“Well, first they’re going to look and see who wasn’t affected by the spell.”


Korban looked up sharply, and found his uncle grinning at him.  “Uncle Bryce!” he said accusingly as he tugged on the bottom of his scabbard, “You know I’m not a Dezian!”


“I’d swear to it.  You’ve been so steadfast against becoming a priest you’re whole life, there’s no way you’re secretly a necromancer!”


“I’ll say,” Korban muttered.  
Chapter 17

Korban and Bryce sat in silence for a while, watching the enchanted pilgrims.  Every once in a while someone would move closer to the gates and get caught in the spell; the immediate transformation was startling.

“Uncle Bryce?” Korban asked.  “I know that Ramius had to wait to be fostered for a while, because Dad wasn’t there.  But he still went off without having a Sendoff Party.”


“You’re father couldn’t come back from the front lines,” Bryce agreed.  “He’s trying to draw out the Baron with a siege, and it wouldn’t serve him nor Shar for him to leave it.  He’s got to watch like a hawk for his opportunity.”


“Right.  So Dad’s probably not coming back anytime soon.”


Bryce looked sidelong at his nephew.  “Right.”


“Well, since Ramius didn’t have a Sendoff Party…then that doesn’t mean that I have to have one, right?”


“You didn’t have one,” Bryce said pointedly.  “Priests don’t get them.”


“But sometimes, neither do knights,” Korban said, trying to hide his craftiness.


“Sometimes,” Bryce agreed.


Korban looked around nonchalantly before saying, “So, even without Dad…I could start my training.  Without a Sendoff.”


“Come out and say it, Korban.”


“Uncle Bryce, would you train me to be a knight?”


“No.”


“Why not?” Korban demanded, hurt.  “You trained Ramius for two years.  And I’d be a good student.  You know I would.  You gave me a lesson yesterday, and—“


“That was a mistake,” Bryce said patiently.  


“I have knighthood in my blood,” Korban said defiantly.


“And priesthood, too,” his uncle replied.


“So, does that mean Ramius has to be a priest?  Or Seth?  No.  Why is everyone trying to decide my life for me?”


“We’re not,” Bryce said gently.  “The world has decided your fate.  It’s you that keeps getting in the way.”


“What if my fate’s wrong?” he demanded, leaping to his feet.  “What if there was some mistake?  What if I’m meant to be the next one carrying this sword?”  He reached over and grasped the hilt of Bryce’s sword.  “I would be a good knight, Uncle.  You know I would.”


“I do,” his uncle sighed.  “That’s the hardest thing about this.  You’ve got the right instincts, and the right convictions.  You’ve certainly got the right ancestry.  But look at Jonas.  He did, too.  And he’s living a damn happy life as a priest.”


“I’m not Jonas,” Korban snapped, crossing his arms.  “How would you feel if Jonas was never born, and you were the second son?”


“I would have been a priest.”


Korban’s jaw dropped.  “What about all that talk about the hocus-pocus of the gods, and how you couldn’t ever keep them straight?”


“I can’t, and I don’t need to.  But if it was my destiny to be a priest instead of a knight, I would study up quick.”


“I don’t believe you,” Korban said sullenly.  “You love being a knight, and you wouldn’t be happy doing anything else.”


“That’s where you’ve got me wrong, kiddo,” Bryce said with a wink.  “I love being a knight, and I’d be happy doing anything, no matter what it was.”  He looked over to where Seth was napping, leaning against the walls, and said, “I have the feeling Seth would do the same.  It doesn’t seem to matter to him what he does.  He’ll be good at it, whatever it is, and he’ll enjoy it.”


“There’s a difference,” Korban said hotly, “between me and Seth.  He hasn’t been told his entire life that there’s only one thing he has to be.”


“I will say one thing,” Bryce said admonishingly.  “Even though you have to be a priest, I’m right glad you won’t be a Constani.  You haven’t the temperament for it.”


“I know.”


“Why are you so angry about this priesthood business?  You don’t have to be.”


“Why are the Constani so angry about this Undead business?  They don’t have to be.”  His uncle looked at Korban and laughed.


“You’ve got a point there, lad.”


They resumed watching the crowd in silence, and Korban daydreamed about knighthood, and being trained by Bryce, and fighting with Ramius on the front lines, both of them under the command of their father.  Imagining the arms and accoutrements he would need for battle, Korban examined the sword on his uncle’s hip.


“What’s so difficult about caring for this sword?”


Bryce shook himself out of his own reverie and looked at his nephew.  “What do you mean?”


“Well, you said that Dad couldn’t carry it out on the frontier.  Why not?”


“Oh, he could.  It would add to the De Marco legend—the same sword that saved the Blade in the Sky, taking down the Baron of Edgewood.  But there’s no temples to Kaith in the Edgewood Forest, or at least none that the Baron doesn’t control.”  Bryce smiled at his nephew’s confused look and continued, “Every time this sword sheds blood, the owner has to bring the sword to Kaith, and thank him for providing a worthy enemy.”


“Okay, now this is really weird,” Korban said.  “Are you telling me that you go to temples?  With priests in them?  You?”


“I do,” Bryce nodded.  “I don’t understand it much, but this is a powerfully magical sword.  On an Altar of Kaith, something…happens.  To the sword.”


“What?”


“Well, it glows, and it sure does feel different after.  Beyond that, I don’t know.”


“Why Kaith?”  Bryce seemed unprepared for the question, so Korban continued, “Why the God of Death?  That seems really creepy.”


“Not so much.  I mean—sure, I thought it was creepy at first, too.  But this sword isn’t an important relic of the Death God.  It’s the sword of Mace De Marco, the greatest knight there ever was!”


Korban sat back pensively.  “Why would Mace De Marco’s sword have anything to do with Kaith?” he pondered.  “Is it some sort of death sword?”


“It’s killed a right many in its day,” Bryce agreed, “but it doesn’t have the touch of death, or anything like that.”


“Does it have any magical abilities?”


“No, it—well, wait.”  Bryce drew it slowly and examined it, and then flicked it forward a few times, as if it was the handle to a whip and he was urging the horse onwards.  Finally he looked down the edge of the blade and said, “No, it’s nothing.”


“What?  What was it?”


As he slid the sleek blade back into its scabbard, Bryce said, “Once, a while ago, I used to see sparks coming off it sometimes.  But there’s nothing now.”


“Why don’t you have Mordred look it over!” Korban said excitedly.  “We can have him examine the sword, and tell you what powers it has!”


“Okay, sure,” Bryce said disinterestedly.


“Bryce!  Isn’t this exciting?”


“No.”  He shrugged and continued, “This magical thing, Korban, and I’ve never been much into all of that.  I’m a sword fighter, and that’s what I’m good at.”


“But you do some magical things.  You go to the temple of Kaith.”


“Only because tradition demands it,” Bryce said sternly.  “I am passionate about our family history, and I don’t want to offend any old ghosts by not following tradition.  I agreed to do that silly pilgrimage when I took on the sword, only because Madison had nobody left to turn to.”


“He’s got me,” Korban said quietly.  “And Ramius,” he added hurriedly, before old wounds reopened.  “If you get tired of it, there are more knights growing up in the family.”  They continued along in silence for a time, before Korban said, “You could ask the priests, I guess.”


“Ask them what?”


“What the sword does on the altar.”  When Bryce still looked confused, Korban continued, “The Kaithian priests.  In the Temple of Kaith?”


“Oh, right,” Bryce nodded.  “No, they don’t know I go in there.”  Once again Korban was stunned.


“They don’t know?” he asked incredulously.


“No, that’s part of the upkeep of the sword.  It has to be placed on an altar of Kaith without any of the temple priests knowing.”


“So that’s why Dad really couldn’t bring it into Edgewood,” Korban said.  “I thought he would be able to bring a priest of Kaith, and they could set up an altar for him.  But if this is supposed to be secret from them, then he would need an established temple to go into!”


“See, that’s ruddy brilliant,” Bryce said.  Korban’s brief burst of pride was cut short when his uncle continued, “I knew you had the mind for a priest.  Knowing which god goes where, and how the priests and the altars—brilliant.  You’re going to be an incredible priest.”


“No, I’m not,” Korban muttered.  Bryce pretended not to hear him.


“It’s spooky business, this sword,” the knight went on.  “The priests don’t ever ask me, or bother me, and they don’t seem to mind, or take interest, or anything.  I suspect there’s a right many swords that do that.  Oh, that reminds me; I have to find a temple soon.  I drew blood on the way to Pandion.”


“Jonas?” Korban asked, intrigued.


“No, I didn’t even scratch him.  There was that bandit, on the way into Pandion, remember?”  Korban recalled the man, dressed in pilgrim’s robes, reaching up onto the wagon and slipping the sword halfway out of its sheath before Bryce even reacted.


“You showed him, didn’t you, Bryce?”


“Sure enough,” he said.  “Should have taken the thieving bastard’s hand.”


“This sword is important, huh?”

“This is an ancient sword, Korban.  It once helped Mace De Marco defeat the dragon that wanted to break the Blade in the sky.  As the dragon flew up, Mace struck it down with this very sword, and broke his own blade when he did it.  


“If this blade was broken, how come it’s whole again?”


“We’ve reforged it, see, keeping the hilt.


“Did Dad not want this sword?  I mean, did he have first dibs on it?”


“It’s a magical sword; owning it comes with…obligations.  Heirlooms from our line aren’t just given out as presents.  They are responsibilities, as well.  Your father is fighting a war right now.  He doesn’t have the time to give this sword the care that it needs.”


Jonas approached, holding his shield up high, so that his eyes peeked over the rim.  There was a hazy glow emanating from the shield, reflected in Jonas’ eyes.  As he passed his magical gaze over his family, he let the shield and the spell drop.

“Any luck?” Bryce asked conversationally.


“No,” Jonas said, “which is frustrating.  We know there has to be a Dezian in here.”


“And it’s not me!” Korban said.


Jonas smiled.  “Yes, we made plenty sure of that last night, didn’t we?”


“How much longer will you keep everyone inside?”


“Not too much longer,” Jonas said, looking around.  “If you guys are bored, you could go up to the Watchtower, and watch the proceedings from up there.”


“Okay!” Korban said.  “Bryce, you want to come?  It’s really cool!”


“Nah,” he said, “I’d prefer to watch from down here.  Besides,” he said with a wink to his brother, “if you flush this Dezian out, it might be helpful to have an extra hand in the chase.”


Jonas smiled tightly.  “Your help would be appreciated, brother.  Now, Korban, I don’t have the time to escort you, so I’m going to cast a spell on you that will allow you to cross the wards.  Okay?”


Korban sighed.  “Just don’t make me throw up again, alright?”


Jonas laughed, and for the first time since Korban had shattered the mood of their meeting, he once more found that comforting joviality present in all the De Marcos.  “I won’t,” Jonas promised as he quickly cast a spell.  “Your mother and some of the acolytes are up there, so behave yourself.”


“Oh,” Korban said.  “Maybe I’ll stay down here with Bryce after all.”


“I think it would be good for you to maybe apologize to some of them for your behavior, Korban.  Don’t you?”  After his nephew sullenly nodded, Jonas continued, “Good.  That is the brave thing to do.  Follow this.”  Holding his hand up to his mouth, Jonas blew into his palm, and a small, white ball of light formed.  It danced out of his hand, and floated in the air in front of Korban.  “Take him to the Watchtower,” Jonas ordered the little ball of light.  It bounced up and down in response.

“Cool!  Thanks, Jonas.”


“Stay out of trouble,” Bryce said.


“Hey, if I don’t have to be a Constani, I’ll be the best behaved boy in the world!”


Leaving the lethargic crowd behind, Korban entered the keep and descended into the subterranean depths.  He didn’t remember where the long spiral staircase leading to the Watchtower was; the last time, when they were led there from Valera’s meditation room, he was led around so much he had no idea where anything was.  He figured the stairs leading up to the highest point of the keep were on the first level belowground; it wouldn’t make much sense to have the highest tower only accessible from the lowest level.  

But, that would be in a normal keep, Korban amended; the Constani had a peculiar way of doing things.  Korban traversed the entire first level, following Jonas’ little ball of light, and found no stairs going up.  Every door and passageway led either straight across or down.  


The bouncing little light finally took him down some stairs, and he went down three levels before crossing a corridor and ascending the spiral staircase he recognized.


As Korban made his way up the stairwell, he noticed the alcoves tucked in along the walls that seemed strangely decorative before; but now, he envisioned himself an invader, and every flight of stairs presented another opportunity for a defender to get the drop on him.  He began to appreciate the clever construction; truly, this was a fortress that aroused his knightly instincts.


The spiral staircase was narrow and intimidating; far, far up above was the room in the Watchtower that allowed a view of the entire plain.  Korban was interested in seeing the courtyard from above, to see the area of effect that the calming spell had on the crowd as a perfect semicircle in the crowd below.  He had been able to see the line from the courtyard that divided those under the influence of the spell and those outside it; from above, he could see the pattern clearly.  And, he realized, he could maybe show those new Constani a thing or two about the spells they would be learning, since he was under the effects of the spell himself not too long ago.

He made the climb in good time, enjoying the exercise.  Now that his future seemed brighter, he began to relish challenges as tests of his ability.  The stairs were difficult, and even enjoyable in the right frame of mind.  The door knocking him in the face was not.


Just after reaching the top of the long stairwell, the black wooden door flew open and struck Korban, disorienting him.  He looked into the room warily, and then he charged when he saw what was happening within.


There were bodies all over the floor.  The small round room was slick with blood, and all of the initiates lay moaning with pain, still with unconsciousness, or worse.  Allora was spinning her shield above her head as she cast a spell, making her glow a bright blue.  Facing her was a slim attacker, a girl, Korban judged by her frame, who was dressed in tight fitting black satin.  She wore a black mask over her face that left only her eyes visible.  She was swift, and she let loose a flurry of kicks and punches that made Allora disrupt the spell she was casting.


Korban was unarmed and furious.  He dove into the assailant, shoulder first, and the benefit of surprise made him strike true.  He tackled her to the floor, giving his mother time enough to cast a spell.


She called out loudly, “In the name of Constance, STOP!”  The girl stopped struggling beneath Korban, and seemed frozen in space.  He could see the fury in her eyes.  Not knowing what else to do, he punched her as hard as he could.


“Korban, no!” his mother said.  As soon as Korban hit the girl, she started moving again; apparently, Korban had negated the spell.  He punched harder, and then was thrown off of the black-clad intruder and into the wall.


As he pulled himself up off of the moaning body of one of the initiates, he had to admire the way his mother moved with a shield.  She was graceful and swift, and were it not for the fact that her opponent was swifter, she surely would have won the battle.  Unfortunately, the assailant snatched up a strange weapon from somewhere on the ground.  By the way she used it, Korban could tell it was hers.  He had read about them in one of his books at home; it was a garrote, a cubit-length of strong cord with two balls at the end.  Mostly used for strangling, it was the holy weapon of the Dezian Priesthood.


Korban realized this girl was a Dezian assassin!  She had defeated all of the initiates, and would have killed them all if Allora was not there.  Surging with pride for his mother, Korban lifted himself up and entered the battle to help.


But Korban was no priest.  He only got in the way, and he could tell when his mother shoved him off to one side.  He watched them fight, hoping for some opportunity to jump in and offer some real help.


The assassin punched out with her right hand, holding one ball of the garrote.  Allora dodged to her own right, striking with her shield to her opponent’s midsection.  Barely fazed, the girl stepped to her left and reached out with her left hand to take the other ball, which had swung through the air after the previous punch.  Completing the step, the girl shifted her weight to her left foot and turned, pulling on the garotte from directly behind Allora.  It dug into her neck, and she dropped her shield.


Korban grabbed his mother’s shoulders and shoved, forcing both of them back into the wall.  He was glad for the upset balance they already had; his twelve year old frame would not have been capable of doing the same thing to a pair of burly knights.


As they crashed into the wall, right next to the door frame, the assassin spun to her side and fell down the stairs.  Korban charged after her, noticing the alarm rune set into the wall.  Hastily he punched it and flew down the stairs.

For a moment he feared that only Constani could set off the alarms, but after a moment he heard the loud claxon sounding.  As he sprinted after the assassin, he reassured himself that his mother was okay; she had to be.  She was strong, and she used to be a priest here.  She would know how to fend off Dezian attacks.  She probably shook it off like it was nothing, Korban thought.  


The important thing now was capturing the attacker.  Nobody else knew where the danger was; when Korban pulled the alarm, the gates shut and everyone went on alert, but all eyes would be looking outside.  They might miss the danger within.


Korban threw himself down the spiral staircase, not so much running as landing after dangerous, potentially lethal jumps.  He constantly pushed himself off of the outside wall, turned, and leapt again.  If he lost his footing, he regained it by taking to the air and trying to land again.  His recklessness paid off.


He reached the window just as the shutters closed.  If he was a second later, he never would have known that the assailant had slipped out of the tower.  Korban landed hard in the window enclosure, stopping his momentum.  Throwing open the shutters, he got a kick square in the face.


His nose burst with blood, and he toppled down the stairs.  Fury made him catch himself, and he got his footing, looked up the stairs, and cursed.


Korban had lost the advantage; he was now on lower ground than his opponent, and had no weapons either.  He had been hoping to tackle the Dezian, using the speed from his descent as a lethal force.  Now he was stuck below, and decided the best course of action was getting helped.


He spun and started running, defending himself from his ego.  He was not running from battle, he told himself; he was getting more muscle.  If the Dezian could have escaped through the window, she would have; because she was still inside, she would have to get out by going down.


This happened sooner then Korban expected.  He wore himself out going down the first half of the tower, and his slow speed on the second half allowed the slim cord to slip around his neck.  One moment he was running down the steps, and the next, his feet flew out from under him and his neck flew backwards as the garrote cut into his flesh.


Choking, he reached back above his head and pulled at they grey robes.  This cannot be the end, he thought.  I never got to prove I wasn’t a priest.

Just then a real Constani stormed up the stairs, and Korban was dropped as the priest’s shield swept a powerful arc above his head.  It caught the Dezian on the chin, and she spun, trying to go back up the stairs.  The Constani tried to leap over Korban, and didn’t quite make it; his shoulder served as another step for the burly priest.  Had he any voice left, Korban would have howled in pain.  Instead he catalogued this new torment alongside the others currently taking precedence.


Coughing and wheezing, the boy rubbed his throat so that circulation could return.  He rolled onto his side and caught his breath.  It took a moment before he realized what he was looking at; one of the balls from the garotte.  The other was on the step above, and the cord between the two twisted gently, silkily; Korban took the ball and looked into it as he caught his breath.


It had a smooth white surface that reflected the light.  The longer Korban looked into it, the more furious he became; someone had attacked his mother!  Someone had attacked him!  He felt violated, and wanted nothing so much as revenge.


The emotions became so intense that he barely heard the sounds of battle above him.  His whole mind was aflame; the passion of his fury became almost unbearable, and he tried to let out a mighty scream, but it came out as a croak.  This was so unexpected, he was shocked back into the moment.  He had to get help!


Just as he got his feet back, there was a great clang above him, and then a strange swishing sound.  Looking upwards, he barely had time to dive to the side as the Dezian came hurtling into view, standing on the Constani’s large shield!  The priest’s arms were flailing as she struggled to keep balance, and she was moving so fast that Korban had no time to react before he was passed entirely.


The moment the Dezian was out of sight, Korban started running again, feeling pain in every new bruise.  As he reached the bottom of the stairs, he saw the discarded shield on the floor, and an empty hallway leading to the right and the left.  The hall went straight for fifty yards both ways, with no doors.  The Dezian was fast, but not that fast.  Korban looked up.


“Looking for this?” he asked the Dezian above him as he held out the garrote.  Korban admired the strength the priest displayed; pushing with arms and legs, she braced herself directly against the ceiling between the thick wooden rafters.


They stared each other down.  Korban could not reach up to the ceiling, and if the Dezian tried to descend, she would be open to an attack from Korban.  A few moments passed in silence as they stared, and then Korban opened his mouth and screamed, tearing at his bruised vocal cords.


“Heeeeeeeeelp!  Heeeeeeeeeeeelp!”  The Dezian was forced into action, and she dropped, keeping all four limbs below to take the force of the landing.  Korban held one of the balls and swung the garrote, thanking his father for the toy ball and chain he gave him when he was five.  It had been a wooden ball on a string, and he and Ramius battled with their toy weapons to no end in their childhood.  Ramius only practiced with swords, but Korban loved his ball and chain toy.  The practice served Korban well now, and he thwacked the Dezian on the temple with a ball on the end of the garrote.


It did no real damage, but it disoriented the priest, and as she shook her head the hood fell back, surprising Korban.  It was Bara, the initiate Constani!  She snarled at Korban as he took a step back and tripped over the shield.  


Before he even hit the ground he kicked the shield towards her, and the rim struck her in the shin.  She fell, and planted her hands squarely on the holy symbol of Constance.


Korban scurried back in fear as smoke rose from her palms and she screamed in a high-pitched voice.  She snatched them away, and just then Jonas came running around the corner with five other Constani.  The girl looked at them in fury, and then slowly, deliberately brought her blackened palms to her head.


“No!” Jonas screamed.  “Stop her!”


Korban sat stunned, not knowing until too late what he was supposed to stop.  The girl put one hand on her jaw, and one on the opposite temple, and her head bent hideously as she snapped her own neck.


As she fell, Korban watched her eyes as they looked around frantically.  “Father?” she said.  Then she fell to the ground, lifeless.


Korban watched as the priests searched her body for any evidence of a magical item that would disguise her through the wards that should have sounded as soon as she entered the walls of Pandion.

“She is quite obviously a necromancer,” Jonas said.  “She has the training, and she has the spells.  How did she get in here, this deep into our fortress?”


“She has the weapon, as well,” another priest said pointedly, looking at Korban.


Korban looked around confusedly, wondering if he was still dazed from the fight.  Belatedly he saw that their gazes were not on him, but on the weapon in his hand.


“Oh, yeah,” Korban said, “she was using this to—“


“Drop that immediately,” Jonas seethed.  Wide-eyed, Korban obeyed.


Hesitantly, the Constani approached the garrote, lying inertly on the ground.  He reached out a finger to touch it, and drew back his finger quickly, hissing in a quick breath.  “It’s real,” he said.  “How did it get in the walls?”


“Are the wards working?” one of the priests asked.


“They have to be,” another said.  “We check them every hour.”


“Was there ever a time that the wards were down?” Jonas asked.


“No,” three of the priests said in unison.


“Yeah, once,” Korban said.  Wordlessly all of the priests looked at him, and he continued, “When the Zombie came walking in with the other pilgrims…was it alone?”


The Constani all exchanged glances.  Finally Jonas said, “Let’s dispose of the body.  Carsen, Jental, go find some gloves and get some sacks.  We’ll prepare the bonfire immediately.”  Turning to his nephew he said, “Thank you, Korban.”


“You’re welcome.  Now, if you guys know any healing spells, there are some really beat up acolytes upstairs.”  As he led the way he said over his shoulder, “I hope they’re not dead.”

When they reached the top, they found that two of them were; the red haired boy, the peasant whom Korban didn’t like, and a blond boy so nondescript Korban had nearly forgotten he was one of the acolytes.  If he hadn’t died, Korban reflected, he probably would have never remembered him at all.  Staring at his lifeless face, he realized he would now remember him all his life.  Hell of a way to make an impression, he thought.

Allora was tending the wounds of the three conscious acolytes when the rest of the Constani arrived with her son.  Quickly they helped those still living and got them on their way to the infirmary.  When Korban saw his mother limp to the door to follow them, he cried, “Oh, Mom!  You’re hurt.”

She turned back to him with a smile and said, “Yes, but I would have been dead without you.  Thanks, Korban.”


Trying to not smile so big, and trying not to cry, Korban gave up trying to find any words to say and rushed into his mother’s arms.  As she hugged him close, Allora whispered, “My boy.  My dear, sweet boy.”


After a time they parted, and Allora said, “Join me for a walk to the infirmary?”

Chapter 18

Once he saw his mother safely in the hands of the Constani healers, Korban went over to Jonas, who was setting Teijah’s broken arm.

“Jonas,” he asked, “who was that?  What was that?”

“The Dezians are evil,” Jonas said.  “They prey on the fear of their victims.  It is by harvesting fear that they get their power.  Constani gain power from mediation and reflection; the Dezians are the opposite.  It is by panic and fear that they become powerful.”

“Dezmerelda is an awful goddess,” Teijah said, grimacing as tape was wound tightly around her left arm.  “She feeds on war, and she sometimes seduces Demos into starting one for her.  Most of the wars that occur are because of a Dezian’s instigation.”

“There is an important lesson here for Constani,” Jonas said as he looked into the girl’s eyes.  “Be careful of your emotions.  They can overpower you, and open your heart to the Grey Goddess.  When you find yourself acting out of anger, or fear, Dezmerelda will beckon to you, offering to show you how to harness this energy.  Constance offers you a way of letting it go.”


“Are the Dezians stronger than us?” she asked.  “It seems like with all that raw emotion to draw from, they would be very powerful.”


“They are.  But they can never succeed over a true Constani.”


“Tell that to my mother,” Korban said.

“Korban…your mother was—rusty.  She had not been a priest for a very long time.  She became a priest again because of extreme emotion, not because of a peaceful calling.  She was upset, and you were upset, and so she came to Constance to calm the flood of emotions.  While Constance may offer a reprieve, she is not a guarantee of righteousness.”  He tied off the bandage and smiled at Teijah, who looked darkly at Korban before lying down on the bed she was sitting on.

Korban crossed his arms as he looked at his uncle.  “So if my mother was not a Constani then she wouldn’t be hurt?”


“Yes.  And you would be dead.  You would have been in the Watchtower with the rest of the initiates when the assassin struck, and none of the acolytes would have survived.  It was only the presence of a more experienced priest, and your surprise intervention, that turned the tide of the battle.”

“So one Dezian can take on a room full of Constani.”


“Hardly.  One fully trained Dezian necromancer can beat up on some kids.  But you saw what the infiltrator did when faced with six priests running down the hallway at her.  She took her own life.”


“So all this time…Bara was a fully trained Dezian necromancer?  How did she get in here?”


Jonas blew out a heavy breath and nodded.  “I’ve been wondering that myself.  Pandion has never been infiltrated to this extent before.  Your theory about her sneaking in when the Zombie entered is a good one.”


“But that doesn’t explain how she got past the wards in the Grand Temple,” Teijah said quietly.


“Or the sweep that I did before the attack.”  Jonas shook his head.  “The simple answer is, I have no idea.  Normally I can…feel a Dezian when I am near them.  But I was right next to Bara no less than a dozen times, and I didn’t feel the presence of her goddess at all.”


The mystery was forgotten as a Constani ran into the infirmary, pausing only to look around the room for Jonas.  On seeing him, he hurried directly over and whispered urgently, “There’s a problem with the cloaks.”


Looking up in surprise, Jonas asked, “The cloaks?  What—oh.”  The Constani held out one of the blue cloaks used in the Mysteries the night before, and Jonas took it gently.  “What is the problem with—oh, damn.”  Biting his lip he looked up to the sky.


“What is it?” Korban asked.


Jonas met his eyes once, and then swiftly stood, shoving the cloak into the Constani’s chest.  “We have to keep this quiet.  And we need to talk with the High Priest.  Now.  Call him to the Grand Temple; I will meet him there.”

As Jonas turned and strode out of the room, the Constani dropped to his knee and prayed.  His shield flared to life, and he mumbled under his breath for a time.  Korban and Teijah watched in silence, and when he was done, he wordlessly stood and left the infirmary.


“What in the hell?” Korban asked.


“Let me see that cloak,” Teijah said.  Korban picked it up and held it out to her, and she took it in her good hand.  “I don’t see what the—wait a minute.”


“What is it?” Korban asked eagerly.


“These sigils aren’t right.  See, this one here, it’s supposed to have a bar crossing it, and it—it looks like it’s been unraveled!”  She looked up at Korban with fear in her eyes.  “What could this mean?”


“This cloak has been tampered with?  That wouldn’t get Jonas so upset.”  They both frowned in silence for a moment before Korban said, “But you know what would?  All of the cloaks being tampered with.”
*
*
*

Seth sat on the roof of the stables, watching the courtyard below.  The pilgrims had left at noon, just after the Watchtower had exploded in sounds and strange shadows.  From where he was sitting. Seth could not see into the watchtower very well, but he could tell some sort of commotion had gone on.  Then the gates were opened, and the pilgrims were all released.  All twelve hundred and fifty four of them.


There were still more pilgrims present; including himself, Seth counted only fifty other burlap robes that were outside the keep, as well as forty three blue robes on the Constani that were on the walls and in the courtyard.


Seth was the only one atop the stables.  He went over to the ladder to climb down; after the first time Korban had helped him descend, he could do it on his own.  But if Korban was here, he would have whined for his help, so that he would keep him around for a while afterwards.


Ramius and Korban had always been wondrous entertainment for Seth.  With strangers, he could only count the few things that they were doing right in front of him.  But he had seen his brothers do so many different things so many times, he was able to count their expressions and quips and log them alongside the thousands of other things he had seen them do before.


In Pandion, Seth felt left out.  Korban was taking all of the attention (like always), leaving Seth to wander around behind him and try to find things to do on his own.  As he reached the bottom of the ladder, Seth scampered across the courtyard, his arms out wide, imagining he was one of the sixteen birds he had seen fly over the keep that day.


Making bird calls with his voice, he danced through the sparse crowd, executing clumsy spins and flapping his arms to pretend he was going higher.  He made for a land in front of the drawbridge, and watched it as it raised itself up to its full height.


It filled the massive archway, and massive clicking sounds came from all around it as it fully closed.  Seventy three gears spun as the braces and locks fell into place, and Pandion was secure once more.


Spreading his arms once more, Seth turned and ran to continue his pretended flight, and was stopped when one of the leftover pilgrims fell right into his path.


The boy skidded to a halt; he had never seen anyone fall in this exact way.  He could remember people stumbling forwards and backwards, slipping, tripping, and falling in every direction, but never had he seen anyone hover off the ground for nearly a full breath before they crumpled.


That’s one, Seth thought.


He skipped out of the pilgrim’s way; he had been talking with a Constani, who now knelt to help the pilgrim up.


“Gosser?” the priest said, concerned.  “What’s the matter?  Are you alright?”


The pilgrim, who shared the priest’s green eyes and strong cheekbones, coughed up blood and spat it out.  Fourteen, Seth thought, relieved.  Seeing things for the first time unnerved him.  The coughing up of blood was a welcome familiarity.


The sudden appearance of red boils on the pilgrim’s face was not.


“Gosser!  What’s happening?”


“Hhhhhrrrrrrr….”


“Help!” the Constani cried.  “I have no healing spells today!  Someone help me!”


Seth was jostled out of the way as Constani came rushing over, and some of their shields started glowing with blue wings.  He logged these occurrences, still shaken by the red boils, another first time occurrence.  But that was only the first.


As spells were frantically cast, soon the Constani began to make that strange hiccupping sound, floating in the air, and then crumpling into the dirt of the courtyard.  Taking more steps backwards, Seth counted them as they fell, and then counted the red, angry boils that surfaced on their faces.


When there were twenty fallen, he knew that he should go get help.  Thirty was a much bigger number than twenty, and he didn’t want there to be that many.  He ran for the keep, beating three other Constani because of the incredible swiftness granted to small boys and their light frames.


Once within the huge wooden doorway, he didn’t know where to go; he could find his way to a couple of places, but who should he find?  As he hesitated, the priests caught up with him and one pressed his shield into the double doors of the Great Temple.


Wings flared on either side of the shield, matching the engraving on the door, and the two metal doors burst open.  Within the candles were all burned low, and Seth saw the High Priest was talking with his uncle Jonas over a basket filled with blue Burial Cloaks.  They looked to the doors at the interruption, and the three Constani all fell to their knees.  Seth felt awkward still standing, so he hesitantly knelt as well.


“Forgive our intrusion,” the priest who opened the door said, “but there is a situation in the courtyard.  We need your help immediately.”


“What seems to be the problem?” the High Priest asked as one of the priests hiccupped.  They all looked at him as the hiccup brought him into the air for a moment, and then he clattered to the ground, and his shield fell out of his grasp.


“That’s the problem,” Seth said.  Jonas ran to the fallen priest, and the High Priest picked up his cane and began to hobble over.


“I can’t identify it,” Jonas said after turning the man onto his back.  “These red boils are growing rapidly, and they are weeping some strange pus.  Excellency,” he said as he stood, deferring his position to his superior.


The ancient man drew closer, and prodded the priest with his cane.  Blood began to drool from his mouth, and his pale, sweaty skin shook with his shivers.


“The Red Blight,” the old man pronounced.  “Is Pandion sealed?”


“Yes,” one of the other priests stated, covering his mouth and stepping back.  “No one can come in or out.”


“We must keep it that way, in case this gets out of control.”  The High Priest moved as quickly to the courtyard as he could with his aged walk.


Seth followed the little procession into the courtyard and gasped.  Forty four people, pilgrims and priests, were on the ground.  Some of them were obviously dead, with their staring eyes and gaping, bloody mouths.


Others were in the midst of dying.  “It’s spreading,” Jonas said.  Suddenly he turned to Seth.  Putting his hands on his shoulders, he said urgently, “Seth, you need to get away from this.  Quickly.”


“But maybe I can—“


“Run!” Jonas ordered.


Seth sprinted across the courtyard, not feeling any safer.  He had to leap over dead and dying bodies as he ran, but the chase was abruptly ended by the strange hiccup he had heard dozens of times already.


When it came from within his own body, he realized the hiccup was not a normal hiccup at all; it was, in fact, a strange jerking of the soul out of the body.  He could feel his soul leaving as he floated up into the air, and something was slid into its place.  Before he could even analyze what was happening, his soul jerked back into place, fusing with this new, hot substance within him.  Seth crumpled to the ground in panic.


He tried to claw his way up to a stand, tried to tear at his burning chest, tried to scratch away at the boils growing rapidly all over his face, but his hands would not obey his command.  He coughed, and when he tried to scream at the sight of the blood, all that emerged was a croak.  


The panic increased, and Seth was unable to think of anything besides his fear.  And then, somehow, a feeling of great calm began to seep into him.


He wanted to fear this calm, as he had always thought you should fear death; but this calm was fulfilling, and rejuvenating in a completely spiritual way.


Seth opened his eyes, surprised to find himself floating in the air.  Around him thirty nine other people were floating as well all looking as confused as he felt.  Rising high above everyone else, the High Priest floated up with his large golden shield on his arm, metamorphosed from his small shield pendant once more.


He reached out with his free hand, and heat exploded out of Seth.  He could feel the angry plague leaching from his body, scraping his nerves raw, and every tiny piece of his body felt cleansed and violated all at once.  Before he could finish counting all of these thousands of little pinpricks of heat, the feeling dissipated, and he floated to the ground.


The other thirty nine people were descending also, and there were trails of light leading from them to the High Priest’s outstretched hand.  Tendrils also extended into the citadel’s main doors, to the tops of the walls, and even straight down into the ground.


The red energy pulsed along these tendrils, concentrating in an angry red welt on reality that the old man squeezed in his fingers.  Setting his frail jaw, he thrust his hand against his own chest and fell to the ground.


“No!” Jonas screamed, in unison with all of the other Constani.


Seth watched, detached, as everyone in blue robes who could walk rushed to the falling old man, and they all caught him as he fell.  Everyone was screaming and crying, and Seth approached closer to see what was happening.


Abruptly everyone stood and backed away.  Jonas stood protectively over the body, and into the sudden silence he said, “Back off!  Now!  Someone bring me a torch immediately.”


While a new argument erupted among the priests, Seth ran to the citadel and ducked inside.  The torch sconces were at such a height that he could barely touch them.  Nonetheless he jumped, snatching a torch out of its setting, and recovered from his clumsy landing quickly and dashed into the courtyard.


Holding the torch high above his head, he marched through the quarreling priests and went straight for his uncle.  He did not understand what the fight was about, or what they were fighting over, but he was on his uncle’s side, no matter what.  


Even though some of the priests were consumed by their anger, Jonas stood placidly at the center of the emotional storm.  He gravely reached out and took the torch from his nephew’s hands, and without another word to the assembled priests, he set the old man’s robes on fire.


Everyone backed up quickly as the flames spread, and almost as one they all knelt, placing their shields in front of them.  Wings flared to life around the circle, and they prayed as the High priest burned.

*
*
*

“It was the only way to contain the plague,” Jonas told the crowd from where he sat next to the altar.  The assembled Constani were angry and hurt, filled with emotions that would cloud their thinking.  Jonas thought it best to address them from the ground, rather than the throne; the last thing he needed was accusations that he made the decision because he wanted to be High Priest.


But the accusations came anyway.  “You may be High Chamberlain,” a fat priest named Hextor fumed, “but that does not give you the right to execute the High Priest!  You will not ascend in his place!”


“I may not,” Jonas acknowledged calmly.  “But my concern was not my office, or any other.  My concern was containing the plague that nearly eradicated us all.”


“There was another way!”


“How?” Jonas snapped.  Quickly he took a deep breath; he had to control his emotions.  Constance would not be served by words of passion being spilled.  Slowly he continued, “If there was another way to save us, I certainly did not know what it was at that critical moment.  The High Priest, Constance protect him, drew the plague out of everyone in Pandion, and into himself.  His sacrifice has enabled us all to survive.”  His gaze swept across the small crowd.  “Even in retrospect, I do not know of any other way of protecting us.  Do you?”


His eyes stopped on Hextor, and although the priest still looked angry, he said nothing.


Jonas stood.  “The wake for our fallen brethren will be this evening.  Until the Conclave in three months, I will serve as acting High Priest.”  Hextor shook his head.  Jonas walked directly up to him and said in a low voice, “Are there any objections?”


No one spoke.  Jonas nodded.  “I will also be clear about one thing: in three months, I do not wished to be considered in the succession.  I will not be the next High Priest.  My title will remain High Chamberlain, but all duties of the High Priest will be mine until the successor of Algoth Marapia is chosen.  Is that clear?”  When nobody responded, Jonas said, “Good.  If you will not be involved in the construction of a funeral pyre outside the gates, then you will assist in moving the bodies of the fallen to it.”  With an imperious glance he dismissed them all.


His family stayed behind, for which he was grateful.  Allora came up to him and took his hand, squeezing it gently.  Instead of allowing himself to be momentarily captured by old emotions, buried decades ago, he took his hand from the grasp of his brother’s wife and interlaced his fingers, smiling at her.


“It’s been a difficult day for us,” he remarked wryly.  Allora returned his smile, and the dim light shaded her black eye to make her look like she was badly dressed in costume for a festival.


“I am sorry,” Allora said quietly.  “I know he was your friend.”


Jonas took a deep breath and said, “He is not the only one.  We lost many good members of the faith today.”  Fondly he looked down at Seth.  “But we saved you, didn’t we?”


“Me and thirty nine other people in the courtyard,” Seth affirmed with a smile. “There were sixty four other tendrils coming from his hand and going into the keep.”


“That makes ninety seven,” Korban supplied.  “He saved a lot of people today.”


Jonas appreciated the smile and nod from Korban; even though his nephew didn’t like this priesthood or these priests, he still appreciated valor when he saw it.


Suddenly Jonas felt very tired.  “When will you all be leaving?” he asked with a tired smile.


“We’ll stay for tonight,” Bryce said as he put a hand on his brother’s shoulder.  “And longer, if you need us.”


“I’ll be here longer, anyway,” Allora said.  “I’ve got my training to complete all over again!”


“Mama!” Seth said, distressed.  “I don’t want to leave without you!”


Allora knelt and took her youngest son in her arms.  “It won’t be long, Seth.  Don’t you worry.  Not long at all.”


“How long?”


Looking up at Jonas, she said, “Probably just a couple of weeks, and then I can get a mission in Shar.”


The wake passed quietly.  Korban watched his mother, along with nearly every other Constani, pass the evening in prayer on the walls as the pyre burned just across the moat.  The stench was awful, but the sense of separateness was even worse.


Bryce, Korban, and Seth were now the only non-priests left in Pandion.  All of the other leftover pilgrims were killed by the Red Blight.  Korban felt more ensure about the safety that Constance could protect; in one day there had been an attack by a Dezian assassin who should not have been able to get into the walled and warded citadel, and a plague that killed dozens of people.  A few discreet questions had confirmed Korban’s suspicions: the plague was of Dezian origin.


Maybe the plague was released from the body of the dead girl Bara, or maybe…there was still a Dezian inside Pandion.


Either way, Korban knew he would feel much safer when they had left Pandion far behind them.
Chapter 19


“But why, Master?  Why do people commit crimes?”


Ramius and Dane were both stripped to the waist, pulling huge trees from the forest to the timberyard.  After racing each other to fell their own tree first (Dane always selected a slightly larger tree as a handicap) they would drag the trees the length of three jousting fields, and lay them in order of their thickness for Gadder and Pollikes to saw into boards.  Dane adjusted the tree on his shoulder and sniffed.


“What crimes are you thinking of?”


“Any crime.  Let’s say, theft.  Why does Sasha steal?”


“Don’t say that too loud,” Dane grinned.  “He might charge you with defamation, too.”


“Everyone knows he’s a thief,” Ramius said disdainfully.  “There is no harm in speaking the truth.”


“There is if someone else gets to decide what truth is permissible to say in public.  But we’re not talking of corruption today; that’s next week.  You were asking about crimes.  Well, thieves come in all shapes and sizes.  Some steal because they don’t have the means to buy their own food otherwise, and they have to in order to survive.  Others do it just because they can.”


“That makes no sense,” Ramius said.  “I can stab myself in the eye.  But that doesn’t mean that it helps me at all.”


“But what if it did?  What if it got you a pouch full of gold?”


“So is it just the money?  There are many ways to make money.”


“Sure,” Dane said, adjusting his grip and dropping the tree next to the six others they had felled that morning, “but many of them take work.  Look at us.  Sweaty, tired, and bruising our bodies so that we can sell wood to the town.  In a week we’ll have enough to make a single crown.”  Dane took out his purse, and shook two crowns out of it, holding the big coins in his palm.  “Or, you can take these two when I’m not looking.  You’ll have twice as much for a fraction of the work.”


Ramius ladled some water out of a bucket and took a big gulp before saying, “But there’s so much risk!  If a thief gets caught, they go to jail, or have their hands chopped off!”


“That’s why there’s the greater reward,” Dane agreed, taking some water for himself.  “Let’s have a break.  Sit down.”


Ramius plopped onto the ground and leaned back on his elbows, watching his master pace.  “Why do people steal?” Dane mused.  “Have you ever stolen anything?”


“No,” Ramius replied, shocked.  “Of course not.”


“Then you’ll never know what it’s like.  The rush of adrenaline, the fear of being caught, the thrill of victory.  A thief lives for these things as much as for the profit.”  He arched an eyebrow and said, “Some people lives as knights for the same reason.  The excitement of battle, the shame of defeat.  I suppose thieves would find you as inscrutable as you find them.”


“It just seems so strange to me,” Ramius said, confused.  “I don’t understand why people wouldn’t do what’s right, and instead they just do what’s easy.”


“Look at those two boys over there,” Dane directed.  Gadder was standing over a trench with a long saw braced on his shoulder; in a pit below him was Pollikes, holding the other end of the saw.  Between them was a tree, and they were slowly shaving a board out of it.  “They work hard,” Dane commented.  “Why do you think they do that?  They could just go steal as a living, and they would do fine.”


“Maybe they are afraid of getting caught.”


“Maybe.  Maybe they know it’s wrong, and they don’t want to steal because it’s not right.”


“That makes sense,” Ramius nodded.


“But what if there was no right and wrong?” Dane pressed.  “What if tomorrow, Arminius forsook this little world, and justice, right, wrong, all of it, didn’t matter.  Do you think everyone would steal?”


Ramius chewed on this for a while before deciding, “No.  I wouldn’t steal.”  His master got no farther than an arched eyebrow before Ramius amended, “Not because it’s wrong.  I wouldn’t steal because I wouldn’t enjoy it.  I like working hard.”


“You’re an anomaly, little De Marco.  But, let’s go with this.  You wouldn’t steal because it would not be enjoyable for you.  Too easy of a way to make money.”


“Right.”


“Very well.  If someone stole something that belonged to you, would you steal it back?”


Looking down at his boots, Ramius said, “No.”


“Even though it was yours in the first place.  You wouldn’t steal it.”


“Master, I don’t understand why you’re pushing me in this direction.  I think stealing is wrong, and I won’t ever do it.  Why are you trying to make me understand it?”


Dane pointed at him sternly and said, “You’ve hit the bulls-eye.  You don’t understand it.  You might know that it’s wrong to steal, but you don’t know why.  Until you do, you won’t understand how right and wrong really fit together.  Break’s over.”  Dane led the way back to the forest, and Ramius followed in silence.


Once they returned to the section of the forest they were thinning, they retrieved their axes and selected their trees.  Before they began chopping, Dane said, “We left our axes here unprotected.  If someone came along and took them, would they have stolen them?”


Ramius hefted his axe and said, “If I found a tool lying around in the forest, I might take it myself, if there was no one to claim it.  But if someone claimed it as theirs, I would give it back to them.”


“Really?  To anybody that claimed it?  Even someone who didn’t own it before?”


“No, to the original owner.  I would have to find some proof that they owned it.  They would have to describe exactly where they left it.”


“What if they couldn’t remember because they were blind drunk?  If you thought they were not the true owner, and you kept the axe, that would make you a thief.”  Dane started chopping into his tree, and Ramius followed suit, chopping into his own.


He was not interested in chopping quickly and trying to beat his master; he had only beaten him once this morning, and with his arms going tired, he didn’t much care how long it took.  His mind was racing, however; Dane had described a scenario where Ramius would have been a thief.  If he came along in the forest, and found two axes lying around, he would have taken them into town; but if the true owner did not know where he left the axes, then Ramius would not have returned them to their rightful owner, and he would, indeed, be a thief.  Even though he would have thought he was holding out for the real owner of the axes to appear, and even though he thought he was doing what was right, he would have done wrong.


Doing good was a delicate balance; one had to constantly be on guard against mistakes.  Even a tiny mistake, not one’s own mistake, but someone else’s, like not knowing exactly where you left your property, could result in a wrongful act.


Ramius frowned.  He wanted to do nothing but good for his entire life.  But how could he be so sure?  How could he flawlessly keep from ever making a mistake?  Everyone made mistakes; a day with Dane should Ramius that had probably made more than most.  So how could he keep from erring into doing evil deeds, like stealing?


I must learn more about the wrong side of things, Ramius concluded.  If he had not had this conversation today, and found someone else’s axes in the forest, he could have been a thief without knowing it.  The only way to prevent this from ever happening would be to truly understand theft.


“Master?” he asked as they began hauling their fallen trees.  “When may I have a day off again?”


“Getting tired, Ramius?” Dane goaded.


“No, Master.  I need some time to figure something out.”


Dane looked at him archly in silence as they walked, dragging the massive trees.  “Tomorrow,” he said finally.  “It’s been two weeks since you’ve had time off.  I’m glad to see you recognizing your own need for rest.”  Shifting his grip, Dane said, “Truth be told, I need a day off myself.”
*
*
*


The next morning, Ramius entered the Emporium, a small shop of everything random.  Etheelion, the highly energetic mage who owned the shop, did not do much trading with the townspeople.  His customers were mostly travelers through the Everlost East, and his prices were high.  Ramius looked idly over some of the shelves while Dane bargained with the mage over some potions.  Many of the items that the boy saw were available in Shar, and for much lower prices.


“See anything you like?” the mage said as he practically bounced over to Ramius.


“No,” Ramius said.  “Your prices are too high.”


The mage took on an affected air of grievous offense.  “I have carefully calculated every price!” he thundered.


“They are all much higher than the prices I have seen in Shar.  Look at this,” Ramius said, picking up a scroll.  “A simple curing spell.  Five times as much as I have ever seen charged for this!  It’s amazing anyone buys your wares.”


The mage took the scroll and said possessively, “If you were in Shar, then you could find a great many mages to sell you things at a great many prices.  Out here,” he gestured expansively with one skinny arm, “I am the only mage for fifty miles.  This is the only apothecary shop in the frontier.”


“So you use that advantage to extort money from your customers?”


“Extort?  You’re lucky I don’t turn you into a toad!  I’ll have you know that considering the travel costs of the ingredients for these items, these are all very fair prices!”


“I don’t think this is a fair price,” Ramius said nonchalantly, taking the little piece of parchment off of the curing scroll and tossing it to the floor.  “I’ll just take it.”


The mage watched grim-faced until Ramius got to the door, and suddenly the squire found himself unable to move.  He was in mid-step, and he could not bring his foot down to the ground.  Unfortunately, his balance was not stable on his grounded foot, and he toppled over, held so immobile by the mage’s spell that he could not even register the pain from knocking his head against the door.  Inwardly he screamed, and then laughed as his inert body was levitated off of the emporium floor and away to the town hall.


They entered just as Shelley was wrapping up court, and the mage screeched, “Hold!  I have one more case for you today, my Lord!”


Shelley looked annoyed and said, “It will have to wait until next week.  I was just about to end this morning’s—“


“No!” the mage yelled, pointing his wand at the magistrate’s gavel.  It hung suspended in the air, unable to strike the desk and end the formal day of kingdom business.


“Damn it, Etheelion, I told you not to barge into my courtroom like this anymore!  Shelley exasperatedly threw the gavel behind him and said, “I’ll have you thrown in the stocks for this!”


“No, you won’t,” the mage replied craftily.  “I’ll turn you into a toad.  Here, this will only take one moment of your time.”  He flicked his wand, and in through the doors came the paralyzed and floating Ramius.  Etheelion magically directed him over to the defender’s box, and regally stood on the accuser’s box, straightened his sleeves, and began.


“This bratty young fellow tried to walk right out of my shop without paying for a scroll of curing,” he announced.  “I charge him with theft.”


“Very well,” Shelley announced in a bored voice.  “Defender, what do you say?”


Everyone watched Ramius silently for a moment, and Shelley said, “Magus, if you please?”


“Oh, terribly sorry,” Etheelion said, flicking his wand at Ramius.  He nearly fell as he found himself no longer magically suspended; regaining his balance, he stood up straight and proud.


“I do not deny it,” Ramius announced majestically.  “I stole from this good wizard, with no thought to the damage it would do to his—“


“Very well, one day in the stocks, end of business, good day!” Shelley screamed.  He reached down and picked up the gavel, hammering it into the bench as he stood, and scurried out the back door.


The wizard smirked at Ramius as he turned to go, and the man-at-arms approached with a pair of manacles.  The squire held out his hand to the wizard, who stopped, curious; within Ramius’ hand was six gold pieces, the price of the scroll.


Craftily the wizard looked at Ramius and said, “It won’t do you any good now, you know.  Sentence has already been handed down.”


“I know,” Ramius said gently while his other hand was manacled.  “I appreciate your help today, sir Wizard.  I never meant you any disrespect.  Please, take this gold, with my apologies.”


While the man-at-arms pulled on Ramius’ outstretched arm to chain him up, the wizard darted a hand out and snatched the gold.  Counting it, he said, “You still have been found guilty.  You’re still spending a day in the stocks.”


“I know,” Ramius said as he was fully chained in the iron manacles.  “I was hoping for nothing less.  Good day.”


He turned to follow the man-at-arms through the small door in the back wall, and suddenly the mage was at his shoulder, tucking the scroll into the pocket of the De Marco tunic.  “Pleasure doing business with you,” he muttered, and left.


Ramius smiled as he was led through the tiny door, and saw the world of the criminals for the first time.  The hallway was dingy and small, leading to a heavily locked door on one side and a small cell on the other.  The squire was brusquely shoved into the cell, which smelled like urine and vomit.  Ramius grinned as he looked around, noting with surprise that there was one other occupant.  He was curled up into a ball in the corner, and he wasn’t moving.


Rushing to his side, Ramius shook him gently.  “Sir?  Sir, are you…oh, by the nose hairs of Demos.”  He staggered to his feet and nearly made a healthy contribution to the collection of vomit, nauseated by the foul smell of the man.  He stirred, and Ramius held one manacled hand over his nose as he asked, “Are you alright?”


A juicy belch was offered up as an answer.  Ramius was afraid that the man had been beaten, but instead it seemed he was extremely drunk.  He moaned as he writhed on the ground, senseless, and Ramius let out a chuckle; he had probably never seen Lammer sober, and was not likely to, if this was his perpetual habit.


“Lammer!” Ramius yelled.


“Urrh?”  Lammer tried to open his eyes, and blearily gazed around Ramius for a while, before shutting his eyes and snoring.


Ramius jumped as the cell door was unlocked beside him, and a guard said, “Alright, to the stocks.  Nipper before you go?”  The guard held a jug aloft and shook it suggestively.


“Thank you, I am thirsty,” Ramius said.  He took the jug delicately with his clumsy manacled hands, and barely got the mouth of the jug to his lips before spitting it all out.  “Are you trying to poison me?” he shrieked.  “That’s not water at all!”


The guard grabbed the jug and looked at Ramius as if he was the stupidest man he had ever met.  “It’s whiskey,” he confirmed.  “Thought you might like some to get through the day in the stocks, is all.”


Haughtily Ramius looked at Lammer and said, “No, thank you.  I believe I am fine without.  Shall we go?”


“In but a moment,” the guard replied, unnerved by Ramius’ odd behavior.  He yelled down the hall, “Oy, Creder!  Give me a hand.  Lammer’s out.”  Turning back to Ramius, he held out his hand and said, “Back, you.”


Compliantly Ramius stood back against the wall, smiling as Creder entered, muttering, “Just once I wish he could walk himself to the bloody stocks.”  The two guards hoisted Lammer up to his feet and nearly dragged him out of the cell before Creder said, “We’ve got to get another bloke to escort number two, here.”


“I’m fine by myself, thanks,” Ramius said courteously.


Hearing a familiar voice, Creder looked fully at Ramius, and on recognizing him, dropped Lammer completely in shock.  The other guard tumbled to the ground with him.  “Ramius!” he said, surprised.  “What the hell are you doing in here?”


“I wanted to see what it was like behind the bench,” he said, smiling.  “The Corporal wouldn’t give me a job, so I had to get back here, somehow.”


“Bloody—help us out with Lammer, would you?  Grab his feet.”


“Sure.”  Ramius bent down to pick up the drunk man’s feet, and Creder and the other guard took an elbow each.


“You sure about this?” the first guard asked.  “If the Corporal hears that we let a prisoner go to the stocks unescorted—“


“It’s fine,” Creder said expansively as they started walking out through the courtroom.  “Hey, you need those manacles off, Ramius?”


“No, they’re fine,” Ramius said.  He braced Lammer’s feet against the bar locking his hands together, so they actually helped quite a bit.  “Besides, we should follow the rules.  I want to see what this whole ‘day in the stocks’ thing is like.”


Creder laughed uproariously.  “Just like a noble,” he cried, nearly dropping Lammer again.  “Can’t just ask a fellow to put the stocks on him.  Has to get in there by the book.”  He continued laughing all the way to the stocks, just across the main square from the town hall.


Clumsily Ramius tried to help them get Lammer’s unhelpful body into the stocks.  If his head was in, he would take one of his hands out; when both his hands were in, he lolled his head around.  Finally Ramius said, “Okay, Creder, take them off.”  The first guard held Lammer while Creder unlocked the manacles, and Ramius dropped them to the ground and claimed one hand of Lammer’s, pressing it in the half-circle cut out of the bottom piece of wood.  Creder held the head, and the other guard held the other hand firmly while the top of the stocks was lowered into place.  Once it was closed, Lammer stuck his hips in the air, clearly accustomed to this position.  Creder bolted the stocks shut before gesturing to the stocks behind it, saying, “My lord, your suite awaits.” 


Laughing, Ramius put his hands and head into the stocks, smiling as they were locked around him.  Leaning closer, Creder said, “You know, I can let you out in a couple hours, if you like.  Nobody minds too much if we lets em out early.”


“No, but thank you,” Ramius said cheerfully.  “I’d like to see what the whole day will do.”


“Suit yeself,” Creder said, picking up the manacles.  “I’ll come by tonight with some grub, all the same, alright?”


“Alright.  Good day, Creder.”


“Good day—bloody nobles.”  Creder joked with the other guard all the way back to the town hall.


The first hour was nice for Ramius.  He was so happy to be discovering something new; why, he might even be the first De Marco to ever spend time in the stocks!  The novelty of his situation kept his spirits up for some time.


By midday, however, his body started to ache, and the discomfort outweighed the excitement of doing something new.  Most people ignored him as they went about their business; once a child came and threw some stones at them, and that was exciting.  But his aim wasn’t very good, and when he hit the large wooden panel that made up Lammer’s stocks, the drunk growled viciously, chasing the boy off.


Looking over, Ramius could see that Lammer was hardly conscious.  He tried to make conversation anyway.  “Nice day,” he said casually.  The drunk made no response.


“Are you in here a lot?” Ramius asked.  “Because I could use some pointers.  You know, this is my first time, and all….”  Lammer’s head was lolling to the side, and he was clearly unable to understand Ramius.


Just then Dane walked through the square, striding towards his destination.  He stopped short when he saw Ramius, and without even showing surprise, he called to him, “You all right, then?”


“Yes, I’m okay.”


“Good.”  Dane began to walk away.


Ramius called after him, “Hey!  I get no talking-to?  No lecture?”


“You don’t need it,” Dane said over his shoulder.  Then he stopped and turned fully, smiling at his student.  “You’re either in there because you want to be, or you’re in there because you’re not cut out to be a knight.  If it was the latter, you would be bawling your eyes out right now.” 


“Hey!” Ramius shouted indignantly.  “A knight doesn’t cry!”


“And since you’re not crying, I take it you’re still a knight, and you’re in there of your own free will.  I’ll just leave you to it, then.  See you tomorrow.”  As he left, he muttered, “You do the damndest things with your time off.”

Chapter 20

Korban left Pandion with a great sense of relief.  Seth wasn’t talking to him; he was upset at the thought of losing their mother for good.  They were going to be leaving her here at Pandion, and Seth didn’t like the ambiguity of ‘finding an assignment in Shar sometime later.’  He wanted his mother, now.

“It’s okay, Seth,” Korban said quietly, feeling partially guilty against his will.  “She won’t be gone forever.  She has to stay for a little while, and then she’s going to be transferred back to Shar.  There are plenty of Constani there.”



“Mamma’s not a priest.  She’s our mamma.”


“She’ll always be our mom.  But from now on she’s going to be a priest, too.”


“Because you don’t want to be.”


“Neither do you!” Korban said.


“I don’t know what I want to be,” Seth said.


“Yes you do.  You want to be a knight.”


“No I don’t,” Seth said defiantly.


“Yes you do!  You want to be a knight, like Dad, and like Ramius.  Like Bryce, too.”


“How do you know?”


“Because you’re a De Marco!” Korban said.  “We all want to be knights!”


“Just because you want to doesn’t mean we all do.  You just want to be a knight because you can’t.”


“I can too!” Korban said.  “The High Priest said so!”


“No,” Seth said, “he said you didn’t have to be a Constani.  But you’re still the second son.  You have to be a priest somewhere.”


“Well, I’m not gonna.  I’m gonna be a knight.  Just like Bryce,” Korban said with pride as they watched their uncle approach.  “That’s the kind of knight I’m going to be.”


“You boys ready?” Bryce said.  He had a few sacks slung over his shoulder, and was twirling a key ring around one finger.


“You bet!” Korban said as he leapt to his feet.  “When can I start my training?”


Bryce hefted the sacks into the back of the wagon and grinned.  “You’ve picked a god, then, have you?”  The big knight grabbed the wagon and hoisted himself up to the driver’s bench.


Korban followed him, leaving Seth to pull himself up.  “Nope,” Korban said.  “I’m gonna be a knight, like you.  I just have to find someone to foster me,” he said leadingly.

Bryce shook his head as he reached over Korban and grabbed Seth’s shirt between the shoulders, pulling him up to the bench with them.  “You’re still second son, Korban.  Just because the High Priest cleared your mother’s debt doesn’t mean you won’t be a priest.”


“Says who?” Korban challenged.


“Says the world, kiddo.  How do you think your father would feel if everyone knew that he wasn’t tithing a son to the priesthood?”


Korban chewed on this new thought as the wagon went onto the drawbridge.  Madison De Marco wore his honor like he wore his skin.  Korban had never directly confronted his father with his dislike of priesthoods; it had been two years since he had seen him, when he left on campaign.  As the General of Shar’s armies, he was fighting the Baron of Edgewood, and all reports said he was doing well.  The family expected him back by next summer, flush with glory from his victory.  It would break Korban to tarnish his father’s greatness.  Silently he resigned himself to the possibility—just the possibility—of being a priest.  At least he wouldn’t have to be a Constani.


There were warrior priests out there, Korban mused.  The Priests of Demos, God of Strength, were often partners with knights.  They had amazing spells at their disposal; they could make themselves incredibly strong with a simple prayer, and some could even grow exponentially in size.  Korban imagined himself growing ten feet tall and fighting with his father on the borders of Shar.


“I miss Mamma,” Seth said.  He crossed his arms and kicked the railing in front of them.


“Don’t be sour the whole trip back, Seth,” Korban said, conveniently ignoring the fact that he had been sour the whole trip there.  He could tell by Bryce’ sidelong glance that the thought had occurred to him too.

As they waited for the drawbridge to lower, Allora came running up to the wagon, looking resplendent in her new Constani robes.  She had a sack over her shoulder and a wide smile on her face.  “Guess who got an assignment for Shar?” she asked joyously.


“Mamma!” Seth cried, reaching out for a hug.


“I thought the High Priest said there weren’t any posts available in Shar,” Korban said, making sure to amend his comment with a smile that she was coming with them.


“He’s told me that before.  Now that Jonas is acting High Priest, I just told him to make sure I didn’t react the same way; I wanted to get my sons safely home!”  She kissed Seth’s head and stepped up into the back of the wagon.

“I’m glad you’re coming home with us, mamma.” Seth said happily.


“Me too,” Korban said.  “It’ll be handy having our very own Constani bodyguard to protect us on the way back.”


“I’m not exactly up to par,” Allora said as she sat down gingerly, keeping her shield close by.  “The attack in the Watchtower really took it out of me.”


“I’ll keep an eye out, don’t you worry,” Bryce said as he urged the horse over the wooden drawbridge.  “You just rest.”


“The sword protecting the shield,” Korban mused.  “Kind of funny.”


“Well, Korban,” Allora said as she settled in, “we should probably use this journey to talk about which priesthood you’ll be joining when we get back to Shar.”


“I thought you said I didn’t have to be a priest!”

“No, I said you didn’t have to be a Constani.  Beyond that, you can do whatever you like with your life.  But you are still the second son.”

The argument lasted for over three hours.  Korban made no allowance for his mother’s wounds, but instead viciously kept up his tirade, believing that if he could not convince his family that he was not destined for the priesthood now, right after leaving Pandion, then he had no chance of doing it later.  Although she was weak of body, Allora was still steadfast in her claims of the facts: Korban was the second son.  The second son went to the priesthood.  That was how things worked.


“And what did you tell me when I followed Ramius into the wolf den on our vacation in Ebereth?” Korban shouted.  “You said, ‘If Ramius jumped off a bridge, would you do it?’”


“And you said yes,” his mother said patiently.


“That’s right!  So you said, ‘What would you do if everybody jumped off a bridge? Just because everyone does it doesn’t make it right.’  That’s what you said!”


“But Korban, you’re forgetting something very important: there are some things that everyone does because they are right.”


“Like killing people, or stealing?  People still do those.”


“But you don’t.”


“Not yet.”


“Korban, we’re not getting anywhere.”


“It’s because you’re not listening to me!  You’re saying that I have to join the priesthood because it’s the right thing to do, and I’m saying that I don’t see why it’s the right thing to do!  It’s just a habit.  Everyone is telling their second sons to go jump off a bridge, and that doesn’t make it right!”

“Joining a priesthood is not the same as jumping off a bridge, Korban.”


“That’s exactly how Jonas described it.  He said faith is like—“


“He didn’t mean it that way!”


“Then why did he say it?”


“We’re going around in circles.”


“No!  No, we’re not!  You keep trying to take us in circles, and go back to saying, ‘I’m right because I’m right.’  I am trying to move us forward, and you’re not listening!”


“I’m listening,” another voice said.  “We can hear you for miles around.”


Korban looked up and saw a man with straight black hair that fell to his shoulders.  He walked into the center of the road, smiling, and he stood right in the path of the wagon.  Bryce pulled back on the reins and said, “You’re in our way, stranger.”


Seth and Allora looked up from the bed of the wagon to see the man cross his arms and say, “I am in need of some help, friends.  I am lost, and there is nothing nearby, not for miles.”


Korban looked into the sparse forest on either side of the road, and the hairs on the back of his neck stood up as he saw men with bows appear from behind the trees.


“Why don’t you come on down, then?  We can have ourselves a chat.”


Looking to Bryce for instructions, Korban put his hand on his belt knife.  Bryce held out his hand and slowly got off of the wagon.  Allora had reached for her shield, and was slowly easing her arm into the straps.  Seth scurried as deeply as he could into the bed of the wagon.  Korban’s heart was racing.

The man in the road approached, smiling broadly.  “That’s a mighty nice sword.”


“Thanks,” Bryce said, resting a hand on the hilt.  “I’ve had plenty of buffoons tell me so when I run them through with it.”


The stranger folded his arms, and rested his chin in his hand briefly, before saying, “Tell you what.  Why don’t you give me that sword, I’ll let you pass, and we’ll call it even?  You don’t want to endanger those little boys.”


“I’m not little,” Korban shouted.


“I’ve got a deal for you,” Bryce said.  “You all stand down, and I won’t come back here and hunt you with the armies of Shar at my back.”


The bandit crossed his arms and looked to the sky, considering.  Then he shook his head.  “No, I don’t like that deal.  How about this one: I kill you all and take what I like!  Fire!”

Arrows rained down on them.  Korban dove into the back of the wagon, nearly tackling his brother, and Allora covered them all with her shield.  The arrows clinked off of the shield above them, and Seth whined with every strike that could have meant their death.


“When I say so, boys, run out the back of the wagon.  I’ll be right behind you.”  The clinking stopped briefly, and she whispered, “GO!”


Korban scrambled out of the wagon, with Seth right next to him.  When they landed, he saw more archers behind them, and could not decide on a direction to run.  The brothers froze in fear as Allora landed right next to them and executed a swift Alpha Spin and cast the Sanctuary spell on them.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” she said as she charged the archers.  Even though she still limped, her shield blocked every arrow that came her way, and she closed on the archers, now in the middle of the road, and began a furious attack of punches and kicks that made them drop their bows and hastily reach for weapons more suitable for melee combat.


Korban shook himself from his fascination with watching his mother fight.  There were at least a half dozen archers out there, and his mother was fighting four on one end, while Bryce was fighting more archers and a swordsman at the other.  And here were the two De Marco brothers, standing around invisible!  This is stupid! Korban thought.  I should be helping!

“Stay here,” he said to Seth, who grasped at his sleeve as he began to move away.  “It’s okay,” he reassured him.  “I have to help them.”


“I’m coming with you,” Seth said adamantly.


“You’ll be safer—“ Korban stopped himself.  Seth really would be safer with him—and due to the Sanctuary spell, he couldn’t be seen at all.  

“Okay, stay close,” he told Seth as he turned to the front of the wagon.  Allora was doing fine protecting herself at the rear; there were two archers fallen to the ground, and she held her shield before her as she charged a third.  But more archers were near the front, and Bryce had stopped yelling his war cry, which worried Korban.


He reviewed the specifics of the spell; anyone who wanted to hurt him would be unable to see him, until he attacked someone.  That would break the spell.  He might be able to get close enough to one of them before he attacked, and buy Bryce some time—


Korban stopped, dread gripping his heart, as he went past the horse and saw his uncle lying in a pool of blood in the dirt.  The head bandit bent down and took the ancient sword out of his hands, grinning.  “Good job, boys,” he told the archers, now coming out of the trees.  “Now go find those kids!  And take out the priest!”


An archer peered into the wagon, and then below it.  “They’re in the woods!” he called.  “Look to the trees!”


The head bandit scanned the treeline, looking right over Korban’s head.  Korban stood in shocked horror, watching as the life drained from Bryce’ body.  There were arrows in every limb, ten in his chest, and one in his neck.  The white fletching on the end of this arrow vibrated gently with his fading pulse; Korban watched, fascinated, as it danced to the tempo of Bryce’ last few heartbeats.


“Korban,” he croaked.  His nephew rushed to his side and grabbed his hand.  


“Bryce,” he wept.  “Don’t die.  Please don’t die.”


“Protect Seth,” he said.  “Don’t let him—uh.”  A bubble of bright blood, a brighter red than Korban had ever seen, left Bryce’ lips, and then he was gone.


“You talking to yourself, paladin?”  The bandit prodded him with a toe.  Korban looked up at him in fury, tears in his eyes.  He would have liked nothing so much as strangling the man right there.  But there was Seth to think of, and the spell could end at any moment.  He wiped his tears with his left hand, unsure of what to do.

The legendary sword swept right past Korban’s head as the bandit tested the grip, and then he called back to the archers attacking Allora, “What’s taking you?  Just kill her!”


“No!” Korban screamed.  The bandit looked around in confusion, but before Korban could attack him and break the spell, he had taken off at a trot towards the battle.  Korban followed.


Allora was bleeding, and Korban cursed himself for abandoning her to help Bryce.  She was still weak from the Dezian’s assassination attempt, and she was fighting four bandits on her own.  Korban knew he had one shot at surprise, and just as he was about to decide where to jump into the fray, the head bandit walked right up to Allora and drove his sword into her torso, as quickly as if he was sticking a needle into a pincushion.


She didn’t make a sound as she fell, but Korban began screaming.  All thoughts of surprise and attacking were lost as he tried to catch their mother’s body, already lifeless by the time it hit the ground. 
*
*
*


Pulling himself together, Korban went back to the wagon, while archers called to each other around him that the boys were nowhere to be seen.  He found Seth huddled in the bed of the wagon with his hood pulled tight over his head, still glowing a faint blue from the Sanctuary spell.  Korban climbed up beside him, also glowing, and said, “It’s okay, Seth.  It’s okay.  We’re going to be alright.”  He had no idea how they would ever be alright, but he supposed it was the best thing to say, even though it was absurd.


It took him some time to get Seth to even look up, and when he did, he said, “We need to go now.  Can you stand up?”  Seth looked around with frightened eyes, and then he slowly nodded, barely comprehending anything.


Helping his brother to his feet, Korban jumped back as Bryce’ body flew into the bed of the wagon.  It knocked both brothers back, and the bandit said, “Let’s get back to camp.   Forget about the boys.”


With that, the spell ended.  The blue glow faded from both De Marcos, and the two men who had just hauled in Bryce’ body stopped in their tracks and turned to look at them.  “Crap,” Korban said.


He dove to the front bench and grabbed the reins.  “Yaa!” he yelled as he began to furiously whip the horse’s rump.  “Go!  Go!  Go!”


The horse took off, leaving the bandits in the dust—all but the black haired one, who had managed to hang on to the tailgate.  Seth screamed and scurried up to the front, saying, “Korban!  Korban!  He’s coming!”


Korban looked over his right shoulder and saw the bandit raise his own ancestor’s sword against him.  Without even thinking, he dropped the reins and stood, drawing his belt knife.  He threw it as hard as he could, straight for the bandit’s chest.


He dodged to one side, tripping over Bryce’ body, and fell out of the wagon entirely with the sword still in his hand. Behind him the archers rode up on horses, and while one stopped to help out their leader, three others kept riding straight for the wagon.


“Yaa!” Korban screamed as he took the reins once more.  He concentrated on driving the wagon as fast as possible, urging the horse on to ever greater levels of speed.


Unfortunately, this horse was pulling an entire wagon with an arrow in its rump.  The other horses were only carrying men, and they were not exhausted from traveling all day.  They began to steadily gain ground.


“Seth!” Korban screamed.  “What do we do?”


“How should I know?  You’re the big brother!”


“Okay, well, start throwing things at them!”


Seth looked relieved to have a task to do, something that would take his mind off of the fear, their dead mother left in the dirt, and their dead uncle in the wagon with them.  He reached into a sack of onions and started pelting them at the approaching horsemen.  These onions were supposed to be a gift from Constance, or something, Korban remembered; his mother liked to make “Pandion Stew” with this particular type of onion.  I hope Constance’s protection extends to produce, he thought.


It didn’t seem so; even though Seth had managed to hit the riders a couple of times, and even once in the face, they came on unfazed.


Without any idea what to do, Korban turned off of the main path.  The wagon started careening down a hill at incredible speed, greatly upsetting the horse.  Unfortunately, the riders still followed.


Seth managed to knock one of the horses square in the eye with a well-placed onion throw, and it slowed down some.  The other two horses kept up their pace and were almost at the wagon.


They careened downhill at breakneck speed.  The tired horse probably would have slowed, but the wagon was rolling faster and faster, and the horse was being pulled by its own harness.  At the bottom of the hill, they reached level ground, covered with thick green grass.  The horse stopped to collect itself while Korban kept whipping it, shouting “Yaa!  Yaa!” as they slowed.  He looked behind, sure the end was coming.


The three riders made it off the hill and stopped dead in their tracks once they were on the grass.  They looked to each other briefly, and then turned and made their way back up the hill furiously.


“Yeah!” Seth screamed, holding an onion aloft in the air.  “You better run!”


Korban looked after them in confusion.  Why would they give up the chase? He wondered.  Then he turned and looked ahead, gasping as he saw the pilgrims.


Standing in the field was what Korban first thought was a very realistic statue.  But he was dressed in real grey cloth robes and he was glowing.  In his outstretched hand he held a large crystal sphere, and a light from this sphere was shining in a hazy beam over the assembled pilgrims, still dressed in their burlap robes.  Most of them were lying on the ground, faces bloated and oozing the red pus that Korban had seen on the face of the dead High Priest.  This plague, it seemed, was released before the pilgrims left.


Moving with regal dignity, the necromancer moved his outstretched arm slowly, and the light shining from the crystal sphere swept over the piled bodies.  The burlap moved aside as dead hands and feet began to move, slowly lifting the corpses up to a hideous stand.


The horse was irritably snuffling, clearly injured and now spooked as well.  It was unlikely that the mare would be able to make it back up the hill pulling the wagon; Korban quickly looked for avenues on foot they could escape.  


Doing so meant leaving Bryce’ dead body right next to a necromancer who was raising Zombies.  


Korban made his decision and whipped the horse.  “One more time.  Come on!  Come on!  Yaa!”  Now the necromancer deigned to notice what the commotion was that was disrupting his raising, and he turned and looked as Korban was driving the wagon directly towards him.  “Yaa!  Yaa!” the boy yelled.


The horse sensed the danger, and the urgency, and decided its best chance for survival was to plow through the foul-smelling Zombies as quickly as possible.  The Dezian priest stopped his chanting and sneered at Korban and Seth, leaping to one side and casting a sizzling black bolt at them.  It struck the wood and made it smoke.  Korban passed the Dezian, recognizing his bald head and long goatee.  This was the same priest he had seen at the trip to Pandion!  He knew that Bara wasn’t the only one!

Korban turned his attention to the Zombies ahead and to guiding the horse between them.  The horse was so scared she was not listening to Korban’s signals with the reins; thankfully, she seemed to have the same imperative for survival that Korban had, and she chose the best paths available.


The Zombies began to turn towards the wagon and reach out for it as it passed.  It was going so fast that none of them could find anything to grab onto without their hands tearing off of their arms.  When this happened, sometimes the hands did not relinquish their grasp.  Seth used a stick to pry off the hands and cast them over the side.


Just as they reached the last grouping of undead, Seth screamed.  Korban turned to look at his frightened brother, who was ready to jump off the wagon and into the outstretched arms of the Zombie horde.  Below him Bryce’s arms began to move.  


Korban shouted, “Take the reins!”  He tossed the strips of leather to his brother and grabbed a coil of rope.  He measured out two lengths and swiftly wound them around his uncle’s meaty, stiff hands as they increased their jerking movements.  After tying the rope tight he went to the ankles, and after circling them, struggling against the increasing movement, he began tying the rope to the corners of the wagon.  He grit his teeth as Bryce’ eyes opened.  They were completely white.


“No,” Korban whispered.  “No, no.  Bryce—Bryce!” he screamed.  Don’t go!  Don’t let him take you!  Fight it, Bryce!”  The zombie moaned.


Seth looked back in fear.  “Can we kill him?”


“No, we can’t kill him, he’s already dead.”  Korban continued tying the rope to every place it would secure on the wagon frame until he ran out, and Bryce was trapped beneath a web of rope.


“But he’s a Zombie now.  What do we do?” Seth asked in panic.


“We have to get to Pandion.”  Korban rooted around in the chaos of the wagon bed and found a hatchet.  “I’ll watch him.  Keep the horse moving, as fast as she’ll go.  Head south.”  Bryce began to strain against the ropes, and the arrows still sticking out of him moved in a hideous stick-dance as he did.  When he moaned again Korban said, “Shut up!  You’re not undead!  Fight it!”  To punctuate his order, he thwacked the moaning zombie on the head with the butt of the axe.  It calmed.


Korban tried to figure out what was happening to his uncle’s soul.  It took a few days to make the journey from the body to the Halls of the Dead; any corpses raised after that became Skeletons, strange constructs.  The souls were safe in Kaith’s embrace by then.  But Zombies, fresh corpses raised before the souls migrate, trapped the souls within the body.  They were much stronger than mere skeletons, and tormented the souls much more.

Korban watched as the soul of Bryce tried to get out.  It struggled against the corpse just as the corpse struggled against the ropes.  Bryce had never gone through the Mysteries.  He said he had no use for them.  But now he had plenty of use for them; now more than ever.


Korban looked concernedly at the horse.  She was lathering at the mouth and was nearing exhaustion.

The same thought occurred to Seth.  “Let’s walk from here,” he proposed as the wagon came to a halt.


“No!  We’re not leaving Bryce,” Korban said as he dodged one of the Zombie’s erratic blows, nearly falling off the wagon.

“Korban,” Seth said fearfully as he looked back to the bed of the wagon, “Bryce isn’t in there anymore.”


“But his soul is,” Korban said as he raised the hatchet.  “If we chop him into little pieces, we can kill that Zombie.  But do you know what will happen to Bryce’s soul?  He Bryce will be a ghost, forever.  Wandering this field for the rest of eternity.  He will never get to the Halls of the Dead.”  Tears of frustration welled in Korban’s eyes.  “Do you want that to happen to him?”


“How do you know that?” Seth demanded.


“I had to go through the stupid Constani training, remember?  And you went through the Mysteries.  You can’t ever be raised, and neither can I, but Bryce wasn’t protected by Constance.  His soul is still attached to his body, even though he’s dead.  If we sever that connection—he’s lost forever.”


A moan came from the bed of the wagon, punctuating the state of their uncle.  Seth sobbed once or twice.  “Mom’s dead,” he said quietly.


A well of emotion nearly erupted from Korban, but he fiercely fought it down.  He was the big brother; he had to be the knight, and get them through this.  “She can’t be raised as a Zombie, though,” he said quietly.  “She’s safe.  Constance protected her.”


“Why couldn’t she protect Bryce?” Seth wailed.  “I don’t want him to be a Zombie!”  As if to purposefully enrage the boy, the Zombie moaned again.


“We can’t save him,” Korban said, “but we can get him back to Pandion.  Jonas will know what to do.”


“We should kill him,” Seth whispered.  “It’s what he would want.”


“Yeah?  Well, he didn’t want to go through the Mysteries, either, and look where that got him.  Bryce was a De Marco, and a knight, but he didn’t always make the best choices.”  Korban choked back tears as the Zombie broke through the ropes, and he drove the butt of the hatchet once more into his uncle’s skull.  It dented the front of his face and slowed him momentarily.


As Korban tried to retie the ropes, the Zombie gained strength and grasped Korban around the neck.  He swung the hatchet down forcefully, breaking the Zombie’s nose, and hacked at the hands until he was free.


He scrambled off of the wagon, and Seth stopped the horse before joining him on the ground.  They both looked fearfully up at the Zombie that once was Bryce, now clawing his way free from the ropes.


 “We have to find some water,” Korban said.  “The horse—“


The pretense cracked, and Korban turned away so that Seth would not see him weep.  He stumbled away, ostensibly looking for a stream, knowing he was just trying to escape.  “Constance,” he moaned quietly through his sobs.  “Help us.”


He stumbled further, leaving his brother behind him, going down into a shallow gully.  “Where are you now, you bitch?” he asked.  “My mother goes back to your priesthood, and you leave her to die like that?”  Lifting his eyes to the sky, he wailed, “Why couldn’t you protect us?”  Broken emotionally and physically, he fell to his knees and wept, with great heaving sobs, unable to move.


As the minutes passed, he knew he should get up, and be with his brother; he knew he should try to find some way to escape; he knew that he should check the ropes holding the body of his uncle down, so that he could not escape; but he couldn’t do anything at all.  Banishing thoughts of obligations, and responsibilities, and even of survival, he let himself be consumed by his grief.


The death of his uncle was bad enough; the death of his mother was absolutely inconceivable.  Although his mother had argued with him incessantly for the past few years over his future, their battered relationship was just beginning to heal, and now she was dead.  Even if Allora had never become a priest, and Korban kept fighting her, he would still have needed her presence in the world.  His mother had always been there.  Always.


And now she was dead, because she took his place in the priesthood.  This was all his fault.


How long Korban wept, he did not know; but daylight had turned to dusk.


Snuffling breaths into his heaving lungs, Korban looked up to the Blade in the sky, and focused his eyes intently on it.  He let his sorrow, his fear, and his rage drain away, imagining himself floating up to the crystalline Blade in the sky, as all the emotions fell away below him.  His sobbing subsided, and he breathed his way higher up into the sky, finally arriving at a state of calm.  Gently he stayed there, not wishing to think too much, for fear that it could provoke another outpouring of emotion.  Instead he watched the Blade, in a peculiar state of serenity, and waited.


The comfort of this emptiness surprised him.  After such an incredible ordeal, he had found solace in letting all of his emotions go.  I have found peace, he realized.


Everything felt detached.  He examined his state of being, and found that all the pain he was feeling was gone.  The sorrow, the fear, the anger, it was all gone.  Wondering why he had become so consumed by these emotions, he briefly began to remember the events of the last few hours in detail, and he could feel the emotions surging up once more; swiftly he cleared his mind, banishing the threat of the emotions consuming him once more.


I am protecting myself.  Realization dawned deeper, as he finally understood the connection between protection and peace.  It was only through the protection against emotion that his state of peace was achieved.

The moments of bliss were soon colored with guilt.  This emotion, too, he knew he could avoid; but as a knight, he could not forget his obligations to others, especially to those weaker than himself.  Seth was still out there, alive, and in need of help.

How long Korban stood there he did not know, but when he felt he could look around again without losing control, he took a deep breath and surveyed the hills surrounding him once more.  I’m a coward, he thought.  My brother is trapped back there with a Zombie, and I’m crying my eyes out over here.  This is not how a knight behaves.

Resolutely he turned around, ready to march back to the wagon and find some solution to their impossible situation.  He stopped before his first step when he saw Bristos’s dead body.


A small door was secluded in a hillock on one side of the gully, and it lay open, with Bristos sprawled across the doorway.  Korban recognized the shield with silver trim that lay discarded at his side, and the blonde hair on his head; even though he could not see his face, he knew it was Teijah’s bulky father.  Cautiously he approached, fearful that this corpse, too, might rise and attack him.


Korban straightened his spine as he realized that Bristos could not be turned; he had gone through the Mysteries, like everyone in the priesthood.  Confidently he approached and peeked through the short doorway.  There was a pedestal inside the small room, and Bristos’s torso took up most of the space in it.  Checking him for vital signs, Korban determined he was well and truly dead.


“Just what I need,” he muttered in a gravelly voice.  “Another corpse.”  Bristos’s blue eyes stared lifelessly into the shadowy cell, and Korban closed them reverently.  “Sorry for being such a jerk,” Korban said as he did so.  Before leaving, he decided that the priest deserved some sort of benediction.


Closing his eyes, Korban thought of Constance and said, “Lady Constance, please take care of Bristos.  He served you well in his life; I hope you serve him well in his death.”  His eyes opened and he saw the silver lined shield laying next to Bristos’s outstretched arm.  Korban reached out to put it on top of the fallen priest’s body, and as his fingers touched the cool metal, he was struck with an idea.


“I need to borrow this,” he whispered.  He snatched the shield and raced back to the wagon, hurriedly tossing the shoulder strap over his neck.  

“Seth!” he called.  “Seth!  Where are you?”  When he came up out of the gully, he saw the wagon, and the Zombie tied in it sitting placidly.  As soon as Korban came into view, the Zombie stirred, and began to reach for him.  “Seth!” Korban yelled, running around to the back of the wagon, and looking beneath it.  Once he was out of the Zombie’s sight, the undead creature stopped struggling, satisfying Korban that his plan would work.


“Seth!  I’m sorry I left you,” Korban called, now becoming panicked.  “I’m sorry!  Can you please come out?”  There was no movement in the foliage, and Korban looked everywhere.  “Seth!” he cried, once more becoming overwhelmed by emotion.  He felt himself being consumed by it, and before he could take another step, he fell to his knees.


Then the strangest thing happened.  The shield glowed, and the emotions surging in Korban calmed, just as the first sob overwhelmed him.  The odd sense of serenity returned, and Korban glanced in awe at the shield, now sprouting wings.  


But...I’m not praying, he thought.


It is what you need.

Whether he thought this next thought, or it was thought for him, he did not know; and he realized it did not matter.  The peace was a gift of Constance, and he grudgingly admitted it as such.  “Thanks,” he muttered.  “Now can you find my brother for me?”


No answer came from the shield, so Korban closed his eyes and prayed.  Alright, Constance, he thought, I really need your help right now.  I’m still angry that you let my mother die, and my uncle is a Zombie.  The least you could do is help me find my brother.

There, the thought came in his mind.  Korban opened his eyes, expecting the idea of a location, or a direction, or something to accompany the idea of ‘there,’ but there was nothing but the shield, glowing, and sprouting wings.  Korban watched in awe as the Winged Shield was conjured before him.  Slowly he stood, and in the light of the shield he could see a small form huddled on the ground about twenty paces away.


Korban hurried over to his brother and found him fast asleep.  I guess I should have yelled louder, he thought.  Gently he shook Seth, urging him to wake.

“Seth,” he said quietly.  “Seth, wake up.  We need to go.”


Blearily Seth opened his eyes, and then squeezed them shut again.  Korban knew how he felt.  The oblivion of sleep was a nice place to be, considering that their entire world was crumbling around them.


“Come on, Seth.  Wake up.  Let’s go.”  Seth began crying, and Korban hugged him close and wept calmly with him for a time.  When they had both calmed, Seth made his way to his feet, shaking off Korban’s arms.


“Where’d you get that?” Seth asked, pointing at the shield.


“I found Bristos nearby.  He’s dead too.”  They sat in silence for a moment before Korban said, “I’ve got an idea.  I don’t know if it will work, but—come here.”

Korban stood as well, motioning Seth closer.  He imagined the Zombie coming for them, hating himself for detailing his uncle’s broken nose and dented face in his own imagination, and visualized an empty space where he and Seth were.  Clumsily he executed an Alpha Spin, and when he returned to a stand, he and Seth were glowing.


“It worked,” Korban breathed.  “Thank you, Constance.”


“What is it?” Seth asked.


“It’s a Sanctuary spell,” he said as he walked back towards the wagon.  “Look, he can’t see us at all.”  He demonstrated by pulling himself up into the seat of the wagon and waving to the Zombie, who sat still and placid.  “Come on,” he said, “let’s go.”


“No,” Seth said.  “We should walk.”


“Seth, we have no idea how far it is to Pandion.  We have to—“


“Who says we should go to Pandion?” Seth demanded.


“What else do you want to do?  Go back to the bandits?  Or the Zombies?  There’s a Dezian necromancer out there with a whole lot of them.  Where else would we be safer from the undead?”


“Not Pandion,” Seth said sullenly as he joined his brother on the wagon.  “Where do you think he’ll be taking those Zombies to?”


The thought had not occurred to Korban.  “Fine, then,” he said.  “We’ll just have to beat him there.”


Another thought had not occurred to Korban, either: somehow, Seth had made a deduction all on his own.
Chapter 21

“We’re almost there,” Seth said.  Pandion had been growing ever larger since the sun had set, and the Blade lit the plans with an eerie glow.  Fog was rolling across the plains, and it both chilled and frightened the two boys traveling with a tied up zombie.


The horse probably would have died, or at least stopped, a long time ago; but it kept smelling the presence of the undead and found ever-newer reserves of strength to draw upon and continue.  They were not going at a slow pace, but it was not nearly so fast as Korban liked.  


When they were a mile off, Korban stood and began waving his hatchet in the air.  If there is anybody in the Watchtower, he thought, they should get somebody down to the gate to meet us there.


Sure enough, by the time they approached the moat there were twenty Constani lining the walls.  Once within earshot they called, “Who Goes?”


“Korban De Marco and Seth De Marco,” Korban yelled.


“Who goes,” they heard again.


“Come on,” Korban told his exhausted brother.  “Help me out.”  They called their names at the top of their weak voices in unison.  Belatedly Korban realized he was still glowing.  Not knowing any other way to end the spell, he smack Seth in the back of the head.  “Now me,” he said before Seth could do anything but glare in confusion.


Gladly, Seth hit his brother back.  They were both visible to anyone who wished to attack them, and after a moment, the drawbridge began to open, just as Bryce began to moan anew.


Jonas was over the drawbridge before it hit the ground, and went running through the mist to meet his nephews.  His shield was at the ready, and as he scanned nearby for danger, he tried to decipher what had happened by their faces.  


“Seth!” Jonas called.  “Korban!  What happened?”


Suddenly too weak for words, Korban could do no more than gesture to the wagon bed.  Seth managed to say, “Bryce.”


Jonas was joined by three other priests who surrounded the wagon bed and looked inside.  “No,” Jonas whispered.


He grabbed the railing of the wagon and nearly pulled it off as he threw himself upwards, landing hard on his brother’s chest, breaking the arrows sticking out of his corpse.  “Bryce!” he screamed.  “You idiot!  You—you never went through—oh, Bryce.”  Jonas began to weep, and the zombie that was once his brother moaned, and tried to strike out against him.


Jonas held him down, muttering, “You idiot.  You damn fool.”

A Constani reached up and pulled Seth down off of the bench.  He rocked him in his arms as he cried.  Korban nearly fell off the wagon, briefly regretting he was too old to cry in a stranger’s arms, too.  He considered doing so anyway, but then he saw the new priest Teijah nearby, and reminded himself that he had to prove knights better than Constani.

Jonas pushed his shield onto Bryce and said, “Your soul shall not be bound.  Your soul shall not be bound.  By Constance, your—“


“No!” Korban shouted.  “Jonas, no!  You’ll make him a ghost!”


Jonas looked up with mournful eyes.  “Korban, there’s no other way.”


“No, there has to be!  Constance can fix this, can’t she?  This is Pandion!”


“Yes, but he has never seen the Mysteries.  When his soul is freed, he will not know his way home.  Your soul shall not be bound.”


“No!” Korban cried.  He tried to climb back onto the wagon, but strong arms held him back while Jonas completed the spell, and Korban screamed the whole time, begging Jonas not to do it.  Finally, a bright glow lit Jonas’ face from below, and a hissing sound announced the separation of Bryce’ soul from his body.


Before anyone could even process this, the alarm sounded.  Huge bells were rung in the keep, and the Constani listened to the pattern.  All of their eyes raised in shock, and they started ushering everyone inside.


“Raise the drawbridge!” someone called.


Korban had no idea what was going on.  Two priests led the horse onto the drawbridge, and the wagon made it on, with Jonas weeping in the back.  He had not moved from his position, pressing his shield into his dead brother.  A large priest carried Seth swiftly inside, and Korban felt someone pulling on his sleeve.  He was surprised to see that it was Teijah.


“Come on,” she said.  “We have to get inside.  It’s safe there.”


“Nowhere’s safe,” Korban said.


He allowed himself to be led into the courtyard of Pandion, and barely noticed the priests running everywhere.  Teija brought him to the side of the wagon, which was left just inside the safety of the walls.  The drawbridge closed with a huge thud, and the clinking of the many locks went on for a full minute until it was secure.


Korban leaned against the wagon in shock.  “I’m sorry,” Teija said.


“What for?” Korban asked.  “He’s the one who didn’t go through the Mysteries.  He’s the one that’s going to be a ghost for the rest of his life.  It’s his fault; you shouldn’t be sorry.  I’m the one that lost his sword.  I’m the one that let my mother die.”


“Your mother—oh, no.  What happened?”


Korban sighed, and then briefly summarized the attack of the bandits, and the escape through the pilgrims, and the Dezian necromancer who raised Bryce—and many, many others—as zombies.

“The pilgrims must have caught the plague before they left,” Teijah said.  “That explains the alarm.”

“What—the alarm?” Korban asked.


“Yes, the Three Bell Alarm.  My daddy taught me what all the different alarms at Pandion were for.  The Three Bell Alarm is for when there are undead on the Pandion plains.”


Her daddy, Korban thought.  She doesn’t know he’s dead, too.  Bristos’s shield was still on Korban’s arm, the escutcheon with the waterfall facing away from the girl.  Belatedly he processed everything else she had said.  “Undead?  Oh…the zombies.”


“How many did you see?”


Korban shook his head.  “Hundreds.  Maybe more.  It was…a big crowd.  How did he raise the pilgrims, though?  They had just completed the Mysteries.”


“It must have been the cloaks.  The Dezian infiltrator canceled their magic before the ritual.  They’re preparing for a siege,” Teija said as she looked up above.  “Look, do you see the cauldrons?  They’re boiling oil on top of the walls.  We might be in here for a while.”


“Not as long as Bryce.”  Korban punched the wood of the wagon ineffectually.  “He should have gone through the Mysteries.  This wouldn’t be happening.  He wouldn’t be haunting me for the rest of my life.”


Teija put her hand on Korban’s shoulder, and they spent some time in silence, amid the shouts of the Constani priests preparing for an invading army.  Everything was done efficiently and competently around them; they were in the center of this great storm of movement, motionless in the courtyard, as priests scurried from the walls to the inner keep, and along the tops of the walls, setting up extra fortifications and defenses.

Korban knew he needed to tell her about her father.  She had to know.  Just as he was trying to find the words, she gave him an incredible idea.

“It’s a shame this didn’t happen two days ago,” Teija said.  When Korban looked at her as if she was stupid, she hurriedly added, “I mean, it’s a shame that it’s happening at all.  But if it was right before the Mysteries, well, your uncle could have still gone through them.”


“How?” Korban asked.  “He’s dead.”


“Yes, he’s dead, but his soul isn’t fully a ghost yet.  It just doesn’t know it’s not at home.  You remember those three Zombies that came in here on the night of the Mysteries?  Well, in the morning, I saw their bodies in one corner of the temple with old Burial Cloaks on them.  They were really old, like generations—probably used, but still functioning, especially since they were not in the batch that got tampered with.  I asked my dad, and he said that their souls were still there for the Mysteries.  Even though they were raised, because their souls went through the ritual, Constance showed them the way home.”


Korban shook his head mournfully.  “Your dad—“ he began, and then he stood up straight, his exhaustion fading rapidly.  “You mean Bryce doesn’t have to be a ghost?”


“Well, no, if it had happened the other day, like I said—“


“Come on!” he said.  “Help me get him out!”  Korban pulled himself up into the wagon, surprised that his muscles were protesting so much.  He could save his uncle’s soul!  This was no time to be sore!

The hatchet was still there.  Korban grabbed it and, avoiding his uncle’s unseeing gaze, began to chop through the ropes.  “Korban, what are you doing?” Teija demanded.


“Let down the tailgate!  Grab a rope and pull!”  She opened the back of the wagon, not comprehending what this crazy apostate was doing.  He hopped out and yanked on the ropes tied around his uncle’s corpse and said, “Help me pull!  Come on!”


Teija made no movement.  “What—Korban, what do you think you could—“


“She’s gonna make this right!” he screamed.  He began dragging Bryce’ arrow-covered corpse to the inner keep.  “She’ll fix this!”  Teija watched him mutely for a moment, and then ran off.


It wasn’t until Korban was at the huge double doors that he realized she was not there.  He didn’t even spare the energy for a shrug; dragging Bryce’ massive frame was taking all of his reserves of strength.  Both the doors of the keep and the doors into the temple were wide open, and priests were moving equipment and treasure through them.

*
*
*

Korban stormed into the Grand Temple, dragging Bryce’ huge body behind him.  “Jonas!” Korban screamed.  “Get down here, start the Mysteries!  Constani!  You, come here!”


A priest running past the doors stopped and looked in.  Korban dropped his uncle and said, “Get in here!”  The older bodyguard was so stunned that he did.


“Get up there,” Korban said, pointing towards the throne, “and start chanting.  Find the girl and begin the ceremonies.  My uncle needs to be initiated now.”


The priest stared at Korban in silence for a moment, and then turned and ran off.


“Hey!  Hey, I’m talking to you!  Get back in here!  Constani!”  Korban ran out of the temple and saw priests climbing to the tops of the walls, preparing for the siege.  A small group of them was huddled nearby, their heads bowed as they prayed in a circle.


Korban wasted no time.  He walked briskly towards them, shoved one aside, and got in the middle of the circle.  As he started talking their eyes flew open.  “You need to come with me, now.  I need you in the temple.”  The eyes of the priests were all focused on his feet, and growing wider with shock.  Korban looked down, and saw a large, glowing sigil underneath him.  He tried to jump back, but his legs felt numb; rapidly he was losing feeling in his arms, and he found he could no longer talk.  One of the priests started chanting loudly.  He pulled his shield in front of him and circled the bottom tip around Korban’s head, and then brought it down to touch the sigil.  It shattered, and Korban could move again.


“You need to—“ he couldn’t finish, for the priest’s glove was at his throat.


“You just cost us an hour.  Stay out of our way.”  He threw Korban out of the circle.  “Let’s start again.  Shala, try going faster on the numbing charm.  We need this done immediately.”  He closed his eyes and began chanting, joined by the others.  Korban could not get their attention at all.


In desperation he looked around the courtyard, and he saw Valera walking out of the citadel with a large cauldron on wheels behind her.  He ran up to her and said, “Valera, quick, inside.”  Not giving her an opportunity to object, he grabbed her by the hand and started running into the temple.


As soon as Korban stopped, Valera jerked her hand away, and said, “What!”


“I need you to redo the Pandian Mysteries.  My uncle is dead, and I—“


Valera took in the corpse with a glance and turned around.  “We don’t have time, kid.  There is a siege—“ Korban grabbed her and spun her around.  


“Make time!  He’s dead, and he can’t be taken again by those Dezians outside!  His soul is a ghost!”


“There’s no way!  The Mysteries only happen once every four years for a reason!  I can’t do them all by myself!”


“I saw you that night!  You were possessed by Constance, and you can do it again!”


“No, I can’t.  You have no idea, little boy, how much effort it takes to invoke her presence.  You really don’t.  I can tell just by the fact that you are asking me to do this ludicrous thing that you don’t.”


Korban grabbed her by the shoulders.  She was barely taller than him.  He spun her around so they switched places, as gracefully as if he was performing in the annual spring ball at Shar.  Above her was the statue of Constance, and he looked fiercely at it as he said, “Get Bryce to the Halls of the Dead safely.”  His burning eyes turned down to Valera.  “Promise me.”


The girl’s eyes glazed, and glowed a faint blue.  “My protection,” she said in a soft voice, “is only for those who endure the Mysteries.”


Korban’s breath caught, and he rushed through his words.  “He missed it this time.  I don’t want what happened to Merix to happen to my uncle.”  Tears welled in his eyes.  “Please.”


The glow in Valera’s eyes brightened briefly, and then the ghostly voice said, “It is done.  You will serve me well, Korban De Marco.”  The glow faded, and the blank eyes focused, and then turned angry.  “It won’t work,” Valera raged, “and while you have me in here they—“


“Thank you,” Korban said.


Valera looked confused; but since Korban wasn’t holding her any more, she pushed past him and made her way outside.


Korban knelt next to his uncle’s body and looked up to Constance’s statue.  “Thank you,” he whispered, “for bringing him peace.”


After a moment, he added, “Maybe I will be a priest after all.”

*
*
*


The Constani were moving like the well-oiled gears in their drawbridge; they moved efficiently and purposefully, with a minimum of talk and a maximum of productivity.  Every Constani in the world came to Pandion at some point and went through innumerable drills practicing what they now did for real.  A siege at Pandion was the focus of Constani training, as numerous examples, battle plans, and theories revolved around the layout and peculiarities of this ancient fortress.  Every priest had been trained to withstand an attack at this temple, whether they learned it at Pandion or at another temple where they had been trained.  Everyone was ready.


Jonas moved about the center of the courtyard, serving as the moveable center of the chaotic storm of priests and magic.  Priests would approach him when they were finished setting a ward or boiling oil and receive their next set of orders.  He coordinated the multiple projects and defenses that were sprouting up along the walls like magical moss.  Far above, in the Watchtower that perched above the keep, the High Priest watched the preparations and prayed.  The Constani were doing everything they had been trained to do; now it was up to their goddess to provide them with victory.


After half an hour, Jonas called in a magically enhanced voice, “Stage Four!” and instantly everyone stopped what they were doing and turned to face him from wherever they were, whether it was across the courtyard, or on top of the walls, or deep within the bowels of the keep.  Every priest had been waiting for this call, and when they heard it, they all dropped to one knee and held their shields in front of them.  In unison, hundreds of shields flared to life, their wings flapping gently in an ethereal breeze.


Jonas alone kept to his feet, and he threw his shield up to the heavens, saying, “For Constance, we protect this sanctuary!”


His shield exploded with light, and continued to rise up into the air, and then it stopped, suspended.  The bright light arced down to the walls and encased Pandion in a dome, and the moment that it touched the ground Jonas called, “Stage Five!”


The Winged Shields vanished, and all of the priests sprang to their feet and continued their work.  Jonas left the center of the courtyard and mounted the narrow steps next to the main gate, jogging his way up the stairs until he reached the top.


In the main turret on the front wall, there was a small armor stand; Jonas grabbed one of the shields from it as he walked out onto the parapet.  It was wide enough for men to fight upon, but not so wide that the outside could be held against the inside.  If invaders made it up to the wall, they had to hold an entire section to gain a foothold.  Scattered along the battlements were cauldrons bubbling and priests praying, some with glowing wards in front of them, others imbuing their shields with divine energy.


Jonas looked through the hazy dome of light out to the field below and tried to discern the placement of the enemy.  Due to the bright light shielding them, he could not make a count, or even see where their forces were concentrated. While he was squinting, dark cracks appeared in the sky, splintering the dome, and finally shattering it entirely.  There was no sound, just lightning-bolt shaped cracks of darkness flying up along the sides of the dome, and a dissipation of the brightness.


“Well.  At least I can count them easier,” Jonas muttered.  “Scribe!” he called.


Instantly a young priestess rushed to his side.  “Sir,” she said.


“I’m not a knight, so don’t call me sir,” he barked.  “Take this down.”  He started dictating numbers to her, counting the figures he saw below.  After he reached five hundred, it became apparent to him that none of them were marching in any type of order.  They were almost within bowshot, but none of them walked together with any sort of cohesion.  “Damn,” Jonas muttered, “they’re all Undead.  Every last one.”  And there were more yet to count.


The Blade above was beginning to brighten, giving the defenders an advantage tactically, but a disadvantage morally.  Perhaps if the priests were not aware of the number of Zombies marching towards them, they would have gone about their duties with more cheer; but seeing more than a thousand zombies marching on a fortress with two hundred priests was disheartening for even the most stoutly optimistic.


“Well, we’re as ready was we’ll ever be,” Jonas said.  “Scribe?  Stay by my side.  Take notes before you defend yourself.”


“Sir?  I mean—um—“


Jonas frowned at the girl.  “Where are you from?” he asked.


“Up from Kieron,” the girl stammered.  “I’m sorry, I just finished my initiation last month, and I—“


Jonas smiled and put a hand gently on her arm.  “Don’t worry, you’re doing fine.  This is the best place you could be, is at my side.  We won’t be participating in the battle, you and me; we are going to record it.”


“Is that really so important?” she asked.  “Shouldn’t we help with the fighting?”


“Absolutely not,” Jonas said.  “The Sieges of Pandion are historic; we haven’t had one for a century.  I’m actually rather excited.  The notes that you take will be used to train Constani for years to come.  Pay attention, and don’t leave my side.”


The girl nodded, and they both looked out to the growing crowd on the plain before them.


Zombies were very predictable in their attack.  They walked slowly and went straight for warm bodies.  They could obey simple commands, but not much else; although many of the armies invading Pandion in the past had large Undead components, this was the first, to Jonas’ knowledge, that was composed solely of Zombies.


“They’re in there, somewhere,” he said.  He looked over as he saw the girl writing this down and nodded.  “Good.  Get everything.  Do you have enough ink?”


“Three pots.”


“Good.  Now, our necromancers down there, if we take care of them, the Zombies would be no problem.  Any idea where they would be in that crowd?”


She looked over the shuffling corpses and said, “Probably on some sort of raised dais, carried by a dozen Zombies,” she guessed.


“No,” Jonas said, “I’m guessing there’s thirty, forty Dezians walking among them, wearing torn clothes, looking just like Zombies themselves.  If I could see them from here, some well placed shots and –pow–  no more Undead army.”


“But—Constani can’t use ranged weapons.”


“We can’t,” he agreed.  “But our Dezian friends down there can’t know that we don’t have an archer visiting.  And if we know where they are before they get to the walls, we could send out a battalion to take them out.  If all the Dezians were in one place, we would fight our way to them exclusively.  The twenty Constani might have a pack of Zombies around them, but if they can get all the necromancers to the Halls of the Dead, they need not fear the Undead around them.  Without their masters, they are just automatons.”


Jonas looked down at the girl, who was nodding.  “Well?” he demanded.  “Write this down!”

“Oh,” she said as she began scribbling.  “Sorry.  I thought you were just—thinking out loud.”


“I was,” he replied.  “My initial reactions will be just as useful in the study of this battle as the narrative of the events.  This is pretty weird—we’re not only acting with regard to the present, but with future history, as well.”  Jonas shivered.  “Hope we live up to our forebears.”

They watched the Zombies advanced close enough to shoot.  “Zombies are weak to fire, aren’t they?” the scribe asked.  “If we had some flaming arrows, we could—“

“We could do no such thing.  We do not use arrows.  And besides, they have not yet attacked us.”


“So we wait until they stand at our walls?”


“Once they make the first blow against our gate, we can retaliate all we like,” Jonas confirmed.  “It looks like we won’t have to wait very long.  Look at what they’re carrying.”

The Zombies were finally coming close enough to distinguish clearly.  They all wore the burlap robes identifying them as former Pandion pilgrims.  Apparently, the Red Blight had spread before they left Pandion.  Word had spread about the desecration of the burial cloaks, much to Jonas’ chagrin.  In retrospect, it was probably for the best; now his priests would know the extent of the evil they were dealing with.  Someone had tainted the Mysteries themselves so that they would have a fresh army to raise.

The undead pilgrims held stones over their heads, enormous boulders that normal mortals would have had trouble carrying at all.  The foul magic of the undead gave the Zombies incredible strength.  “They’ll be tossing those at us any moment.”

Silently the hundred Constani on the front wall watched them approach.


“Any moment.”


The Zombies came closer, and closer, and none of them threw their stones.  There was a catapult pushed into range, but it did not fire.  The dozen Zombies pushing it stopped once it was within range and then simply stood there.


“Why aren’t they doing anything?” one Constani asked testily.


“They will,” Jonas reassured him.  “Any moment now.”


The Zombies marched forward sluggishly, the great stones above their heads, and came all the way to the moat.  The priests to Jonas’ left flexed their fingers on the handles of their cauldrons, filled with bubbling oil.  Everyone was ready to attack.  But the Zombies did not start the fight.


Instead, they dropped their stones into the moat.


They crowded around one area to the left of the main gates, and after they dropped their rocks into the water, they shuffled away to make room for more Zombies, and more rocks.  After a few startled breaths Jonas said, “You getting this?”


The scribe tore her gaze from the strange spectacle below and hurriedly continued taking notes.  “They are dropping the stones into two piles,” Jonas said as he strode across the wall, the scribe hurrying behind him.  Once he reached the left wall directly above the Zombies, he continued, “They are aiming for the left and the right of the fourteenth turret to the left of the gate.”  Looking within the courtyard, he muttered, “What the hell are they doing?”


“Is there any structural disturbance at this point?” the scribe asked.


“None.  This point of the wall is reinforced just the same as the others.”

“What about the moat?  Is it weak there?”


“Weak?  The moat?  How can a moat be weak?”


“I don’t know.  But it is what they are attacking.”


“No,” Jonas said, frustrated.  “They’re not attacking, and that’s the point.  They are free to do anything they like, so long as they don’t scratch the walls.  That’s where the wards start, and until they cross that invisible line, we can do nothing but watch.”


Valera approached, her shield at the ready.  With the helm on her head she looked like nothing so much as the personification of Constance herself; all except for the worried look, and the wringing of her hands.


“Jonas,” she said hesitantly.  “What if…what if one of us makes the first attack, and they—“


“No, Valera!”


“Hear me out, Jonas!  What if one of us sacrifices their Sanctity to start the fight, and they counterattack?  As soon as they attack the walls once, just once, we can all defend this place!”


It would be nice to make such a trade, Jonas thought, against his will.  What is one priest’s Sanctity worth against the entire temple of Pandion?

Jonas frowned at her.  “If we sacrifice our principles, they have already won.”  Turning his stern frown to the scribe, he barked, “Are you getting this down?”


“Sorry,” she muttered, hurriedly scribbling once more.  She was writing on parchment that was held on her shield, and Jonas noticed her grip.  It was all wrong; she was embracing the whole shield instead of holding it by the rim.  He would have to reprimand her about that later, but for now, he wanted her focused on transcribing the siege.  Even the philosophical discussion between Jonas and Valera would be invaluable for training future Constani.


Looking over the walls once more, Jonas tried to puzzle out the attack.  “Any ideas?” he called down the line of defenders.  “What are they doing?”

“Filling in the moat?” someone offered.


“Making a pile to climb up the wall?”


“Bringing us their tombstones?”


“Damn,” Jonas muttered.  The crowd of Zombies that were not carrying rocks grew larger, fanning out to either side of the drop points.  The moat began to overflow, and as the undead creatures milled about, they sloshed through the water.  When the stones began landing on stones instead of water, every Zombie still holding a stone dropped it, and they all stopped moving.

“Scribe?” Jonas said.


“I’m getting it,” she said.  “This would be easier if I knew what the hell they were doing.”


“I’d say that is the case for all of us,” Jonas said sardonically as the water in the moat began frothing.  “Whatever spell he’s casting, it is not an attack.  The alarms on the wards are not changing.  Can anyone see the spellcaster?” Jonas called.  Nobody answered; in the silence they all stared through the crowd of Zombies, trying to find the necromancers who were commanding these Zombies.


“There must be a hundred Dezians down there,” Jonas dictated.  “No necromancer can command more than a dozen Zombies at once.  In order to keep this sort of cohesion, they need to be close to the Zombies they are controlling, which should mean that they are right in front of us!”  He put his hands on the ramparts and called, “Come on out, you cowards!  Show us your pretty faces!”


As one, all of the zombies looked upwards to Jonas.  They all lifted their right arms and waved.  “Bastards,” Jonas muttered.


The foaming moat suddenly changed.  The bubbles on either side of the two rock piles subsided, and the water between them dropped dramatically.  It continued to bubble violently until finally the water disappeared entirely in this little valley, three horse lengths wide, and the Zombies began piling into it.


“Sweet Constance,” Jonas breathed.  “They’re digging.”

Chapter 22

The word passed quickly.  All the Constani in the courtyard immediately stopped their duties and went to the wooden barn, dismantling it with the sharp edges of their shields.  Making a brigade line, they moved the wood to the vulnerable section of the wall and began building new fortifications in a semi-circle.  The enormous stone walls, ancient as they were, would not hold against this clever attack for long.

Korban went to his family’s wagon quickly as he saw it upended and shoved into the line of makeshift barriers.  There were no personal effects he had brought on the journey that he could not do without; besides, everything in the wagon had been so muddled and bloodied by Bryce’s thrashing Zombie body that it would be impossible to find anyway.  But Bristos’s shield was still there, and it spilled out of the wagon as it fell.


Korban took it reverently, thanking Constance for the opportune use of this shield earlier.  He then went up the narrow stairs next to the drawbridge, moving carefully to ignore the bruises he had already sustained that hellish day.  There had always been Constani guarding this staircase before, and he had never had the opportunity to see the Pandian Plains from the walls of the keep.  The view along the walls was just as amazing as the view over them.  He saw priests with full cauldrons of bubbling oil, poles set to repel ladders, and praying with glowing shields.  Korban had been a particular fan of siege tactics in his youth, and many of the standard defenses were being implemented on the walls.


What he could not figure out was why the Zombies were right below and were not being challenged in the slightest.


Seeing his uncle nearby, Korban went over cautiously, hanging back by the courtyard side of the rampart.  Why aren’t they attacking? He wondered.  Then his jaw dropped as he remembered the Constani vow: Never attack first.

Here they were, holed up in Pandion, surrounded by an army of Zombies, and they were waiting to get hit first.

Korban walked up to his uncle, Bristos’s shield in his hand.  He held it in front of him as he said, “Jonas, I would like a word.”

Jonas turned, cut off in the middle of his dictation as he saw his nephew holding a Constani shield.  “Yes?” he asked.


“We have to stop the Zombies.  We are wasting time.”


Jonas shook his head.  “We will win this battle by being Constani, Korban.”


“I am not a Constani,” Korban said.  “I can start this battle for you.”


“Korban, I will not—“


“Nobody is asking you to, Jonas!  The longer you wait, the more of an advantage that you lose.  You could take out half of them before they get in.  But if they dig under the wall, it will collapse, and you won’t be able to keep any of them out!”


“We can’t do anything until they have crossed the wards.”


“Your pretty rules are betraying Pandion.”


“Those rules are Pandion.”

Korban shook his head in disbelief.  “They are taking advantage of your rules, and making them into your weakness.”


“That’s the price we pay, then!” Jonas said harshly.  He frowned at his nephew and said, “You are right.  You are not a Constani.  It is not something you would understand.” He turned away from his nephew and stalked along the wall, the scribe trailing at his side.

Korban went to the edge of the wall, placing his hands on the ramparts.  He could see the swarm of Zombies below, digging into the moat, free from retaliation until they were already within the walls of the citadel.  I may not understand your priesthood, Korban thought, but I understand battle tactics.  And this battle has to begin now.

To think, he had been ready to actually join this priesthood!  Seeing them impotent now in the face of a horde of attacking Zombies reverted his thinking to what he had thought all of his life.  The Constani are stupid.  They won’t even hold off imminent doom if it means breaking one of their pointless rules.

Well, I might not understand their ways, but I owe Constance a favor.  Korban grasped the handle next to him and pushed, upending a cauldron of bubbling oil.

“No!” a nearby Constani screamed.  Korban held the handle down, and the hot oil poured out in a great arc, over the moat and onto the Zombies below.  Dozens fell.  And the Constani hated him for it.

“This is not our way!” the fat priest named Hextor yelled.  “Get off this wall, now!  You insult our goddess!”


“You insult your own safety,” he said defiantly, “You act like you don’t want Pandion to survive!  We have to make them attack!”


“We have to follow the three precepts!” the older priest scolded, dragging him away from the wall.

“Your three precepts are burying you!”  The priest was pulling on Korban’s free arm, and he wrenched it free as he swung his shield arm around and launched Bristos’s shield over the edge.


Gasps sounded.  Everyone froze.


Korban slipped out of the Constani’s grasp and looked over the side to see if his strike had made any effect.  “Come on, hit back!” he yelled.  “Come and get me!”


“You must leave now,” a stern voice said from behind him.


Korban turned to see a dozen priests glaring at him.  “You want to throw your lives away?  Fine.  But there are some innocent, wounded people in here that will die because you won’t attack those foul Zombies!”


“You have thrown a shield from Pandion,” Hextor said angrily.  “There is no greater sacrilege.  You are lucky I don’t throw you off the wall after it.”

“You can’t,” Korban scoffed.  “That would be an attack.”


Jonas snatched his nephew’s arm and pulled him towards the stairs.  “Go to the courtyard, he said urgently.  “Find your brother.  If the walls are breached, take him down to my cell and wait there.”  As Korban was about to protest, he said, “You are in danger up here!  You have no idea what you’ve done.”  Turning away, he continued his dictation to the scribe, who had her back turned to Korban.


Not exactly what I was hoping for, Korban mused.  A descendant of Mace De Marco, educated in siege and battle tactics, and he just wants me out of his way.

He decided to follow the order, since the wall would soon be falling down anyway, since these Constani were not interested in actually defending this keep if it meant hurting a Zombie unprovoked.  The paradox was too much; Korban resolved to forget his momentary lapse of reason, and pretend he had never considered being a priest at all.

*
*
*

Jonas watched, seething, while the Zombies continued digging.  The necromancers were still nowhere to be seen, even though he cast every divination spell that he knew of.  Every upright creature outside of Pandion’s walls registered as an undead creature, and even though nobody was around to control them, they were moving with remarkable cohesion.  He immersed himself in his dictation to keep from fretting about the impossibility of what he was seeing; by recording all of the facts, he would enable future generations to puzzle out what was inexplicable to him now.


The Zombies were digging straight down, but he knew it was only a matter of time before they started digging inward.  Nobody had ever tested the wards in this manner; he was almost sure that they would still react when the digging became horizontal, and the invaders crossed the line of the walls.  If they did not, then he would have to wait until the walls collapsed and the Zombies came up through the courtyard floor before he could defend his beloved Pandion.


The frustration mounted, and quickly dissipated as Jonas returned to his one simple truth: Constance will protect us.  He closed his eyes for a moment in prayer, trusting in the sanctity of his goddess, and then began to order the wall cleared.


More then one Constani looked at him with tortured eyes.  They all understood that the wall would collapse without ground underneath it, and they were unsafe atop it.  But it was from here that they could best defend the keep, thinning out the numbers of the invaders before they even made it to the pit that would shortly lead to the courtyard.


Gripping his shield strap, he took a deep breath as he trusted in his goddess.  She certainly is demanding a lot of faith in this.  But, that is what makes us different than them.  He looked down once more in distaste at all the poor corpses, fouled and trapped by the hideous rites of the Dezians.  As much as he loved Peace, he really wanted to bring some hurt to the bastards responsible for this.

The entire left wall was evacuated, and Jonas preceded the scribe down the stairs.  He could see as he descended that the new fortifications were spindly at best, but they would have to serve.  Wooden ramparts braced with bales of hay formed a rough semi-circle around the section expected to drop.


Running his hands over the wall, Jonas marveled that any moment now the impermeable Pandion would be penetrated.  And under my watch, he thought ashamedly.


Suddenly the alarms began crying their ear-splitting scream, and the wards lining the walls began glowing a bright red.  Every Constani felt a rush of elation: they had crossed the wards.


“Light the moat!” Jonas called.


On the right wall, three Constani tossed torches into the moat below, which had a layer of flammable oil floating atop it at all times, for use in sieges like this.  Originally designed to burn ladders that leaned over the moat, the flames rose nearly as high as the walls, completely encasing Pandion in a shield of fire.


At least, nearly completely.  The gap in the flames had digging Zombies deep within it, but all the Zombies close to the moat caught fire.  In addition to the burlap, the gas emitted by corpses was particularly combustible, and once an undead creature caught flame, it was only a few moments before it was completely consumed.  Shortly after the ashes released the imprisoned spirit from the cage of the flesh, but trapped it in the physical plane, to forever wander as a ghost.  


They all came here to be protected from this fate, Jonas mused.  And the Dezians have taken that protection from them.

The flames spread, as burning Zombies made their way into the crowd, and soon piles of rotten corpses lay next to the moat, extending the flaming protection of Constance.


For a moment it seemed as if the flames would continue spreading and decimate the entire army.  But somehow those Zombies that were burning all turned to the flames and walked towards them, while all the other Zombies backed off.


“How in the name of Lumos do they do that?” Jonas spat.  “Zombies aren’t supposed to be able to know what is happening to them!  There are hundreds of them down there that suddenly have their own sense of self-preservation, and no one controlling them!”

Before he could spend any more time puzzling out the impossibility, the catapults started firing, and the flames came within Pandion itself.
*
*
*

Korban came off the wall and watched the flurry of activity in the courtyard.  Most of the pilgrims had all gone, and all that was left were the blue-robed Constani who were trained to guard this fortress—when they would begin guarding was another question entirely.

He saw Teija nearby, with her arm still in a sling.  Korban still felt vaguely guilty for the attack on the acolytes.  He walked over to her and said, “Are you okay?”


She looked up, startled.  “Fine,” she said.  “I’m just…praying to Constance.”


“Where’s your shield?”


She looked up at him with tears in her eyes.  Korban then noticed which arm was broken—her shield arm.  The poor girl couldn’t carry a shield.


“I can’t pray,” she sobbed.  “I don’t have my shield.”


“Sure you can,” Korban said as he knelt down beside her.  “You’re in Pandion.  Constance can hear you.”  He knew she could, after just talking with her.


“How can I pray without my shield?  My arm…”


“A shield is only a piece of metal,” Korban said.  “It’s just a symbol.  The protection is what it means to Constance.  Think of something that can protect you.  Think of these walls around you.  There might be an entire army of Zombies out there, but these walls will protect you.  Come on.  Let’s go to the wall.  Come on.”


Gently he lifted Teija, supporting her by holding on to her good arm, and guided her to the stout walls of Pandion.  He felt a little odd, describing Constance to a priest of the religion he had just left, but Constance had done him a big favor.  He owed her one back.


They made it to the walls and Korban put his hand on it, urging her to do the same.  “Here,” he said.  “These walls will protect you, just like a shield.  You can pray.  Pray to your goddess.”  He stood with her silently, trying to make his presence as unobtrusive as possible.


A gruff Constani with a kite shield stormed up.  “What are you doing here?” he demanded.  “You should be below, with—“


“She is having a crisis of faith,” Korban said to him coldly.  “Leave her be for a moment.”  They stared each other down, and finally Korban said, “Five minutes.  I’ll take her downstairs myself.”


The priest nodded and said, “Be sure that you do.”  With that he strode off.  Just as Korban was getting used to the silence, he heard an incredible twang from far away.  He looked up to the sky, and saw fiery rocks hurtling through the air.


“Catapult!” dozens of voices cried.


“Down!” he said, pushing Teija to the ground, and covering her with his body.  He made sure not to put his weight on her, staying on his hands and knees, so that her arm wasn’t injured further.


Something hit Korban in the back, right in between his shoulder blades.  Hard.  It knocked the wind out of him, and he raised his torso up, standing on his knees, inhaling gasps of air.  Rolling his shoulders to make sure nothing was broken, he looked at Teija, who out her hands on his chest.  Tears were streaming down her face.


“You protected me,” she said quietly


Korban looked around uncomfortably.  “Well, I just—“


He froze as she pushed her sling into his midsection, not wanting to injure her; she closed her eyes and put her right hand on his shoulder, as if it were the top rim of her shield.  “Constance I pray,” she said slowly, “as this boy has guarded me, protect me with your divine grace.”


A faint blue light began to surround Korban, and he felt a strange energy flowing up from the ground through his legs.  Teijah continued to talk softly, but Korban could not hear her.  A strange music began to fill his ears, like faraway bells clinking and echoing through deep, deep canyons.  His vision faded as well, and he could only see Teijah’s outline through the pale blue haze.  She glowed white, and he felt ecstatic in looking on her. 


This is how it feels to be holy, he realized.  He had become the holy symbol of Constance, the protection for this scared little girl.  He was her shield.


Looking farther out into the haze, everything was suffused with light.  He could see more white outlines running to and fro, and realized these were all the Constani priests.  Their shields glowed a brighter white, and when one of them would cast a spell, the shields sparked bright, and the white light would crackle out to where the spell was cast.


Korban felt incredible.  The energy coursing through him was exultant, and he felt completely whole, completely at peace.  It was a serenity that he had never imagined, and he felt that he could stay that way forever.


More of the white glowing priests began to come closer, and he saw them stand behind Teijah in a wall of white.  They brought their shields before them, and Korban enjoyed the symmetrical line of them, shields together, forming a wall of holy protection.


The soft music he had been hearing changed—suddenly he heard Teijah saying, “Huh?  But—why?”  The music began to come back, before fading back into her voice as she said, “I don’t know.  It just felt right.”


As the music faded, so did the blue haze, and the white light outlining all the priests and shields.  Korban began to feel his own body again, and he felt incredible.


Some of the priests were on their knees, facing Korban, with wings sprouting from their shields as they prayed.  Others were scowling.  He was not sure what was happening at all.  Then one of the priests pointed at him and proclaimed,


“A newer shield defends the Broken Blade


From all the corpses that have been remade!


A man shall be the shield she leans upon


Before the final Siege of Pandion!”


Some of the other priests cheered, and Korban smiled confusedly; Teijah looked up to him in fear.  Valera shouldered his way through and announced, “We will discuss this later!  There’s a siege going on!”


As if to accentuate the danger, another twang sounded from outside. Three Constani rushed in front of Korban, holding their shields up in the air to protect him.  When the clatter of the bombardment passed, one priest grabbed Korban’s hand and held it up in the air.

“Korban De Marco!” he called.  “Our Lady’s Shield!”


“Huh?” Korban said.  He was still feeling lightheaded from whatever had just happened to him, and when people started cheering his name, he didn’t know what else to do but wave.  


Teija pulled on his sleeve and said, “Come on.  Let’s go down below.”  Korban nodded absent mindedly, smiling at the cheering Constani who were patting him on the back.  Others, behind them, were looking at him darkly.


“What’s happening?” he asked.


“Teijah,” Valera said, “can you walk?”  She nodded, and the priestess pulled them both out of the crowd and towards the keep.  “Then get him downstairs, now!”


“No!” one of the priests cried.  “He will protect us!  He is Our Lady’s Shield!”


“What?” Korban asked.  “What’s he talking about?”


“Korban, we have to get you downstairs,” Teijah said as she pulled him towards the keep.  “You’re still glowing.”


“I’m what?”  He looked at the arm she was pulling on, and sure enough, it was glowing a pale blue.  He was trying to understand this when he looked up at the large metallic doors that led to the Grand Temple and stopped.


His outline was reflected, but due to the decorative squares in the door it served as a poor mirror.  He could see that his arms were much larger than normal; when he waved one to see his reflection react, he saw a very small blue arm move in response.  Teijah pulled at him as he said, “I have wings.”


“I know, Korban.  Come on.”


She led him to the right, and as they turned the corner he said, “Why do I have wings?”


“You’re in a prophecy, Korban.  Come on.  I’ll explain it downstairs.”

Just then a priest grabbed him from behind, saying, “Our Lady’s Shield!  We need you on the battlements, to turn the siege!”


He was pulled away from Teijah and back out into the courtyard.  Korban’s thinking was still fuzzy, and he didn’t understand why he was glowing, or being pulled, or being pushed when another priest planted his hand into his chest.  “No,” he said darkly.  “This is meant to confuse us. The Dezians have sent him.”


“You saw what Constance has done to this boy!  We must use him quickly!”


“If we use him, Pandion will fall!” the second priest thundered.  “He has thrown a shield from the walls!  He is not of our goddess!”  He began to push Korban back into the keep when the first priest struck him, and the two men faced off in a battle of fists and magic.


Before he could even understand what was happening, Korban was blown back by huge stone clubs that suddenly surrounded one of the priests.  He was chanting loudly, and the magical clubs that he conjured took up the entire doorway, separating Korban from the other priest.


He couldn’t remember which one wanted him to go, and which to stay, and he didn’t care.  He stumbled to his feet and planted his shoulder into the metallic doors leading to the Grand Temple.  They didn’t budge.  He pushed, and said, “Let me in!”


They flew inwards, and he fell to the floor, crawling forwards.  His mind was nearly aflame with the magic still coursing through him.  As he looked up into the dim temple, lit only by the large ceremonial candles, he could see the blue light emanating from him reflecting off of the pillars and the floor.  He crawled down the aisle, simply trying to get away, when he saw his uncle’s body, still prone where he had dragged it to earlier.  Korban bowed his head and finally wept, letting loose all of the emotion and pain he had been bottling in for so long since he saw the arrow first strike his mother’s neck.

*
*
*

Seth watched Korban with wide eyes from a corner of the courtyard.  Fifty three Priests kneeled to him when he glowed, and twenty five stayed standing up, muttering to themselves and looking very angry.  He wasn’t sure what Korban had done to make them so mad; maybe he stole some Constani magic, even though he wasn’t going to be a Constani, like he said he wouldn’t be nine hundred and forty five times.

As the catapults continued firing, each throwing between seventy five and one hundred and three flaming stones, Seth decided to go inside, but the priest with fifty seven stone clubs flying around him was blocking the way.  Thankfully, just then, the wall of Pandion fell down.


Seth was surprised; he was not able to count all of the bricks before they hit the ground.  He didn’t know whether it was because it happened so fast, or if it was because of the cloud of dust that kicked up from it.  Either way, he decided not to be around when more of the Zombies came into the courtyard.  Spending the night in a wagon with one was plenty of Zombie time for Seth.


All of the ninety four Constani in the courtyard went for the crude battlements and began calling out orders to each other.  Magic walls started springing up, and the priest with the stone clubs waved his shield in the air and they disappeared.  Seth was just about to slip into the keep when the drawbridge suddenly opened.

Chapter 23

Jonas looked around, bewildered, as the chains holding the drawbridge closed started moving.  “Scribe!” he called.  “Take note.  The drawbridge has—scribe!”  Looking around for the blonde girl, he saw her at the safety lever, grinning as the drawbridge sped to the ground.  She started running up the falling drawbridge, and Jonas’ confusion increased.  If she was a Dezian, she would not have been able to cross the wards, in or out.  If she wasn’t—why would she betray Pandion?

Having no time to decipher the traitor’s motives, he began ordering priests to cast spells, only to find that they were unable to.


“What do you mean?” he demanded.  “Wall of Stone!  Right there!”


“I just cast it over there, Jonas.  I am only able to cast such an intense spell once per day.”


Jonas looked at the makeshift battlement, where no less than six magical walls were raised to replace the crumbling outside wall of Pandion.  Cursing, he spun his shield to face the drawbridge, which crashed into the ground, and revealed the entire army of Zombies looking in at them, and the traitor jumping into the crowd, her blue robes trailing behind her.  A strange aura surrounded her, and Jonas cursed silently; she had been under the effects of a shapechanging spell.

Planting his shield firmly into the ground, Jonas disobeyed protocol and began casting spells himself.  As acting High Priest, he was supposed to only record events, and reserve his spells for the protection of the inner keep.  But now, his scribe was gone, her notes with her, and there were two breaches leading into Pandion.


A Wall of Stone sprang up from the ground, filling half of the massive archway.  Jonas ordered the nearby priests into formation, and began the battle for Pandion.

*
*
*

When Korban caught his breath, he was no longer glowing.  He wiped the tears away and sat up, scurrying away from his Uncle’s body, and looked up to Constance’s statue.  That immense presence he had felt there before was muted, somehow.  Whether it was from his transformation or from the siege, he wasn’t sure; although, with a siege going on, it made sense that the goddess would be otherwise occupied at the moment.  He decided not to distract her with any attempt at prayer.


He looked to the large doors behind him, and saw they were closed.  Peering into the darkness, he saw that Teijah was sitting on the ground nearby, hugging her knees with her good arm while her sling hung at her side.


“Are you okay?” she asked quietly.


“I think so.”  Korban slowly made his way up to a stand and took an inventory of his body.  His back still hurt from the rock that hit him earlier, and various bruises he accrued during the escape from the bandits kept their presence known.  But other than a few knocks, he felt pretty normal.  Considering.


“What happened?” he asked.


“I’m sorry,” she said.  “It’s my fault.”


“Okay.  What’s your fault?”


“I made you…my shield.”  She looked around guiltily, and Korban wondered what was so wrong.


“The Constani have been around for a long time,” he said.  “I’m sure that somebody has done this before.”


“No, they haven’t,” she said.  “That’s why all the priests outside were going crazy.  You’re in a prophecy, Korban.  They think that you are a sign of the end of the world.”


“What prophecy?” he asked.  “If the prophecy is about a Constani, that’s not me.  I missed the Induction Ceremony.”


“It doesn’t matter.  You are the shield that Constance has chosen.”


“Well, she can’t!” he said as he turned back to the statue.  “She doesn’t have any claim on me!  You hear me, Constance?  I don’t belong to you!”


“Korban…aren’t you a second son?”


“Yes,” he said angrily, “but that doesn’t matter.  I’m not going to be a priest.  I’m going to be a knight, like my father.  That’s the path I’ve chosen.”


“It looks like you’ve had another chosen for you,” Teijah said.  “How did you get in here?”


“In Pandion?  As a pilgrim.  Against my will.”


“No, not into Pandion.  How did you get in the Grand Temple?”  Korban looked at her confusedly, and when he looked up to the large doors behind her, she said, “Those doors?  They were magically sealed.  It’s part of the protocol during Stage Five of a siege.  Only Constani can open them.”


Korban crossed his arms, looking up to the doors.  “So you could open them?” he asked.


“No,” she said.  “I don’t have my shield.”


“Neither do I,” he said.


“Korban, you didn’t need one.  You were a shield.  You were a living symbol of Constance.  It’s why you had wings.”


Uncomfortably, Korban shifted his weight from foot to foot.  “I really had wings?” he said as he smiled.


Teija smiled with that exuberance reserved for the pious.  “You did, just like the Winged Shield!  But they grew from your back, and they were much larger than a Shield’s wingspan.”


“Show me,” he said, approaching her.  She didn’t move from the floor, so Korban returned to his knees.  “Do it again.”


“Do what?  Pray?”


“Yes.”  He stared intensely into her eyes.  “Do it again.”


Hesitantly she resumed the posture she held earlier, with her broken shield arm against his chest, and her right arm on his shoulder.  She closed her eyes, and spoke quietly to her goddess.  Korban watched her lips moving, her eyelashes quivering, and the freckles on her nose.  He cleared his mind of everything but her face, so that he would not influence the experiment.


After a few minutes she looked back up at him, and he looked down.  “I’m not glowing,” he said.  “It was a fluke.”


“No!” Teijah said passionately.  “It wasn’t a fluke!”


“It’s not working,” Korban said simply.


“Maybe it’s because we’re not in danger,” she mused, sitting back.  “The first time you protected me, and served as my shield, symbolically and physically.”


“But I’m still the same person.  It doesn’t work on me now.”


“But it did work,” she told him.  “You were my shield.  We all saw it.”


“Why?” he asked, exasperated, as he also sat back on the stone floor.


“Because I needed you,” she said quietly.  She looked up at him through her eyelashes, and Korban marveled at the faith this strange girl had placed in him.  He wasn’t a Constani, he wasn’t a priest, and he didn’t even really like those who were.  Constance had done him a favor, but he didn’t like her at all either.  But here was this girl, gazing at him as if he was the holiest man in the world.


“Teijah,” he said fearfully, “I’m not—“


“Yes, you are,” she said confidently, quietly.  She moved closer to him, touching his cheek with her good hand.  Her curly brown hair fell over her shoulder, and Korban marveled at the slow grace it displayed.  “You are,” she said again, moving her face closer to his.  Her pink lips were moist, and Korban found himself unable to focus on anything else.  “You protected me,” she breathed from those lips, and Korban could feel her warm breath caressing his face.  His heart was racing, and his breathing had stopped, and this girl was coming so much closer to him—


And she stopped.


Just an inch away from kissing him, she stayed there, waiting.  He had found himself suddenly prepared for the new and foreign experience of kissing a girl that wasn’t his mother, if she was the one doing the kissing; but she was waiting, patiently, and the offer was up to him to take.


His breath came back, quick and shallow, and as he stayed frozen, so did she.  Her eyes found his, and they looked deep into each other.  Korban couldn’t remember ever imagining being this close to someone.  It was more than a physical closeness.  It was even more than emotional closeness—it was spiritual.  Even though his spirit was still within his body, it felt so close to the surface, so near to this pretty girl, that he knew it would break his heart if he didn’t complete the connection.  Korban’s heart had been broken enough already that day.


Their eyes closed in unison, and Korban leaned forward slowly, using her breath as a guide for his mouth.  As he moved closer he felt her warmth moving closer to him, and when their breaths met, he paused to savor the electricity that seemed to be running through his upper lip at the one tiny spot where it touched hers.  Slightly he turned his head, spreading that point of contact along his upper lip, and increasing the sharp energy he felt along that strip of connected lips.


He reached with his lower lip, caressing her whole mouth, and electrifying his entire face.  No wonder that kissing was such a big deal!  Korban had always been surprised about the preoccupation with this seemingly innocuous physical act, and now he finally understood what all the fuss was about.  This wasn’t a meeting of two pieces of flesh.  His heart was being touched.


They kissed slowly, silently, for a long time.  Neither of them wanted to break the pose formed by the rest of their bodies and risk shattering the moment.  Although the muscles of his right arm burned from propping him up, and his ankle had an incredible pain from being placed beneath him as he sat, he ignored these minor pains in favor of the bliss that consumed him.


Hours may have gone by when they were broken apart by someone banging on the door.  Startled, they both gasped as their eyes flew open.  Their lips were still touching delicately, and the air they shared as they both breathed made Korban want to weep for the beauty of it.  But then there was a louder bang, and they parted, looking towards the huge metal doors.


Slowly they rose, as much out of fear as from the need to get circulation moving slowly through their limbs once again.  Korban wanted nothing so much as to put his arms around this precious girl, and protect her from all the evils and dangers of the world.  He cast a glance back at the statue, wondering, Did you plan this, you cunning goddess?

The statue’s presence seemed even more muted, which concerned Korban.  If she’s not in there, then where the hell is she?  He put an arm around Teijah’s shoulders and walked slowly towards the doors, and they both stopped when another loud BANG sounded on them.  The light from the sparse candles was no longer reflecting in the same way, and Korban’s suspicions were confirmed when the next BANG revealed an indentation.  “Somebody’s trying to get in,” Teijah said quietly.


“And they’re not Constani,” Korban agreed.  He turned and looked around the perimeter of the room, lost in the darkness.  “Is there another way out of here?” he asked.


“No, the main doors are the only entrance,” she said.  “We’ll have to hold them off.”


“With what?” Korban asked incredulously.


“You were my shield once,” Teijah replied simply.  Korban shook his head as another bang echoed through the room.  


“Teijah, that was a—“


“No!  Don’t ever say that!  It wasn’t a fluke!”


“Well, whatever it was, I don’t know enough about it to defend you from an entire army of Zombies.  We have to get out of here.”  He walked straight to his uncle’s corpse, and began searching the body.  Gritting his teeth, he ignored the fact that he once knew and loved the man he was now looting.  He ran his fingers along his uncle’s belt, smiling when he found a small knife.


Elated, he jumped to his feet, suddenly feeling confident that he was armed against a horde of Zombies.  Teijah saw the dagger in his hand and said, “What are you doing with that?”


“I don’t know,” he said as he began looking around once more.  The candles were mounted on high sconces, and it would have taken more effort to get to them than their use was worth.  There was the altar, the throne, and—the door behind it.


“You can’t use a bladed weapon,” Teijah said.


“We don’t have time for pretty little rules,” Korban barked.  The deafening bangs were become more regular, and the door was beginning to seriously bend.


As Korban mounted the dais behind the altar, Teijah said, “No, I mean you can’t use a bladed weapon in here.  The Temple is warded.”


“Why isn’t it warded against undead?” he fumed.


“It is, this temple is—“


“How did the Zombies get in here during the Mysteries?”  Teijah’s jaw dropped open in shock.  Before she could answer, he said, “The wards of Pandion have been tampered with.  I don’t trust them right now.  Come on.”


“Where?”


“Back here.  I’m going to try and find a way out.”  He pushed open the door, and the room began to glow with soft illumination.


“Korban, no!  That’s Constance’s personal sanctuary!”


“It’s our only way out.  Are you coming, or are you waiting for them?”  He looked back at her, standing in front of the glowing doorway.


“I don’t know whether you’re a blasphemer or a savior,” she muttered as she walked towards him”


“Join the guild,” he said, grabbing her hand as they stepped into the door.

*
*
*


Nothing.  Not just blackness, and silence, but an absence of even these known quantities.  Korban sensed nothing.  He remembered that in one hand he had his uncle’s dagger, and in the other was Teijah’s hand.  Although he could feel neither, he went through the motions of telling his hands to hold on tightly.  Nothing physical confirmed that his commands were successful, but he somehow knew that he continued to hold both.


“Teijah?” he said.  There was no response.  He couldn’t even hear his own voice.  “Hello!” he called.  No answer.  He thought of his hands again, and concentrated on that feeling of confirmation he had when he envisioned holding on tightly.  Now he envisioned himself speaking, and tried speaking at the same time.  “Lady Constance?”


“You are early,” he heard.  Korban gasped, turning to look around, and suddenly there was so much for him to see that he screamed.  Lights and colors and curves and crescents and spheres and numbers and everything in creation was around him overloading his senses, and abruptly the nothingness came back.


Nothing.  There was nothing for him to see.  There was nothing for him to not see.  His eyes were not open or closed, and he wasn’t even sure if they were, anymore.  He imagined himself taking a deep breath to steady himself, and envisioned seeing what he was able to see, and no more.


He found himself on an ice-blue tiled floor, and the tiles were also transparent.  The pillars nearby were the same, a light, tentative blue in the outline, but nothing really in them.  It looked like he was in the outlines of a grand palace, with stairs here and there and arches and columns all around.  It didn’t look like any sort of room, for he could see no walls; but he saw floors and ceilings above him and below him, and the tiles continued endlessly.


Looking down he saw himself, whole, with a dagger in one hand, and a disembodied hand in the other.  He held on tightly, not knowing what would happen to either if he let go.


“Clever,” he heard.  “You always were.”


“Hello?” he called.  “Where am I?”


“Where you asked,” a laughing, gentle voice replied.  “You can see only as much as you can see.”  


“Who are you?” he asked.


“What you cannot see.”  The laugh that followed was soothing, and Korban liked the sound of it.  He looked around, taking in the incredible architecture with his eyes.  He could not see where the voice came from, and realized he did not even know which direction he heard it from.  


“Is this the Halls of the Dead?” he asked hesitantly.


“No,” the soft voice replied, “but I can take you there, if you like.”


“…Constance?”


“Why are you here, little one?”


Korban was unsure of what to say.  He did not want to tell a goddess that he was actually in the middle of fleeing, and barged through here on his way.  He also didn’t want to say anything that would make her angry.  Whether or not he liked this goddess, he was still at her mercy for the moment.  Opting for the simplest approach, he replied, “I don’t know.”


Another gentle laugh.  “Such is your fate,” she replied.


“Not to know?”  Korban stood, surprised to find that he could, and looked down at the knife in his hand.  “I’m…sorry to have brought this,” he said quietly.


“Not at all.  It is your purpose.”  The laugh again made Korban feel more comfortable.


“My purpose?” he repeated.


“Not to know,” she said, and the tiles began to fade, and the columns and the arches all blended back into nothingness…and then, once again, there was too much for Korban to see.

Chapter 24

Seth found himself in the library.  It was a place he remembered going to with Bristos, and when he fled into the keep, he followed this path, since how to get here; but, he didn’t know how to get back.  He looked up the stairs that the deceased priest had carried him up, all forty nine of them, and in his mind Seth could see the turns he took upwards for five different landings, and then the picture in his mind stopped, where he had fallen asleep in Bristos’s arms.  Seth looked at the torches, and remembered his mother saying, “If you get lost, follow the torches and you’ll find your way out.”  But there were torches in both directions, and Seth didn’t know which ones to follow.


Going out to the courtyard would not be helpful.  Instead he wandered for nearly an hour, trying to get as deep as he could.  Sometimes he passed doors with engravings of shields and wings on them, but he could never get any of them to open up.  Lost and confused, after trying to open twenty nine different doors unsuccessfully, he decided to wander the hallways.

After one thousand and fifty two steps, Jonas appeared, bloody and furious.  “Seth!  Are you safe?  Come here, let me protect you.”  Seth stumbled backwards as his uncle, torn and bedraggled, reached a bloody hand out to him.


“No, no, get back!” he shouted.


“Seth, it’s okay,” Jonas said as he stopped, holding his hands out.  “I’m going to cast a spell on you to keep you safe.  I just need to touch you once.  I’ll stand here, and you can come to me, okay?”  Jonas smiled, very widely.  A gash on his mouth made it possible for Seth to see all of the teeth on one side.  There were sixteen to a side, just like the brass buttons on Briston’s cuffs.


Hesitantly he approache, and reached an arm way out for his uncle to touch.  Gently he laid a hand on Seth’s wrist, and then spun around quickly, waving his shield in the air.  Seth jumped back again, but the spell had already been cast.


He glowed a light blue, and Jonas said, “This is a Sanctuary spell, Seth.  It will—“


“—make me invisible to anyone who tries to attack me.  I know.  Korban cast it on me today, too.”


Jonas looked surprised.  “Korban?  How did he—“


“He used a shield.  Just like Mama.”  Seth felt tears welling up in his eyes again, but before they could break over his eyelids, a horrendous roar came from behind Jonas.


The Constani spun and slashed with the edge of his shield, catching the Zombie between his ribs.  Yanking unsuccessfully to pull it free, it gave the Zombie enough time to reach its decaying hands around Jonas’ throat.  He only had enough time to say, “You shall n—“ before the rest of his spell was cut off.  His shield was still embedded in the Zombie’s torso.


He kicked into the Zombie’s abdomen and his foot got stuck inside the decaying carcass.  Seth laughed, watching his uncle hopping on one foot, unable to speak.  He knew somehow that he shouldn’t be laughing, but at least he wasn’t crying anymore.


Gingerly Seth reached out and held on to a rim of the shield and said quietly, “You shall not be bound.  You shall not be bound.  In the name of Constance, you shall not be bound.”  The shield began to glow, and the blue light spread to the Zombie, engulfing it.  His grip on Jonas’ throat weakened, and he fell to the ground, taking the priest’s foot with him.  As the bloody Constani caught his breath, rubbing at his throat, he left his foot inside the Zombie’s corpse.


“Hrrr—“ he said, trying to speak.  Seth looked at his uncle’s bruised neck, and saw that he would be unable to speak, or to cast any more spells, until he healed.


“Come on,” Seth said, holding his hand out to his uncle.  “I’ll help you.”


Sternly Jonas shook his head and pointed deeper into the maze of corridors beneath Pandion.  Seth shrugged and said, “I’m safer with you than I am downstairs.  They can’t see me.  I can help you cast your spells.”


Jonas frowned, clearly upset by the idea.  Finally he nodded, coughing, and ushered his nephew forward.


It was not long before they encountered three more Zombies, all moaning with their arms outstretched.  Jonas held his shield towards them, point out, and nodded at his glowing nephew.  Seth repeated the incantation, “You shall not be bound.  You shall not be bound.  In the name of Constance, you shall not be bound,” while Jonas pressed his shield towards one of the Zombies.  It fell to the floor as another one threw its arm at Jonas.  He took the blow on his shoulder and grunted at his nephew.  Seth repeated the words quickly, and just as the blue light engulfed the second Zombie, the third one struck.


With an overhand smash, it drove its fist into the top of Jonas’ skull.  He crumpled, and Seth skittered back.  The Zombie ignored them, and turned to continue down the hallway, towards the labyrinth of tunnels below.  Hurriedly he tried to lift his uncle’s shield, but he was still conscious, and kept it firmly on the ground.


“Uncle Jonas,” Seth whispered, “I can turn him!  I know the words!”


Jonas groggily tried to focus his eyes and shook his head.  His shield arm was pressed firmly down to the ground, and Seth was unable to lift the shield.


“Jonas,” Seth whispered, “Please.”


“Nnnn.”  


Seth watched the Zombie getting away, and knew that there were no priests further down there to keep him out.  If he made it down the next two levels, he would be able to walk right in to the treasure room—because Seth had opened the door!  It was his fault, and he would protect the Constani treasures, he vowed.  He moved around his uncle until he was next to his shield hand, and he reached his little fingers into the shield strap.  He loosened it and pulled, and the shield slid free of his uncle’s grip.


Reaching out dazedly, his uncle repeated, “Nnnn!”


Seth said, “You protected me, Uncle Jonas.  I owe Constance a little protection back.”  He walked up behind the zombie, confident in his invisibility.  The shield was heavier than he expected, however, and he had a bit of a problem lifting it.  He finally bent over and put his head into the back of the shield, holding on to the two shield straps with his hands, and stood with the shield balanced on the top of his head.  The point was even facing forward, he thought proudly.  When he was just behind the Zombie, he said, “You shall not be bound,” and drove the point into the Zombie’s back.  “You shall not be—AAHHH!”


The Zombie spun around and backhanded Seth, and he flew along the hallway, shield and all clattering to the stones.  He blacked out for a moment, and then came to as the Zombie was standing right above him.


Hurriedly he crawled backwards, and the Zombie was having trouble reaching all the way to the ground.  Seth continued to skitter out of the Zombie’s reach until he felt safe enough to come to his feet and run.


He made it to the end of the corridor and stopped to catch his breath.  He turned back to see that the Zombie was no longer pursuing him, but had noticed that his uncle was still lying prone in the hallway.  Torn between his family and his fear, he finally wrestled a torch out of the sconce and turned to go back to save his uncle.


Before he could leave the bottom of the stairs he heard a grinding and saw a doorway opening out of the stone wall.  He looked at the torch in his hand and then the sconce that it had come from; the sconce was turned at an angle, and apparently opened the secret door.  With Jonas lying exposed in the hallway, he didn’t have time to explore the secret passage, so he took his torch and ran back to his uncle.


The Zombie was standing over Jonas’ inert body and prodded it with a foot.  No, Seth thought, he can’t be dead.  My whole family can’t be dead.

Seeing no reaction, the Zombie gave Jonas a mighty kick just as Seth screamed behind the undead creature and stuck his torch into the Zombie’s side.


“Stay away from him!” he screamed.  The Zombie stumbled over Jonas and fell, with its ragged clothes catching fire.  Seth continued to stab the Zombie with the torch, and found that even a light touch would make the clothes burst in flame.


Prone on the ground, the Zombie could not do much more than flail like a turtle on its back.  Seth reached down with his free hand and pulled his uncle away, a few inches at a time, as best he could.  When he was far enough from the Zombie, Seth set the entire creature aflame.


The strangest thing about it was that the Zombie did not scream in pain, or writhe in agony.  It just kept trying to pick itself up, and make its way to a stand, before the flames grew big enough to choke the hallway with the stink of its burning flesh.


Seth dropped the torch and went to his uncle, holding his face between his hands.  Underneath the grime and blood and now, soot, he couldn’t tell if Jonas was dead or alive.


Taking hold of the robes behind the back of his neck Seth slowly pulled his uncle away from the burning Zombie.  When they were two horse lengths away he returned to his uncle’s face, gently slapping him.  “Jonas?  Uncle Jonas?  Could you please not be dead?  Jonas?  Please.  Wake up.”  He began to cry again, and then hiccupped the sob about to leave his lips when he saw the priest’s eyes flutter.  “Jonas!” he called.  “Wake up!”


Groggily and with great evident pain, Jonas came to.  “Hrrrmmm,” he mumbled, and used his fingers to touch a pouch on his belt.  Seth reached into the pouch and pulled out a small flask with a bubbling liquid in it.


“This, Uncle?” he asked.  His response was not exactly a nod, more of a smirk of the lips and a blink, but it told Seth that it was what he wanted.  Seth broke the wax sealing the cork, and spent a moment trying to work the cork out with his little fingers.  He started twisting the cork, and finally it gave, and some of the potion sloshed out as it did so.  “Sorry,” he said, holding the bottle to his uncle’s bloody lips.


He had problems swallowing it at first, and choked down the first few swallows.  After that it became easier, and when Seth upended the bottle Jonas smacked his lips.  “Much better,” the priest said, closing his eyes.  “Just give me one moment.”


Shaking, Seth got to his feet and looked down both ends of the hallway.  The Zombie was still burning, and nobody was coming down the stairs.  Still, he felt the need to move, immediately.  “Hurry up, Uncle,” he urged.


Jonas took a few deep breaths and then said, “Help me up.”  He reached out and took his nephews hands and then came to a sitting position.  “My shield?” he asked.


Seth looked back to the putrid smoke coming from the Zombie he torched, and recognized that it was more important that his Uncle have his shield than that he never have to smell something so disgusting again.  He dropped to his belly and crawled, holding his breath as much as he could, covering his mouth with the shoulder of his tunic when he had to gag on the nauseous air, and finally made it to the shield.  He reached out and took it with his fingers, slid it back towards him, and then pushed it along the ground in front of him as he crawled away from the noxious cloud forming over the zombie.  That’ll keep invaders out, Seth thought.  Unless they’re Zombies, I guess.

He brought Jonas his shield, who took it gratefully.  He slid his arms through the straps on the back, and readjusted them so they were snug.  Wiggling the shield in a funny way, he brought it to his lips and said, “May Constance heal my wounds.”  Wings flared briefly on either side of the shield, and he repeated the spell, finally looking more like his old self, only different because he was covered in blood and grime.


Standing like an old man would, slowly and with great care for his joints, he looked at his nephew and repeated the healing spell.  Seth was not aware he had sustained any injuries, but he felt markedly better after his uncle healed him.  “Thanks,” he said.


“Don’t mention it.  Now,” his uncle said sternly, grasping Seth’s shoulder, “I’m going to cast the Sanctuary spell on you again.  After I do, I don’t want you to attempt to attack anything.  Understand?”


Seth nodded bashfully, not understanding why his uncle wasn’t looking at him.  “I’m sorry, Uncle.  I didn’t know that—“


“Trying to turn an undead Zombie is the same as attacking them,” he said.


“But it didn’t do anything when I was saying the words for you before!”


“I know,” Jonas said thoughtfully, looking at the ceiling.  “I suppose it was because I was doing the attacking, and you were just speaking the words of the spell for me.  You served as my voice,” he said proudly, putting his hand on the boy’s shoulder and looking over his head.  Seth beamed as Jonas cast the Sanctuary spell.


“Come on,” his uncle said.  “Let’s get out of here.”  

He put his shield hand on Seth, and with his free hand he felt along the wall.


“Uncle Jonas?” Seth asked.  “What’s wrong?”


“Don’t be alarmed, Seth.  I cannot see.”



“What?” Seth shrieked.


“Remain calm.  The Zombie’s attacks have blinded me, somehow.  I need another Constani to remove the blindness—I cannot do it myself.  So I need you to stay calm, and to serve as my eyes.  Okay?”


“Okay,” Seth said uncertainly.  “Where are we going?”


“Well, we need to find the rest of the surviving Constani and regroup.  There was only one Dezian outside—somehow he was able to control all of the Zombies himself.  We should probably—oop!”  Jonas fell to the side as his hand fell into the dark doorway that Seth had opened up.  “What does this hallway lead to?” he asked as he stood, facing it with unseeing eyes.

“I don’t know,” Seth said.  “There’s no light in there, and the door opened up when I pulled on a torch across the hall.” 


“Well, well,” Jonas said, bemused.  “A secret door.  You can live here your whole life and still be surprised by what turns up.  Should we go in?” he asked.


Seth smiled proudly, pleased that his uncle was asking him for tactical advice.  Even if he knew already where they would go, he still preened at being asked.


“Let’s go,” he said.  “There won’t be any Zombies in there, at least.”

Although they were safe from Zombies, it was still frightening.  There was no light but the flickering glow from Seth’s Sanctuary spell, leaving an eerie blue reflection on all of the walls.  The long, straight corridor met no hallways or stairs, and it abruptly ended in a narrow space.


“Where do we go?” Seth asked shakily.


Jonas ran his hands along the walls for a time before turning his blind eyes to the ceiling and saying, “Up.”


Seth looked upwards and saw nothing but blackness.  But, his uncle was right; there was nowhere else to go.


“Come here,” Jonas said, holding out his right arm.


Seth moved closer to him, bewildered.  “What do you want me to do?”


Jonas hefted him up in one arm and said, “Crawl onto my shoulders.”  Seth complied, scampering up until he was sitting with his uncle’s head in between his legs.  “Reach up,” Jonas urged, “see if you can find anything up there.”


Seth ran his fingers around the cylindrical hole and asked, “What am I supposed to be looking for?”  


“A button, a lever, a catch, anything.”


“It’s smooth all the way around, Uncle Jonas.”


“How high can you reach up?”


Seth steadied himself with his hands on Jonas’ scalp and put his feet on his uncle’s shoulders.  He felt around again and said, “Pretty high.”


“Okay, good.  Come on down.”  Seth climbed down as his uncle said, “I’m going to cast a spell now.  I need you to hang on to my feet very tight.”  As Seth squatted down he laughed and said, “No, not yet.  Just one second.”


Jonas closed his unseeing eyes and his shield glowed, sprouting blue wings.  He moved the shield in a circle and pulled it in, and then moved it upwards.  He began to float upwards, keeping his eyes closed.  When his feet moved higher than Seth’s waist he grabbed them fiercely and hugged them close.


The feeling of floating was not something Seth got to experience.  He was hanging on for dear life.  How long they rose he could not tell; after they entered the narrow cylindrical tunnel the floor could no longer be seen, and he couldn’t look up past the glowing shield to see what lay beyond.  Finally he settled on squeezing his eyes shut and waiting for it to be over.


After a sizeable fraction of eternity Jonas said, “Seth.  I need your help again.”


“What?” he said without opening his eyes.


“Climb up.”


“On what?” he asked, panicked.


“Here.  Grab on to my hand,” Jonas urged.  Seth could feel the priest’s hand on his hair, so he swung one of his arms from behind Jonas’ boots to his gloves, and then latched on to his forearm with the same ferocity that he had held on to his boots.


“There,” Jonas said, pulling him up.  “Put your hands on my shoulders.”


“Uncle Jonas, I don’t want to fall,” Seth sobbed.


“You won’t fall.  Just climb up on my shoulders again.  I won’t let you fall.  Constance has got you.”


“No she doesn’t,” Seth said as he pulled himself up.  “She’s got you!”


“And I’ve got you,” Jonas said firmly.  “You won’t fall.  Now, reach up to the wooden handle up there.  Tell me what it says.”


“Jonas, I can’t read!” Seth squealed.


“Yes, you can, Seth.  Now, you know what all the letters are, don’t you?  Bristos told me that you can read the alphabet.”


“Yeah, but I can’t read the words!”


“You won’t have to.  All you have to do is tell me what the letters are, in order.  You can be my eyes, and I’ll do the reading.  Okay?”


“Okay,” Seth said, clearly unsure.  He looked up at the wood plaque in the dim blue light, and used his fingers to trace the letters as he read them.  “B. Y. C. O. N. S. T. A. N. C. E. S. G. R. A. C. E. A. N. D. W. I. T. H. H. E. R. K. E. Y.  That’s it.”


“Very good, Seth,” Jonas said warmly.  “It says, ‘By Constance’s grace and with her key.’  Is there anything like a keyhole that you can see?”


Seth felt around the edges of the plaque, and then the rest of the wooden circle.  “There’s these two holes in it,” he said.


“How big are they?”


“They’re about as wide as my finger, and they’re not very deep.  They are angled on the inside.”


“The inside?” Jonas asked.  “You mean the holes fill out gradually where they face each other, and they are more straight at the opposite ends?”


“Uh-huh.”


“Are they rounded on the insides?”


Seth stuck his fingers in and said, “Yeah.  They are.”


“Okay,” Jonas said, “I’m going to have to end the spell.”


“No!” Seth cried.  “No, no, no, we’ll fall!”


“Seth, Seth, calm down,” he said as his nephew clawed at him frantically.  “I told you already, we’re not going to fall.  Now, there has to be some sort of handhold against the wall.  Do you see anything?”


“Yes!” Seth said desperately.  He reached for the metal ring embedded in the stone and grabbed on to it, saying, “There’s one right up here.  Here,” he said as he guided his uncle’s right hand towards it.  “It’s right here.”


“Ah.  And there’s a foothold down here.  How convenient.”  Jonas smiled as he tested the solidity of his new perch, and said, “Okay, Seth, before I end the spell, I want you to line up my shield.  The top two points are going to have to go into those two notches in the door.  So look at—no!”


Abruptly they both flew into the ceiling, and Seth screamed hysterically, nearly deafening them both.  Their arms flew around each other, and Jonas panted, “Hold on, Seth.  Hold on.  Don’t move the shield while the spell is active!”


“But you said to line up the shield!” he said, frightened.


“I did.  But just to turn it.  The levitation that’s keeping us afloat is guided by my shield.  If I move it in a certain direction, that’s the direction we go.”


“I’m sorry, Jonas,” Seth sobbed pitifully.


“It’s fine, Seth, you’re doing fine.  Now, hang on tight to this ring, and brace yourself.  Are you ready?  I’m going to end the spell.”


“Okay.”


“There won’t be any light down here, so fix the position of those notches in your mind.  You got it?”


Seth stared hard at the holes, and held his hand next to his uncle’s shield.  “I got it.  Can I…turn the shield, first?”


“You mean like this?” Jonas asked, adjusting the yaw, spinning his shield along its vertical axis.


“Exactly,” said Seth.  “Hold it…there.”


“Okay, ready?”


“Ready.”


Although Seth said so, he was still unprepared for the immense blackness that enveloped them when the spell stopped.  He could feel his uncle settling in to gravity once more, and before he could think of the endless black pit below them any more he guided his uncle’s shield skyward until it plunked against the wood.


“Hold it there,” Seth said nervously.  He felt around for the notches, found one, and pulled the corner of his uncle’s shield into it.  “It didn’t work!” he cried, panicked.


“Put in the other corner, Seth,” Jonas said patiently.


Hurriedly Seth reached for the other corner, now as blind as his uncle.  He slid it along the wood, forward and back, until it snapped into the notch.  “Okay,” he breathed.


Jonas murmured, “By Constance’s grace, and with her key.”  His shield flared to life, and the glowing wings sprouting from it brushed against the wooden ceiling, and he turned his shield, rotating the circular wooden door.  Seth gasped as it rose away from them on unseen hinges, and light flooded in towards them.  His heart rose, and he felt excited and safe and triumphant.


“We did it, Jonas!  We did it!” he yelled.  Jonas cast the levitation spell once more, and they floated through the hole into a round room with windows on all sides.  Seth had never been in there before, and he did not recognize the slender man in grey silk robes who watched them rise up out of the abyss.


“Well, well,” the Dezian said, “what have we here?”

Chapter 25

“It’s him!” Seth told his uncle.


“Then run!” Jonas yelled, pushing him away as he held up his shield before him.


Seth fell to the ground, looking between the necromancer who blocked the small room’s only exit and his uncle, floating over a trapdoor.  “You can’t fight him!” Seth screamed.  “You’re blind!”


“Thanks for giving him the tactical advantage,” Jonas muttered.  “You’re just getting in my way.  He can’t see you!  Go!”


The Dezian smiled casually, and brought his long fingers up to the two white balls hanging from a black cord around his neck.  Seth had no idea what they were for, but he got an idea as he whipped the cord over his bald head and held one ball directly over the other, with the cord taut, and said, “Yes, boy.  Run out the door.”  He stepped aside, holding the strange weapon in front of the doorway.  “There’s only about fifty zombies down there to stop you from escaping.  Please, leave the good priest and myself to our old devices.”


“You’re here for the followers of Constance, Nezritha,” Jonas seethed, floating back away from the open trapdoor.  “Leave him out of this.”


“Oh, he is very much a part of this, blind priest.  His fear is feeding my power.  His death will mean your anger.  Your anger means worship to my Goddess.  I think he is the most important member of this interaction.”


Just then someone ran into the room panting and stopped quickly at the sight of the garrote blocking her way.  She shook her blond hair from her eyes as she said, “We’ve cleared the first two levels, Father.”


“Good,” he said silkily.  “I promised you a turning today, didn’t I?”


“You did, father,” she said breathlessly.  “But…we could use your help below—“


“Bara?” Jonas asked in confusion.  “Is that you?”


She looked at Jonas in perplexity for a moment, and then noticed his staring eyes.  “Yes, Priest of Peace.  You have taught me well.  I wouldn’t have cleared the second level without you.”


“You bitch,” he breathed.  “How did you get in here?  We have wards to detect the followers of your foul goddess.”


“You do,” Nezritha said happily, tossing one ball of his weapon in the air, “but my daughter is not a full Dezian.  She is far too valuable for that.”  He looked as fondly on her as one could without removing a permanent sneer from their face.  “As a member of the laity, she is available for entering all of the Constani temples for initiation as an acolyte…and once she is inside, she graciously allows me to switch bodies with her for a time.”



Seth crept towards the closest window as Jonas said, “Clever.  I’ll have to figure that into the wards when I reset them.”


Nezritha chuckled.  “Kaith won’t let you work for Constance tomorrow.  You’re going to belong to him alone.”


“Him alone?” he mocked.  “You’re not going to raise me up as a Zombie?”


“You know I’d love to, but you also know I can’t,” the Dezian replied.  “Those damn Mysteries you throw, they—“


“Father, we really should—“


“Be SILENT,” her father screeched, imperiously turning his gaze upon her.  He held her motionless with shame for a moment before he continued, “Something you must learn about our Lady.  She relishes the fear.  The longer you prolong it—“ he turned his cold eyes upon Seth, quivering against the wall, “the greater power she gives you.”  He bared his teeth in a hideous grin and moved towards the glowing Seth, still protected by the Sanctuary spell, but incredibly afraid nonetheless.  He began screaming, and the Dezian altered his course to head directly for him.


Jonas dove across the room, over the trapdoor, and between the Dezian and his nephew, using only his ears as guideposts.  If this was a sport, he would have made a clean shot, making it between the two of them with his shield turned towards the Dezian.  He landed ungracefully on the floor and blindly swept out with his shield, which the necromancer dodged easily.


Holding one of the white balls, he swung the other end wildly, arcing towards Seth’s head, and he barely escaped being knocked unconscious; however, the cord caught on his outstretched arm, and spun about it.  The ball fastened itself onto the cord as it was pulled tight, and Seth flew into the Dezian’s arms.


“I may not be able to see you,” he breathed onto Seth’s neck, “but I can taste your fear.  And it is good.”


Suddenly Seth felt himself and the Dezian being shoved into the wall, and the evil priest screamed in fury.  The pressure around Seth’s arm vanished as the garotte was swung back at Jonas, and the young boy turned to watch the flying white ball make its way over the shield, and around the back of his uncle’s neck.  The Dezian followed sinuously, while the ball continued its rotation around the blind man and was caught in the necromancer’s free hand, and he began strangling the Constani.


“Death will be a kind of blindness,” he whispered as Jonas gagged.  “You will relish its Peace, I suppose.”


The blue glow faded from Seth as he stabbed his quill into the Dezian’s thigh.  He was hoping for a howl of pain or fury, or even some surprise; but the necromancer didn’t even change his grip.  He just looked down to Seth and smiled, turning his prey so that the boy could see his uncle’s bulging eyes and red face more clearly.  “You’re next,” he whispered.


Screaming through his tears, and through his fear, Seth knew that the more he was afraid, the stronger the Dezian would become, and the faster his uncle would die.  He gripped his uncle’s shield and pushed with one hand, and bent down to pull on the evil priest’s foot with the other.


Unprepared for any attack other than desperation from this child, the Dezian went toppling, taking Jonas with him.  They landed directly over the narrow trapdoor, and Nezritha used the momentum to push Jonas into the hole.  He coughed violently, but flung his shield arm out, and lengthwise it was too wide to go down the hole.  The Constani was suspended in the trapdoor, hanging in the hole, with only his shield and forearm above.  


While the Dezian took back to his feet, Seth looked around for a weapon of some kind, and saw the girl Bara smirking by the doorway.  He wanted to rush at her and kill her himself, but he had his uncle to think about.  And the angry Dezian behind him.


As he spun to face the Dezian, he saw his uncle grab onto the rim of the trap with his free hand.  He maneuvered his shield into the hole, cast the levitation spell quickly, and floated down.  Seth had just enough time to kick the trapdoor shot over his uncle’s head before Nezritha reached within; one of his hands was caught in the door, and as he jerked it back the trap snicked shut.

Looking furiously at Seth, he lunged, and Seth dove out the window, preferring a death at high velocity to whatever torture the Dezian could put him through.  As he hurtled through the air, out of the Watchtower, he watched the ceiling of the Great Temple coming towards him and wondered about the strangeness of Jonas’ actions.  Why would he leave Seth like that?


He thought I was still protected by the Sanctuary spell, Seth realized.  He had no way of knowing that Seth had broken the spell through his pointless attack on the Dezian.  Oh, well.  It doesn’t matter now.

He counted the shingles on the roof of the keep, and considered himself happy to end his life doing what he loved best.  He counted them twice, then three times, and then thought it strange that there was enough time for a fourth count, and a fifth.  By the sixth count of 1,029 shingles, Seth decided something was wrong, and he wasn’t dying, like he planned.


Turning in midair, he looked up above him to see the Dezian floating down from the Watchtower towards him, grinning.  Seth counted the stars in the sky, the turrets on the walls, and anything else he could find to keep his mind of his fear.  It only makes him stronger, he reminded himself.


Focusing his mind on the numbers around him, Seth cleared his thoughts of all emotion, violently concentrating on numbers.  He only peripherally registered the ground beneath him as it jostled his joints on landing.  The Dezian approached, no longer smiling.


Seth counted his teeth, and the whiskers in his beard, and the hairs coming out of his nose, successfully ignoring the palpable aura of fear that came from the evil priest.  Once Seth had locked his mind into numbers, there was no room for emotions, and the Dezian found himself unable to cast a spell.


Rather than break his own concentration with feelings of victory, Seth redoubled his efforts to count everything in his view, and everything he remembered.  Partially he noticed the Dezian stand up straight and cross his arms, idly kicking Seth in the ribs.


Three kicks added to the fifty-four kicks he had ever felt made fifty-seven kicks he had ever felt, and these were not so bad, comparatively.  They were more like prods, like someone would do to a potentially dead creature in the forest; nothing like the time when Korban kicked Seth in the kitchen at home for taking the drumstick off the turkey first.

Maybe that was what the Dezian thought Seth was, he realized; a dead body.  Was he dead?  Counting his quick breaths, Seth decided he was not.  Unfortunately, all this musing had taken him out of the world of numbers, and the priest smiled as Seth quivered with fear.


Frantically Seth scrambled to his feet and ran for the edge of the building, now blind with fear, unable to remember any numbers, or the order they went in; his mind was a muddled stew of fear.  He leapt from the roof, once more yearning for the death of a hard landing; but, unfortunately, his landing was not far enough.  He had leapt so far that he cleared the alley between the keep and the stables, and landed on the shingles at an angle that scraped bleeding abrasions all along his left side.


When he looked up, he saw numbers once again, glowing happily, all in order, from 1 through 9.  They were in a circle on the strange door Korban had opened earlier, the one that the Constani got all mad at him for opening, even though they didn’t get mad at him for pushing the buttons.


Feeling the dark presence growing behind him, Seth scrambled across the roof, longingly gazing at the numbers.  They were in the familiar order that he remembered, and his eyes raced around the circle a hundred times in scarcely more time than it took for his pounding heart to beat once.  The order was back.


Triumphantly Seth stood as he focused on the door, once more impervious to the Dezian’s spells of fear.  After three hundred revolutions, Seth’s attention began to wander from the simple digits; he needed something more complex to keep his mind occupied, and to continue ignoring the emotions threatening to consume him.


Reaching up with both hands, Seth started pounding the small glass discs in a seemingly chaotic pattern.  Every moment had his little hands striking the door a dozen times, and Seth wondered if this would seem crazy enough for the Dezian to lose interest in him and go kill everyone else in Pandion.  Sternly Seth reminded himself to focus on nothing but the numbers, in this case, in the order that Korban had touched the numbers.

Although Seth had not watched Korban the entire time, he had listened, and every disc had a different tone attached to it.  Whenever the highest disc was touched, it emitted a certain note, and there was a specific note corresponding to every disc on the door.  Once Seth had gone through the first pattern, a simple revolution about the wheel, his mind had memorized where each note was to be found.  By keeping his mind black, Seth played the door like an instrument, reciting the same tune that his brother had written on this door before.


Maybe the Dezian was behind him, and maybe he wasn’t; Seth had no way of knowing, he was so absorbed in his task.  The numbers raced by below his pounding fists so quickly, and in such a strange order, that they were incomprehensible, even to him; his mind gleefully immersed itself in the order that was so complex it seemed like chaos.  Seeing the patterns beneath the hectic, frantic permutations was so challenging that every mental faculty was needed to focus, and Seth felt himself free from the Dezian.


Although Seth could now tell that the Dezian was behind him, and was frustrated him, he ignored him, continuing the chaotic symphony to its end.  Surprised, he saw the discs all reading the same number.  0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0, 0.


Seth punched the lock in the center of the door and ripped it open, stepping to one side and looking back at the Dezian.  His mind was numb, and his emotions were so dead that the sudden rush of surprise nearly overwhelmed him.


He was surprised by the Dezian’s posture.  He held one foot pointed out in front of him, and his palms were parallel, one hand above his head and the other at his waist.  Just outside the reach of his hands were the balls of his garrote, suspended in midair and flaming.  A crystal sphere was orbiting the garotte, glowing a milky white.  The Dezian’s eyes were wide with shock, and his gaze was locked onto the doorway.


Once the surprise from seeing this had overcome his mental walls, the fear that was also held at bay rushed into Seth’s being and crumpled him to the floor.

And as quickly as it had come, the fear was gone.  Seth looked up to see the flame flicker out on the garrote, and the Dezian’s eyes grew wider by the second, until the skin stretched back from his eyeballs, and his mouth opened, and a wild scream erupted from his lips.


The scream was unlike any of the other three thousand eighty nine screams Seth had heard before.  It was wild, and violent, and reverberated throughout the entire world, it seemed.  He felt his already fragile mind going mad just by listening to it, and he desperately tried to focus on something to count.


Counting the freckles on Korban’s familiar forearm helped.


Fascinated, Seth counted the nine freckles over and over, as his brother’s arm skidded along the roof, pushing his sleeves up past his elbow.  Seth then checked to see if Korban’s two feet, and two hands, and six scars were all there.  Although he could not see all of them, he knew where they were, and counting them made him feel safe.


For good measure he counted everything he could see on the girl in Constani robes who lay on the roof beside Korban; her two feet, and two hands, and seven buttons on the front of her robes, and sixteen buttons on the cuffs of her left sleeve.  He could only see a few of the buttons, but he recognized the pattern as identical to Bristos’s, and mentally noted where the other buttons would be.


To get a better view of her sleeve he walked away from the wall, idly counting everything he could on her.  He was happy when Korban got out of the way to stab the Dezian in the chest, and he had a better view.  Counting the buttons on both sleeves quickly, he looked into the doorway, and smiled.


Within the door was everything that could not be counted, and Seth happily stared within, watching the concepts of reality bend and sway within that mystical door.  There were seven thousand stars sweeping along towards thirteen evenly spaced rings of light, and as they collided they shattered into nineteen sparks that pulsed in a regular pattern.  Every moment another nineteen sparks would emit from the collision, and after they left the center they would orbit around the bright explosion.  Every moment brought another rotating ring of nineteen sparks, and Seth counted each ring as it emerged, having enough time to count all the rest before the next pulse, and adding the next nineteen to it.

When the nineteenth set of sparks flew, Seth realized something profound.  The total number of sparks was 361, and there were nineteen of the nineteen that made this number.


Mentally he subtracted seven, not from the orbiting sparks, but from the number of orbits, and knew intuitively that the twelve orbits of nineteen made 228 total sparks.  He laughed aloud as he counted all the orbits and numbers, and crowed, “I can multiply!”


Giddy, he turned to his brother, who was completely ignoring his moment of triumph.  “Korban!  I can multiply!”


“Great, Seth.  Help me!”  Korban was pulling on the man next to him, who was wearing grey robes, and in a flash Seth remembered who Nezritha was and how close he had come to killing him, and Jonas, and all of Pandion.


Glancing into the door once more, Seth saw some letters float by that he recognized from his lesson in the library.  The elation he felt at being able to read them was a feeling he kept to himself; Korban didn’t seem very interested right now.


“Tuath,” Seth said aloud, pointing his hand at the Dezian.  The necromancer glowed a bright yellow, and Seth moved his finger, grinning as the Dezian moved where he pointed.  Korban got out of the way, and Seth flung the priest into the doorway, and went to the very edge of the rift to watch him fall.


Korban appeared beside him, keeping his back to the doorway.  “Seth?” he asked.


“Yes?”


“How can you…look within that abyss?”


Seth looked at his brother curiously.  “How can you not?”


Blowing his breath out of his cheeks, Korban grasped the door and swung it closed.  Seth courteously moved aside, taking his fill of one last gaze into the void.  As the door clicked shut, the lock glowed briefly, and the numbers returned to their disks, one digit to each.

Korban was kneeling by Teijah, so Seth went over and kneeled by her as well.  “Is she okay?” he asked.


“I hope so,” Korban said.  “We should find somebody to help her.”


Seth looked around.  “I don’t see any Constani.  There’s still Zombies in the courtyard.”


Korban looked exhausted; Seth had never seen his brother, or anyone except for fifteen poor people in the city of Shar, look as tired as Korban.  “Are you okay?” he asked.


Looking at his brother blankly, Korban seemed to take some time considering his answer.  “…Yeah,” he said finally.  “I’m fine.  We just need to find some way out of here.”


“Off the roof?”


“Yeah, off the roof, and out of Pandion.  It’s not safe here.”


“What makes you say that?” Seth asked, watching a Zombie below try to claw its way up the side of the stone building.


“Call it a hunch.  I think Pandion’s finally been taken.”  He stood to survey the courtyard, and Seth was surprised to see how tall and powerful his brother seemed.


“You look like Dad,” he observed.


It took a moment for Korban to register what Seth had said.  He continued looking around before frowning at his brother, “What?”


“You look like Dad.”


Bashfully Korban smiled, and then seemed to shake it off as he went to the edge of the roof.  His foot kicked something, and it skittered away in the dim light.  Diving after it, Korban snatched it from the air just as it bounced off the side of the roof.


He stood and looked at the small glass sphere in perplexity for a moment, and then his eyes became wide at what he saw within.


The walls of Pandion, inside and out, from thousands of angles.  The backs of Zombies.  The corpses of Constani.  Doors, bolted shut, with decaying hands scratching at them.  Rotting fists pounding on doors, and faces, and walls, and priests; Korban saw everything that the Zombies within Pandion were seeing.


“This is how he did it,” Korban breathed.


Knowing it was dangerous, and relishing the risk, Korban stared deeper, looking for survivors.  He saw a bloody Constani shifting his stance groggily and swinging his shield.  He could see his face from the front and from the side, and Zombie fists raised up to strike him as Korban screamed, “NO!”


The fists paused, and the Constani stumbled back.  He shook his head, flinging blood off of his face, and thrust his shield forward.  Although he could not hear him, Korban could see the priest’s lips moving in an incantation, and a haze of blue light grew until the priest could be seen no more from the front.

Looking at the priest from the side, Korban silently hoped the priest would turn this other Zombie as well.  He seemed ready to fall over, and slowly spun and stumbled.


Heaving his shield back up, he pointed it towards the Zombie Korban was looking through and fell backwards against the wall, ready to pass out.


“Come on,” Korban muttered.  He pictured the point of the shield going into the zombie’s chest, and gasped when he saw the priest’s face come closer.  His lips moved again, and the blue light overcame the vision in the glass ball, and Korban tore his gaze from it.


Seth was watching him quietly, and Teijah was still unconscious.  There was no immediate danger.  He had time.


“See if you can wake her up, will ya?” Korban asked.


“Okay,” Seth said as he shrugged.  Korban spared a moment to marvel at his odd little brother, and decided to see about saving the day.


Thrusting his gaze back into the glass sphere, he saw through the eyes of a thousand Zombies, and willed all those eyes to look up.  Korban smiled as he saw ceilings, and stars, and knew he could turn the siege of Pandion back on itself, now that the Dezian was gone.

Chapter 26

It took some time to master it, but Korban was able to corral the Zombies back into the courtyard.  There were still a few dozen below, in the tunnels, and Korban tried to get them to the torches so he could see which way to direct them.  There were some Zombies that were so far below, or were unable to move because they had no legs, that he decided they would be best to clean up later.  For now he turned his attention to the huge crowd of Zombies packed into the large courtyard, now nearly overflowing with undead.


When he feared that there would not be enough room, he directed a hundred Zombies into the breach in the wall, and they fell into the dammed section of the moat.  There was water at the bottom now, since the dam was hastily made, but filling the bottom with a couple layers of zombies made it easy to give the others a place to go.

The funny thing about Zombies was that they were only able to move so long as they stood upright.  If they fell, they could sometimes crawl, using the massive strength in their arms to pull themselves along.  But they had no balance, and getting them to come to a stand was so difficult that Korban let them crawl on their journey.  If there were any Constani left, they wouldn’t be around long, anyway.


He was getting concerned for the survival of the priests.  They were not exactly his favorite people in the world, but they would be handy right about now, if there was any left.  He couldn’t see any through the Zombies eyes, and once the milling, moaning crowd of corpses was more or less complete, Korban had no idea what to do.


Looking back at Seth and Teijah, he saw the girl slowly coming to some form of consciousness.  She was too disoriented to be of any use, and besides, she had no shield, and her arm was still broken.  Belatedly Korban crouched to examine the sling, and saw her forearm at such a hideous angle that he knew it would need to be reset.


“What now?” Seth asked.


“I don’t know.  Any ideas?”


“All the Zombies are down there?” Seth asked.  “There’s only eight hundred forty five left?


“There’s still a couple dozen below,” Korban said, idly thankful for his brother’s counting ability.  “If they couldn’t get up here, they won’t be much danger.”


“845 is five times the square of 13,” Seth said proudly.


Korban looked at him, startled.  “How did you know that?  Did somebody say something about that number?”


“Nope,” he said, grinning.  “I counted in sets.”


Laughing despite the carnage around him, Korban took his brother by the shoulders.  “Seth!  That’s incredible!  You can…do more than just count?  What’s, um…fifteen times five?”


“75,” Seth replied promptly.  For good measure he added, “Fifteen divided by five is three.”

Korban shook his head in wonder.  “How did—when—“


Seth shrugged.  “I counted some things in the door, and they made sense to me.”


“Just like that,” Korban said.  “You can multiply, and…oh, wait.  Does that mean you can read, too?”


“I think so,” Seth said.  “I read a word in the door, since I already know the alphabet.  But I didn’t know what it meant.”


“What word?” Korban asked guardedly.


“Tuath.”  Sparks flew from Seth’s hand as he said it, and they both backed up from it.  Remembering what had happened earlier, Seth pointed at Korban and repeated, “Tuath.”


Korban glowed yellow, and rose into the air as Seth raised his pointing hand, laughing.  “Seth!” he screamed.  “Put me down!  This isn’t funny!”


Still giggling, Seth put Korban down, who frowned and pointed a finger at his little brother, saying, “Tuath.”  Nothing happened.


“Well, that’s weird,” he said.  “I guess we should—“


“Now!” someone far away screamed.


Both brothers turned to see two dozen Constani swarm out of the keep and attack the Zombies.  Their jaws dropped as they moved viciously through the crowd, chopping off heads with the rims of their shields, breaking arms with quick moves, and casting spell after spell.  All of them were glowing, and they cut through the crowd quickly, moving in a pyramid that wedged itself into the center of the writhing mass of Zombies.


Once they had sliced their way into the heart of the crowd, they simultaneously changed formation, and created a compact knot.  The priests on the outside of the circle slashed at any Zombie within their reach while those behind cast spells.  Two deafening booms sent the nearest Zombies flying back, toppling the corpses behind them, and giving the knot three horse lengths of space between the Constani and the Zombies.

As the Zombies recollected themselves, the Constani moved as a fluid unit, those on the inside slipping to the left of those in front of them, and a new, fresh ring of Constani held their shields out, while those now behind began casting spells.  Korban watched appreciatively, his knowledge of armies and tactics applauding their good formation and clever moves.  Thos to the inside were safe to cast their spells without interruption, while those in front were constantly benefiting from the spells cast on them by those they protected.


They worked outward, continually expanding their circle, sometimes stumbling over the corpses of their foes.  When Korban saw a priest fall from the strike of a Zombie, he cursed himself and took up the glass sphere once more.


Looking within, he saw through significantly less eyes than he had before, and this made him confident.  He urged all the Zombies to hold still, and kept his attention focused until there were no more eyes in the courtyard, only the ones left below in the labyrinthine maze of tunnels below Pandion.  Giving all of them one last check, he made sure that any mobile ones simply laid down, and then looked up to see a Constani crashing onto the roof next to him.


Surprised, he tried to shoot up to his feet, and before he could fully rise the Constani slammed his shield into him knocking him off the roof.  He fell, confused, and watched the Blade above him as he plummeted to the ground.


His head jerked suddenly as he stopped, and he looked below him, panting, to see that the ground was still a few feet away.  Above him Seth was pointing his finger down at him calmly, ignoring the Constani that had taken an Alpha Stance and was advancing on him.


“Seth!  Look out!” Korban called.


Seth turned and smiled, removing Korban from his hold.  He fell the rest of the way to the ground, and the breath was knocked out of him.  Struggling to regain his feet, he looked to his hand to see that the sphere had stayed in it, and was still intact.  He would need it, he realized, if he was going to get the rest of the Zombies out of Pandion.


Heaving in breaths to his bruised lungs, he scrambled up the ladder to the roof and saw Seth levitating the Constani off the ground.  He looked furious.  Violently slashing his shield downwards, it gave a quick pop of blue light, and the wings on either side of the shield glowed and disappeared quickly.  He fell to the rooftop and landed lightly, then looked at Seth and charged.

Not knowing what else to do, Seth jumped off of the building and crashed into his brother.  Korban saw him falling, and more importantly saw the distinct lack of any magical glow.  He met his brother in midair and took the brunt of the blow as they landed.  The glass sphere shattered, and a horrendous moaning grew in intensity as black wispy smoke started surrounding the two brothers.

“No!” Korban screamed.  His mind was being assaulted by images and tastes of rotting flesh, and it nearly consumed him.  Suddenly it all disappeared, and he looked up to see the Constani standing over them, his shield glowing a bright blue.  The light from the shield kept the shadows at bay; hurriedly Seth and Korban scrambled away from the shattered orb and the smoke coming from it, and saw the smoke foating outside of the range of the faint blue light.


“What was that thing?” Seth asked.


“Proof,” the Constani said curtly.  He frowned at the two brothers and said, “Don’t move.”

Both Korban and Seth froze, and Korban, already familiar with the spell, did not bother struggling.  Seth apparently tried once, and he burped up a bit of bile before he returned to stasis.


The hardest thing about their predicament was being unable to watch the battle behind them.  It sounded like the Constani were winning, and if they were still following the instructions that Korban had given them through the orb, they would continue not moving.  Now that the orb was broken, he doubted it.


But their mass-control device was destroyed, and so was the necromancer who was behind this whole invasion.  They would likely return to their natural state—moaning and trying to eat warm bodies.  The hardest part was over.  Pandion was safe.


He smiled a bit, and then schooled his features back to neutrality as the smile made him feel sick.  Watching the pattern of the shadowy vapors still coming from the glass shards, the two brothers waited for someone to lift the spell.

*
*
*


“What are you thinking, Hextor!  These are my nephews!” Jonas was saying.  Korban felt immediate relief.  Jonas came into their view and dispelled the magic keeping them frozen.  Seth heaved a great sigh, but Korban looked immediately behind him to be sure that the Zombies were defeated.  There were two dozen priests piling their bodies together in the courtyard, and the sounds of battle had stopped.  The Constani were victorious.


“He looked just like a Dezian, Chamberlain,” the Constani who froze them said blankly.  “I saw him in grey robes, he had a garrote around his neck, and he was looking into a glass sphere in his hand.  He threw a shield from the wall, proving once and for all that he is no Constani.  He is the necromancer behind this.”


Korban could not hide the startled look from his face.  “I am what?”


“You were not dressed in those clothes, young De Marco.  You were in full Dezian regalia.  I’d lay my oath to it.”  Hextor nodded assuredly.

Jonas looked between the two of them for a moment before saying, “I did not see the necromancer myself.  I was under the effects of magical blindness.  But Seth, you saw him.”


“I did,” Seth affirmed proudly.  “And Korban and I pushed him through the door up there.”


Jonas and Hextor looked above, to the door that sealed the rift in reality made by a previous siege, and then looked at each other.  “Okay,” Jonas said, looking at his nephews.  “Let’s have the whole story.  Come on.”


He led them into the Great Temple, opening the door with his shield, and was surprised to see his brother’s corpse splayed out in the main aisle.  Stopping to lean on a pedestal, Jonas clutched his shield to his heart.  “Sweet Constance,” he breathed, “in all the excitement I’d—I’d nearly forgotten.”


Korban looked on Jonas sadly, realizing his uncle was reliving the moment of finding out his younger brother was slain.  Putting his arm around Seth, Korban thanked Constance silently that he did not have to suffer a similar fate today.

“What’s he doing in here?” Jonas finally managed.


“I brought him in,” Korban said quietly.


“You fouled this temple with a corpse?” Hextor thundered.


“I asked Constance to save his soul, alright?” Korban shot back.  “She agreed.”


The two Constani looked at each other skeptically.  “How do you know?” Jonas asked.


“I went back there,” Korban said as he pointed to the door behind the throne.  Me and Teijah both.  We came out of the door on top of the stables.  Seth was there with the necromancer, and so we pushed him in.”  Jonas blinked.  


The other priest disbelievingly said, “Why did you seem to me to be the necromancer himself?  How do I know you are not the reason that the Zombies penetrated our defenses?  We know there was a mole within our walls.  Was it you?”


“No,” Jonas said.  “It was Bara.  She was in the Watchtower when I battled the Dezian.  I think she also posed as my scribe during the first part of the siege.”


“I thought you couldn’t see up there?”


“But I could hear!  And I would have known the voice of my own nephew taunting me to battle.”


“Perhaps,” Hextor said.  “But Korban has not answered my question.  Was I under the influence of some illusion, to see what I saw?”


“I guess,” Korban said.  “After you pushed me off the ceiling, you froze me.  I couldn’t have changed clothes that fast.  This is what I’m wearing.”  He pulled on his tunic to show it as proof.


“Maybe it was the sphere,” Seth said.


“What sphere?” asked Jonas suddenly.


“The sphere the Dezian had,” Korban answered.  “It fell when we pushed him into the rift doorway.  I looked within, and I saw through all the Zombie’s eyes.  I could command them, too.  I ordered them all up into the courtyard, and  made them stand still.”


“The Unseeing Eye,” Jonas said.


“You mean to say,” the other priest thundered, “you used a Dezian artifact?  That sphere came from the eye of Dezmerelda herself!”


“Then it’s a good thing it got smashed, isn’t it?” Korban shouted.


“Calm down,” Jonas ordered quietly.  “This is a Temple of Peace.  Let’s not go about losing our tempers.  The Unseeing Eye was nearby.  What I don’t understand is how the Dezian managed to get a hold of it.”

“It was in the Gully Vault,” the other priest affirmed.  “Bound by the same wards that protect the doors of this temple.  Only a Constani could open it.”  He looked suspiciously at Korban.


“Bristos,” Korban breathed.


Jonas asked, “What about Bristos?”


“I found him on the way back from—“ he choked as he looked at Bryce—“from the attack.  He was lying dead in the doorway to a small hole in the ground.  I found him in a gully.  Was that where—“


“This is too much!” Hextor shouted, standing up and pacing.  “We should bind him now, Jonas!”


“There will be no binding of my family!” Jonas said forcefully.


“He is a Dezian!  Listen to him!  He had the Unseeing Eye in his hands.  He knows where it came from.  He killed Bristos once he let him in to the Gully Vault.  He was controlling the Zombies all this time from within Pandion itself!  He is the mole you have been hunting these last few days!”


“Why would I still be here, if I was a Dezian?  Why wouldn’t I be fighting you?”


“You have been fighting us since you entered Pandion,” the priest sniffed.  “I don’t believe your wild story about the rift, about just ‘happening’ across the vault holding the Unseeing Eye, and just ‘happening’ to be wearing the garb of a Dezian not ten minutes ago!”


“I think you were mistaken in what you saw,” Jonas said, holding out his hands and coming between the angry priest and his nephew.


“You doubt my word?” Hextor asked furiously.


“You are doubting mine.  I say that the Dezian I fought was not my nephew.”


“You were blind at the time!”


“Therefore my senses can be beguiled, but yours cannot?  None of us are perfect.”


“Besides,” Korban said, hating himself for having to do it, “how do you explain what happened in the courtyard?  Me glowing all blue, and growing wings and stuff.”


The priest turned cold eyes upon the boy as he said, “For that blasphemy alone, I shall see you in the ground, Dezian.”


“Korban, get out of here!” Jonas shouted, blocking the bigger priest as he made to reach for his nephew.  The two boys scurried away, but stayed to see what happened, fascinated.

The two priests faced off against one another, shields out.  Jonas made an Alpha Spin, while Hextor took a stance that Korban had never seen before.  He bent his left knee and brought his right leg far behind him, holding his shield over his knee and his right arm out to the side.  “Do not do this, Jonas,” Hextor warned.  “You do not want to fight the next High Priest.”


“I will fight anybody who reacts out of anger and passion!  You are violating the very precepts that you swore to defend!”


“If that is the case,” Hextor said menacingly as he turned his palm upwards, “how can I do this?”  He brought his arm beneath his shield and grasped the bottom point, and then pulled it up so that his shield was perpendicular to its normal orientation.  His left forearm pointed straight up, and he moved the shield upwards in space before releasing it and charging.  His entire body glowed briefly, and then his skin turned to a metallic grey.


Jonas, his shield held up in the air above him, slid his right foot in front of himself and stood, his back facing his opponent.  He continued the movement to bring the point of his shield flying towards Hextor’s face.  The bigger priest did not even bother blocking the blow; it made sparks fly as it struck, and Jonas was tackled by the rushing zealot.


“This is what you call Peace?” Korban demanded.  Jonas rolled to his feet and prayed, emitting blue wings from his shield.  His eyes flew open.


“Damn,” he muttered.


“What’s happening?” Korban asked aloud.


“He’s out of spells,” Seth said quietly.  “He’s cast too many today.”


“What can we do?” Korban said.  He looked around the temple quickly, seeing no weapons that would affect a charging priest made of metal.  

“Nothing.  This is Jonas’ battle.”

“But he’s fighting it for me!”


“Don’t worry,” Hextor called, “you’ll be next.”  Jonas advanced, swinging blow after blow, relying on his superior speed to wear down the metallic priest.  He laughed, taunting, “This is what your fiery De Marco blood gives you?  Pretty fighting moves and no spells.  Here,” he said as his shield glowed blue, “feel the power of a true Constani!”

Jonas recognized the spell, and he curled into a ball behind his shield.  Massive stone clubs were conjured from thin air, and dozens of them began spinning around Hextor.  When the first one struck Jonas he fell back, well out of range of the spell.  So Hextor brought the spell to him.

Jonas fled, pursued by a priest, a shield, and dozens of huge, magical stone clubs.  Korban and Seth followed at a healthy distance, both ready to bolt at a moments notice.  Jonas wove throw the pillars, slowing his opponent; whenever Hextor negotiated a turn too narrow, his magical clubs would slam into a pillar, and he would have to pause in order not to run into the flying clubs himself.


By dancing through the temple nimbly, Jonas was able to make his way back to his nephews.  “We have to get out of here!” he said.  “Come on!”


He led them to the main doors, holding his shield in front of him.  Before he made it, the doors flew open, and Valeda paused for a moment of shock as she saw her chamberlain running at her, with all sorts of Constani magic flying behind him.  Wordlessly she stepped aside, holding on to one door, and Jonas held onto the other.  Once both the boys were through he screamed, “Shut it!” and they threw the doors closed.


Korban took Seth’s hand and started running out the main doors of the keep, but stopped when he saw his uncle was not following.  “Uncle Jonas!  Come on!”


Jonas simply stood, panting from his run, and looked quietly at Valeda.  “Hextor attacked me,” he said.  Valeda brought her hands to her mouth and let out a sigh of sorrow.


“Jonas!”  Korban said.  “He’s going to come through that door any minute!”


“No, he won’t,” Jonas said mournfully.  “Only Constani can open this door.”


Slowly the two brothers approached their uncle.  They waited with him in silence for a minute more, and then Jonas pressed his shield to the great metal doors.  His shield glowed blue, and wings sprouted from the sides.  The great doors opened.

Behind them, Hextor was on his knees, weeping.


Jonas approached slowly.  The spells were all gone.  His skin once more looked like flesh; the magical clubs were nowhere to be seen.  Gently Jonas knelt, placing his hand on Hextor’s heaving shoulder.


Above his sobs, he said, “You have a penance to perform this day.”


“I am not worthy of a penance,” Hextor wailed.  “I have forsaken Our Lady.”


“You were consumed by passion,” Jonas said gently.  “You have erred.  Come back to Our Lady.  Believe in Peace.”


Slowly, the heaving sobs subsided.  Hextor sniffed loudly and looked at Jonas, who said, “You must leave this temple.  Find the body of Bristos.  Bear it here on your shield.  After that, spend three days in prayer.  Constance will accept you back.”


Immediately Hextor stood.  “In Constance’s Name!” he cried, holding his shield aloft.  They all watched him go out into the courtyard and walk out the main gate, still open from the Zombie invasion.


Other Constani were in the courtyard, healing wounded priests, piling the Zopmbies into a great pile, and poking through the rubble of the left wall.  Its gaping hole, revealing the entire extent of the Pandian Plains, made the entire place feel empty.


Jonas walked out into the courtyard, followed by Valeda.  He whispered something to her and she nodded, and then quickly cast a spell on him.  Before Korban could even try to discern what spell it was by the movement of her shield, Jonas began speaking in a magically enhanced voice.


“This night has seen the darkest hours of Pandion,” he said majestically.  All the Constani turned to listen as he continued, “Our mighty walls have fallen.  The Tomb of Merix has been destroyed.  Constance herself has been violated.  But as the dawn rises, Peace still reigns.”


He sat on the ground and crossed his legs, while all those Constani who were standing did the same.  They all closed their eyes, and shields began flaring to life everywhere.  They sat in prayer, unmoving, for an entire hour.


Korban and Seth, still in the hallway of the keep when the mass prayer started, waited uncomfortably for a few moments before Seth sat on the ground as well, leaning his back against the open metal door leading into the Great Temple.  Within moments he was sleeping.


Korban smiled down at him, happy that at least one member of his family had survived this last hellish day.  He looked within the Grand Temple and saw the statue of Constance, once more growing with that mysterious presence which had been absent earlier.  He bowed his head to her in thanks, sat down next to his brother, and fell asleep.
Chapter 27

It was an interesting sunrise.  As the light grew over the horizon, priests began coming out of their trances.  Moving silently, they went closer to the enormous pile of Zombie carcasses, one by one, until all of the Constani that were still able to walk had formed a circle.  They joined hands, and Korban awoke, looking sleepily on the sight.  Every priest held their shield arm out to the free arm on their left, and this resulted in an alternating circle; shield, priest, shield, priest, all the way around.

Every shield sprouted wings, and the glow began to grow, along with a strange music that Korban could not quite place.  Just when he thought he could place it he was distracted by the flames that sprang up within that giant circle.


The Zombies burned, but the stench was not foul, repulsive, or even disgusting.  It was sweet and cleansing, and the flames glowed with a white tinge to them that reassured Korban this was a holy fire.


It took hours for the Zombies to burn, and Korban drifted in and out of sleep as it happened, listening to the ethereal sounds.  He was unable to determine if he dreamt it or not, but the music seemed familiar; when he remembered hearing it at the wall, when Teijah had used him as her shield, his eyes flew open and the music stopped.


“Teijah!” he said.  “I forgot all about Teijah!”


He got up from the wall with difficulty; his muscles were bruised, his joints were sore, and Seth, completely asleep, had twined his arms and legs around him.  Disentangling himself, Korban finally made his way to his feet and went out into the courtyard.


The Constani paid him no mind.  If they were not participating in the mass burning spell, they were unconscious.  Korban hurried to the stables, relieved to see the ladder was still in place, and scurried to the top.

Teijah lay sprawled on the roof, her hair a tangled mess, and her arm at a grotesque angle.  Hesitantly Korban crawled across the roof to get closer, unsure if he should wake her or not.


Gingerly he moved the hair from her face, relieved to see that she was breathing.  But tears also had recently run paths down her cheeks, and her eyelids were fluttering.


“Teijah,” he whispered, smoothing her thick brown curls.  “Teijah, can you hear me?”


Taking in a gasp, her eyes opened, but she did not move.


Korban lowered his face so it could be seen by her.  “Don’t move,” he said.  “Just stay still; you’re going to be alright.”


“Is she still here?” she whispered.


Not knowing what else to say, Korban said, “Yes.  She’s still here.”


He waited on the roof with her until the spellcasting was finished.  She seemed to be in some sort of trance as well, unable to feel the pain in her arm, or to understand where she was.  Korban got her to sit up and put his arms around her, rocking her gently until the sweet perfume of the cleansing fire in the courtyard began to thin.


Looking over her shoulder, Korban could see the circle of Constani break, and many of them bent over and put their hands on their knees, as if they were catching their breath.  Others sat on the ground and returned to a meditative trance.


The Jonas’ voice once again magnified itself over the courtyard, saying, “Three hours of rest.  Then we begin with the walls.”


The priests dispersed, the bulk of them filing into the keep.  Others moved to those Constani still fallen, and began casting healing spells.


“Hey!” Korban called, shattering the stillness.  “Up here!”


Four or five priests looked up to where he sat, on the roof of the stables, waving his arm in the air.  Valeda seemed to say something to them, and then she came over to the stables and mounted the ladder.


“You broke the mood, Korban,” she said as she joined him on the roof.  “Some of those priests couldn’t feel their wounds, they were so caught up in the Trance of Peace.  Then you called out.”


“At least I waited until the fire spell was done.  Look, she can’t feel her wounds at the moment, either, but we should fix her before she can.”


“No problem,” Valeda smiled.  Swiftly she reset the broken arm, cast three healing spells, and sat down demurely to watch Teijah regain consciousness.

Her eyes blinked rapidly, and then she focused on Korban.  “Did they get us?”


“No,” he said.  “We’re fine.  All the Zombies are gone.”


She looked around confusedly.  “What are we doing up here?”


Looking back at the door behind them, he said, “It’s a long story.”

*
*
*

Two days later, Pandion was back on its feet.  The priests were all fully healed, the ashes from the Zombies were scattered to the winds, the moat was repaired, and work had begun on rebuilding the wall.  Korban and Seth, once they were given time to grieve for their mother’s and uncles’ deaths, had spent many hours alone with each other, writing letters and reminiscing about their childhood.  Seth was learning to read quickly, thanks to looking through the Rift for the second time.  Although Korban took care of the letter writing, Seth practiced reading the words as they were written.

“What are we going to do now?” Seth finally asked.


Korban blew out his breath in a frustrated sigh.  He wanted to turn the serious question into a light joke, and offer possibilities of eating or taking a stroll.  But he anted to know, too.


“I don’t know if we should go home,” he said finally.  “Dad’s not there.  Mom’s not there.  Bryce isn’t there either.  The only family we have left now is Jonas—“


“—and Ramius,” Seth finished for him.  “We should go see Ramius.”


“Let’s talk to Jonas and see.  I don’t think we can get out to Ralston on our own.”


Just then there was a knock on the door, and Korban called permission to enter.  Teijah came in, her father’s shield hanging on her arm.  “Hi,” she said.


“Hi,” both the brothers responded, Seth curiously, Korban expectantly.


“Korban, could we—take a walk?”


“Sure,” Seth said, scampering up.  “I’d like some fresh air.”


“Seth,” Korban said.  “I’m going to…go on a walk with Teijah alone.”


“Okay,” Seth said.  “I’ll just walk behind you.”


“Don’t,” Korban advised.  “After everything that just happened, I don’t want to have to knock you down, okay?”


“You can’t knock me down unless you catch me!” Seth called, running out the door.  Teijah laughed as he passed her and took off into the keep.


“He’s…taking everything well,” she said.


Korban nodded as he approached her at the doorway.  “And you?”


She drew in a shuddering breath and turned, walking down the corridor.  They followed the torch sconces to the surface as she said, “It’s—it’s hard.  I’ve only had my dad.  My mom died when I was born, and he’s been everything to me.”  They walked in silence for a time until she asked, “Why didn’t you tell me right away?”


Korban looked at her.  She was staring down at her feet, and he couldn’t find the right words.  Finally he shrugged.  “I’d just lost my mom and my uncle.  I didn’t think of it.”

“You didn’t think of my dad dying?  It wasn’t that important to you?”  Tears spilled onto her cheeks as she continued staring at the ground.


Korban stopped and turned her to face him.  “I didn’t think of the fact that Bristos was also your dad.  He was one of the only people here who was nice to me at all.  Your dad meant a lot to me.  Even in death, his shield, it—saved me.  I wouldn’t be here without him.”


This mollified her, and they continued along in silence for a time.  A glance at the torches showed Korban that they were no longer following the path to the exit; he did not mind.  He just wanted a stroll, not a destination.


“What did the shield do?” she finally asked.

“What?”


“My dad’s shield.  Thank you for bringing it back.”  She smiled as she gestured towards him with it.  “Someone found it in the mess of the battle.  You said it saved you.  How?”

Korban didn’t want to tell anyone that he had cast a Constani spell, for fear that it would prove him to be a priest instead of a knight.  But he needed to know.


“I have a question,” he said slowly, “but I don’t want you to tell anyone about it.”


“I won’t,” Teija said quietly.


“Do you promise?”


“Of course.”


“Ok.  When we were out on the road—me and my brother—and we were attacked?  I—cast a spell with your dad’s shield.  A Constani spell.”


Teija watched him expressionlessly.  “And?” she asked.


“And…nothing.  I just thought it was, you know—impossible.”


“I’m not following you, Korban.  You cast a spell, and it was supposed to be impossible?  Was it a Dezian spell or something?”


“No, it was the Sanctuary spell.”


“Oh, I love that spell,” Teijah said dreamily.  “Father told me how it was invented, by the Shane of Tehrion.”


“How can someone who’s not a priest cast it?” Korban asked.  “I mean, I missed my name in the Initiation.  I didn’t walk into the celestial door.”


“Yes you did.  You brought me into the door.”


“Yeah, but that was later.  When I cast the spell, I had never even prayed before.  Well, I’d prayed, sort of, but I had never conjured the Winged Shield.”


Teijah reached her hand out and took Korban’s; his heart rate quickened.  “I know you might not want to hear this, Korban,” she said as she stopped, looking directly into his eyes, “but I think you are very special to Constance.  A lot of other people think that too.”


“But I’m not a Constani!” he burst out, snatching his hand away.  “I’m not officially a priest, and I don’t want to be one anyway.  Did you know why your dad’s shield was outside the walls?  I threw it out there!”  Teijah’s shocked eyes blinked as he continued, “That’s how my mother left the priesthood.  She tossed her shield over the walls, and it was done.  Well, I tossed my shield too.”


“But…it was after that that you came into Constance’s presence,” Teijah said slowly.


Korban stuck out his jaw and shook his head.  “I didn’t ask for this.”


“No.  Constance did.”  Their eyes met once more, and Korban looked away.  How was he supposed to fight against this?  Against the will of a goddess, he was powerless.  Inwardly he raged against the divine Lady whose temple they were within, cursing her for trying to force him into her service.


“Well, I won’t have it.  I’m leaving.”


“—Leaving?  Where will you go?  Your parents—“


“I don’t know!” he yelled, all the pain and frustration of the multiple ordeals welling up inside him.  “I’m just getting out of here.  My life has been completely messed up from the moment I set foot in Pandion.  As long as I’m here, Constance will be able to keep making my life miserable.  I’m done with that, and I’m done with Constance!”


Teijah slapped him.  “Don’t say that!” she whispered.  Korban looked at her, hard, feeling the stinging on his cheek fade at the same rate that his feelings for her were fading.  This strange girl, who took whatever Constance piled upon her, even her own father’s death, was absurdly objecting to Korban’s objection.


“You make no sense,” he said cruelly, and walked away.  He stormed up the nearest staircase, looked both ways once he reached the top of it, and let loose one inexplicable sob.  It passed as quickly as it had come, and he marveled at the strangeness Teijah was infecting him with.


With long strides he went down the hallway, following the torch sconces to the surface.  Leaving Teijah would clear his head as much as leaving Constance.  He couldn’t wait to finally get away from the confusion and pain these two women sullied him with.

Chapter 28
Dear Ramius,


This letter is impossible to write.  I will attempt again to finish this—oh, hell.  I’ll just get right to it.  Mother is dead.  


We were ambushed by bandits.   It was two days after the Pandian Mysteries, and Mom was made a Constani priest in my place.  Did you know she used to be a priest here?  I had no idea.  She joined them again, and then she died.  Some protection this goddess offers.


Uncle Bryce was killed too, and they took his sword—the one with all the jewels, that said “MACE” on the hilt.  You remember how we always made fun of that sword?  You used to say it was the only sword that couldn’t cut anyone, because it was really a mace.  


Well, it’s gone now.  And so is Mother.  Nobody can find Father.  His army is marching through the Edgewood Forest, behind enemy lines.  Seth and me are alright.  We spent some time with Uncle Jonas at Pandion, and now we’re back in Shar. The Queen looks in on us every day.


I hope your training is going well.  When Father returns, I will ask him to take Seth and me to Ralston to see you.  We really miss you.  It’s just the two of us right now, and we feel really alone.

Your Brother,



Korban De Marco



The letter felt impossible in Ramius’ hands.  He kept wanting to dash out and ask someone what was wrong with this; something couldn’t be right.  His mother couldn’t be dead.  She had said to him, before he left, “We’ll see you…someday.”  And then she laughed, her beautiful lilting laugh.  He knew then that he would see her again, someday.  But here was the proof in his hands, proof that someday wouldn’t come.  


And his uncle, the man who taught him how to hold a sword, who was always there when his father was off on campaign—now that he was gone, and his mother, what was Ramius supposed to do when his father was away?


Ramius sat on the steps of the Town Hall with an increasing numbness growing through his limbs, unable to comprehend this new world he had entered into.  He did not know how long he had been there, or how long Dane had been watching him in this stupor, when the knight came up the three steps and retrieved the letter from where it had fallen at his pupil’s feet.  He read it briefly, and rolled it up carefully, like a holy document.  He stood there holding it silently for a while, and finally spoke.


“Come on.  We’ve got some trees to chop down.”


Belatedly Ramius realized he was being addressed, and when he looked at his master’s back as he walked away, he realized that he was expected to leave with him.  Not being able to give his body any other commands, he felt capable enough to do what was expected of him, so he followed.


He followed Dane to his ranch, and stood by the door of the barn when Dane said “wait here,” and followed him again when he came out and said “ok, come on.”  Not much else was functioning in Ramius’ mind.  He realized this was the feeling of “shock” he had heard the healers of Fortalis talk about, and how it could be a blessing.  He had no idea how he would have handled this if he was able to process any emotion at all.  In response, he just—shut down.


The automaton called Ramius then made it into the forest, behind the knight Dane, and stopped when instructed.  He felt something heavy being placed in his hands.  He stared blankly ahead for a while, until he realized he was hearing a thumping.  His attention bemusedly sought the source, and he saw it right in front of him; Dane had stripped himself to the waist and was calmly chopping at the tree in front of him with an axe.  His powerful back muscles could be seen rippling with every swing.  Ramius watched disinterestedly for a long while.  Then he realized he was holding something, and found it, too, to be an axe.  After a time, his subconscious understood the task that Dane was doing, and that he himself was in a position to do.  Without even knowing it, Ramius chopped through half a tree.


His consciousness slowly came back, and he forced down all memory of the letter that he had received, focusing his growing attention on the task at hand.  Every chop became fierce; every swing of the axe became vengeance.  He swung harder, and harder and soon he could not remove the axe from the wood fast enough, and chips were flying everywhere.  The mechanical part of his mind noted that he was nearly through the entire tree, and he could hear it creaking, and see it falling to the right, and he struck one mighty blow through the remaining thread separating the top half of the tree from the bottom.  He swung the blade right through the slim support and into the tree directly to the left of it, and with a scream resumed his chopping as the first tree crashed next to him.


How long this continued, he did not know; once the magic of the shock had faded, he was alone, his palms were bloody, his breaths came in gasps, and there were four tree stumps squatting silently in the dark.  He stood there for a while, catching his breath, and when he calmed he dropped the axe and walked slowly back to his quarters.  Nobody was around, for which he was thankful.  He shuffled into his room, fell on his cot, and only when his head hit the pillow, and sleep instantly overcame him, did he finally shed a tear.

*
*
*


To say that Dane went easy on Ramius for the next week would not be exactly correct.  But he did set him to tasks that best suited his grief.  Instead of questioning him about the ins and outs of justice as they carried buckets of water up a hill, or dragged fallen trees to the woodpile, he taught him traditional work chants in different languages.  Some of them were beautiful, some complex, others simple; but all had the advantage of settling the mind into a dull routine that allowed the subconscious to work freely, unencumbered by the variations of the conscious mind.  This allowed Ramius to process his grief while not actively engaging it head-on.


This was both good and bad for the young squire.  He felt better, and was processing his emotions, but there was no explosive emotional outlet for him.  He could exhaust his body in labor, as he had with the wild tree-chopping, but Dane intentionally removed any serious emotional experiences from his charge’s life.  He feared an explosion of emotion as powerful as the physical murder of the forest that Ramius had done earlier, and tried to keep emotional occurrences at bay for a while.  Unfortunately, without an outlet, his emotions simmered silently.


After another few weeks, he was trained to be the man-at-arms in the court.  It gave him the opportunity to observe justice as it was interpreted on the frontier, or to stare into space while his emotions churned, whichever he preferred.  Dane did not question him on the occurrences in the court, nor did he mandate that Ramius pay attention to the numerous petitions and intricate emendations of legal code, but he needed to know enough about the practice of law in order to understand how justice went with it.


This would have been an excellent assignment in Shar, or even under a different magistrate.  But Lord Shelley was not exactly immune to corruption.  Occasionally a bribe would be boldly offered in the court itself, and the yellow-skinned noble would immediately change his ruling.  Ramius fumed on these occasions, but said nothing.  Being in the court every week slowly made him agree with Dane: legally, the two of them were powerless.  If Shelley wanted to close down the tavern for any vindictive reason, he simply sent over the city watch to do it; if he wanted to run a local merchant out of town, he had a soldier knock on his door, throw the merchant into the street when he opened it, and set his house on fire.  Ramius longed to do or say something, but against the local battalion of some fifty men under Shelley’s command, he was helpless.


One day he was standing at attention, studying the weapons on the wall blithely, ignoring the proceedings.  When he heard a familiar silken voice from the defender’s box, his attention focused rapidly, and his fingers tightened on his poleaxe.


“I have no earthly idea, father,” Sasha was saying.  “He must have mistaken me for somebody else.”


Shelley sighed; not as a judge sighs in the face of injustice, but as an exasperated parent sighs at impossible children.


The man on the accuser’s stand became red in the face.  “I know him well enough,” he screamed.  “That’s the man.  He rode up to me in broad daylight, told me he would be taking my purse or my life, whichever I chose.  Pointed his sword right at me throat, he did.”  Ramius recognized the little man as Nathan, the bootmaker.  Even if Ramius did not know him to be a fair-dealing man, he would have believed his accusations agains tSasha, who was frequently in (and out) of this court.

“Truly, in broad daylight, you say?” Sasha replied.  “Only an idiot would attack a man in broad daylight.  I am not an idiot.  Therefore I could not have done it.”


“You lie,” Nathan replied.  “Sir, I recognize the sword, I remember his face, this was the man who robbed me.”


Lord Shelley sighed again.


“Clearly, father,” here Lord Shelley coughed loudly, and Sasha amended, “my lord, this man is lying himself.  I don’t know why he is pretending to have been attacked, but I may want to charge him with defamation if he continues.”  He checked his fingernails for dirt.


“Defamation?  You bastard, you robbed me!  Milord, me wife was there when he done it.  She’s right here, and she’ll tell you the same story I have.”  In the seats behind him a small woman nodded vigorously, eager to leap to the accuser’s stand.


Shelley sighed again, massaged his brow.  Finally he looked up and said, “Case dismissed.  And please, do go see your mother this time.  She really does miss you.”


Nathan and his wife voiced outrage, and began to scream.  

“No!” Nathan screamed.  He looked to Ramius.  “That’s the man who sold me your boots, De Marco!”  Ramius seethed; he knew Sasha was guilty, just as everyone in the room did.  But there was only one man present who could decide this, and he sat on the bench.


Shelley raised his gavel to end the matter, and Sasha smiled easily and turned to go.  As he did, Ramius saw the sword on his hip, and he stepped forward, hefting the halberd in his hands.  He swung it into Lord Shelley’s table before his gavel could touch down.  Silence descended onto the courtroom.


“Man-at-arms!” Shelley spluttered.  Ramius slowly pointed a finger at Sasha, who was frozen in mid-turn.  He was still crouched from hearing the powerful blow, his knees bent, and the sword on his hip facing Ramius.  On the hilt, four large letters spelling the name of his ancestor could be seen, spelling “M-A-C-E”.

“Stand where you are, defender!” Ramius bellowed.  In the small room, his voice sounded as grand as a king’s declaring war, not at all like the fourteen-year-old boy he was just a moment before.


Sasha stood in place, as instructed, for nearly a full second.  He then turned and ran for the door, but Ramius was swifter.  He leapt to the wall he knew so well, adorned with weapons, and grabbed the mancatcher without even looking, hurling it at the bandit.  It locked around his legs, tripping him to the floor.  Shelley rose from his chair, nearly apoplectic with fury.  “Guards!  Man-at-arms!  Seize that man!  Seize him!”  Unfortunately, the only guard in the courtroom was Ramius himself.  All the spectators watched in stunned silence.


Ramius stalked to the aisle, grabbed the long pole of the mancatcher, and dragged his quarry back to the front.  He released the catch and turned him over, noticing that he drew his sword as he did so, still lying on the ground.  Having height and leverage to his advantage, Ramius helped him finish drawing the massive broadsword and easily took it from his grip.  He then pointed it at the bandit, cowering in fear on the floor.  The letters “MACE” flickered in the light that came in from the high windows.


“Stand and face justice, Sasha,” Ramius said quietly.  “I charge you with the murder of Bryce De Marco, the owner of this sword, and Allora De Marco, my mother.  With Arminius as my witness, you will be judged.”


Shelley screeched, “I am the judge here!  This is my court!  I am the law!  You cannot—” he stopped abruptly as Ramius gave him a cold glare over his shoulder.


“You come next.  First, to your son.”  Keeping his sword leveled at him, Ramius motioned to the stand that Sasha had vacated just moments before.  Sasha obediently scurried onto it, and Ramius took a pair of manacles he had on his belt, part of the man-at-arms repertoire, and handed them over. Sasha grinned momentarily, and then lunged at the squire with a dagger he had pulled from his sleeve.  Ramius easily parried it, then neatly disarmed him and sliced him across the cheek.  He liked the advantage of being younger; his opponent clearly underestimated him as someone who could not fight.  


“Shackle yourself,” he calmly said.  Once he did, Ramius checked the cuffs, found one open, and took it off; he looped the chain around the railing and closed it tightly around the defender’s wrist.  Sasha grimaced.  The young man-at-arms walked over to the wall, keeping his eyes on the bandit, while Shelley wheezed in fury on the dais.  Ramius reached over to the wall and grabbed a noose.  It was attached to a long rope that lay in a coil on the ground.  He tossed the knot over the rafters above him, and smiled as it dangled close to Sasha.  “Do you have anything to say in your defense?”


 “Hold, boy,” Shelley said, regaining some of his composure.  “If you do not leave this courtroom immediately, I will report your behavior to the King himself, and see you executed.”


“Be sure and tell him everything,” Ramius replied to the man behind him. “You would be remiss to leave out the numerous bribes I have seen you take, and all of the times your son has sat in judgment before you.  I will be sure to have Nathan accompany us to the capital, as well as any other accusers that I can find.  You can tell the King all of this, from the dungeon I will personally see you thrown into.”


Having said all of this with his back to the dais, he expected the attack from Shelley.  As soon as he heard the swish of the magistrate’s robes, he spun and blocked the sword that flew for his head.  He pushed Shelley’s sword downward, grabbed him by the neck, and threw him to the floor.  He lay there, panting.  Ramius calmly walked up to the judge’s bench, placed his sword on the table in front of him, and looked out over the courtroom above the halberd that was stuck in the wood.  “Nathan,” he asked politely, “would you be so good as to be my man-at-arms?”


Nathan dashed to Ramius’ earlier spot, while the young boy pulled the halberd free with a jerk, and handed it to the shoemaker.  “If either of them tries to escape, dispatch them, please.”  Everyone was struck by the surreal situation; a boy, half the age of the next youngest in court, sat in justice over them all.  But he did not seem to be a gawky adolescent; he was dignified, composed, and absolutely sure of himself.  Most surreal of all was everyone’s deference to, or fear of, this fourteen-year-old squire.


After looking at the sword for a moment, he began.  “This sword has belonged to the De Marco line for centuries.  Three months ago, a bandit murdered its owner, Bryce De Marco.  My own brother witnessed this.  My mother, Allora De Marco, was also killed.  You have been found with this sword in your possession.  I accuse you of murdering them both, and of stealing this sword.  How do you plea.”


“Innocent, innocent.  I am not a bandit, young sir.”  He looked to the exit, hoping someone would enter to save him from this unreal situation.  He tugged the manacle chain hopefully, but it was wound around the rail of the defender’s stand.


“Nathan,” Ramius asked calmly, “will you swear by Arminius, God of Justice, that this man stole from you?”


“I will, Sire.”


“And he is a known bandit?”


“I do so swear.”


“And your wife?”


She timidly stood.  “I swear by Arminius, he is a bandit, Sire.”


“Nathan, please put the noose around his neck.”  As Nathan happily complied, Sasha began to beg.


“Alright, alright, I am a bandit, yes.  But I did not kill anyone for this sword.  I bought it, I didn’t steal—alright!”  His eyes became more panicked as the noose went over his head.  “I did steal it, but I didn’t steal it from a knight, I stole it from another bandit.  I came upon a smuggler’s den, and it was hidden with some jewels and gold, and I took them all—here, here!”  Fumbling with the shackles on, he drew sapphires from his pocket.  “Take them all!  Take them, and the sword!”


“You will not bribe me!” the boy thundered.  “I am not a corrupt thief in a position of power.  I am Ramius De Marco, and I bring the justice of Arminius himself.  I will see you pay for all the people you have robbed, and all the innocents you have killed.”  He stood slowly.  “It is time you knew justice.”  Lifting the sword, he calmly walked across the floor, in front of Shelley’s quivering form.  He held the rope from the ceiling in one hand, and Sasha began to weep as Ramius pulled it taut.


“Please, please, I have never killed anyone.  I am a thief, but not a murderer.”


“You are a liar, Sasha, as we have seen numerous times in this very room.  Your words cannot be believed.”  He swung his sword in a huge overhand arc that split cleanly through the railing in front of Sasha, freeing his manacled hands.  “You have been judged guilty.”  He wound the rope around his left hand, and coldly walked backwards.  Sasha cries turned to chokes as he rose into the air.


“No!  No, please, Ramius, don’t!  He’s my only son!”  Shelley rose to his knees, still eyeing the sword in the boy’s right hand.  Ramius leaned backwards to help his small muscles pull Sasha even higher off the ground.  His face grew bright red, and his eyes bulged from his head.  “I beg of you, for mercy, let him loose!”


“So that you may stand in false judgment on him?  I think not.”  Hideous sounds began to croak from Sasha’s throat.


“No, I swear I will not!  Throw him in the King’s dungeon, just let him live!”


“Your badge of office.”  A silent moment passed.  “You wear a badge round your neck that makes you magistrate here, do you not?”  Numbly Shelley fished it out from his tunic, not understanding.  “Give it to me,” Ramius said.  “Or he dies.”


With a flash it was thrown at the boy’s feet, and he let go of the rope.  Sasha crumpled to the floor, his loud coughs overshadowed only by his father’s cries of relief.


Ramius donned the necklace.  “I declare myself Magistrate of the precinct of Ralston on the frontier of the Kingdom of Shar.  I charge these two men, Lord Shelley and his son Sasha, with high treason against the King.  Other charges will follow later; but as you know, treason alone carries the penalty of death.  I think that will suffice for the present.  Nathan, be so good as to fetch Master Dane for me.”  The squire then planted the point of his sword into the floor and stood patiently as Nathan scurried out.

*
*
*


When Dane arrived, with five confused guards in tow, he was enraged.


“What have you done?  Taken power like a madman tyrant?  The laws of the land do not hold for this, boy!  You could well lose your own neck for it!”


“And he will!” Shelley crowed as he leapt to his feet.  “Guards, seize him!”


The guards surveyed the situation for a moment, and took a step towards the boy at the center of the chaos.  Ramius calmly held up the golden badge that Shelley once wore.  “This badge signifies that I am an agent of the King.”


“You took it from me by force!” Shelley cried.


“You gave it over willingly, as seven witnesses in this room will attest.  According to Shar’s legal code, when an official of the court willingly relinquishes his badge of office, he is considered to be a rankless citizen until or unless his rank is reinstated by the King himself.”


“Bullshit!”  Shelley screamed.


“No, he’s right, you old fart,” Dane laughed.  “Convocation of Charlton, you give up your badge, you give up your rank.  Now I can finally arrest your crooked carcass.  Guards, clap him in irons.”  He smiled at his student as Shelley and Sasha were led to the jail, and then waved for everyone else to leave.  Ramius stood patiently in the same position until the door closed behind Nathan.


Alone, master and pupil watched each other in the courtroom.  “Smart play, Ramius.  But you risked your life with it.”


“And what is swordplay, Master?  It is a succession of plays you use to best your opponent.  A clever, unexpected move can make you win.  But a poor move can cost your life.  This is no different.”


“It bloody well is different, boy!  You should have waited for me.”


“I couldn’t,” he said.  “I had the opportunity to strike.”  He hefted the sword and looked at it.


“Of course you could have.  You were impatient and foolish.  You were—here now, I know that sword.”  He walked over and looked at it closer.  “This was—by Diemos, this was your uncle’s.”


“Sasha had it.”  He met his teacher’s eyes.


“Did he—“


“No. I charged him with doing it, though, and got him to confess to some other crimes.  I think it’s safe to say he wasn’t the one who did it.”  His eyes grew cold.  “But that doesn’t mean he doesn’t deserve to hang.”


“Aye, you’ve got that right.  But you also know that you’re not the one to hang him.  Good play, son.  Good play.”  He clapped his hand on Ramius’ shoulder and looked at him with pride.  The boy felt his entire mask of power begin to crumple as he received the affection; suddenly, the sword felt heavy, and all he wanted was a hug.  Sternly he reminded himself that he was a De Marco, and was going to be a knight of Shar, and would do best to act like it.  


Dane saw the momentary weakness, and how quickly the boy covered.  He felt sad; he wanted nothing more than to cradle this poor child grown old before his time.


“And now, my Lord,” Dane said to the boy, “you deserve the afternoon off.  Tomorrow, let’s set about fixing this town.”

*
*
*


Ramius walked alone in the Bladelight, the badge of office still around his neck.  He had been sitting in judgment of Ralston for nearly a week; there was much to clean up in Lord Shelley’s wake.  Dane helped, sitting at his side, advising here and there, and keeping him from making any terrible mistakes.  It would have been much easier if Dane had been the one to take the office; he was well respected in the town, and wiser from his age and experience.  But he also had a few enemies, and Ramius was a new face.  It was easier for the people to swallow him as their new leader, despite his youth.  The wild scene in the courtroom, and the bold play that deposed Shelley from power, impressed many of the locals.


They were good people, for the most part, who were happy to be rid of the corrupt magistrate.  A few of the wealthier citizens grumbled behind closed doors, having lost advantages gained through bribery.  But the decisions that Ramius and Dane made for the running of Ralston were wise ones, and they could smell prosperity in the new boy-leader.


They boy smiled as he thought of the indignation many of the townspeople heard on his advancement.  This had settled quickly when they saw the fairness of his judgments, and his willingness to listen to any and all proposals that would benefit the growing town.  After years of a magistrate who would only listen to proposals that benefited him personally, this change for the common good refreshed everyone.  They all took it as a mark of pride that the one who accomplished this feat was only twelve.


Ramius drew the sword of his ancestor, and beheld it in the gleaming moonlight.  The recovery of this family artifact made him feel as if he had finally begun to write himself into the family legend.  He smiled with a bit of pride, but still felt inadequate.  He may have recovered the sword, but he had not found his mother’s killer.  If Sasha’s story was true, and he found the sword in a den used by smugglers, there was no telling who possessed the sword before him, or how many hands it had gone through before ending up in Ramius’ possession.  The murderer may have sold it immediately, and it may have been sold or stolen three or four more times before ending up where it did.  It frustrated Ramius to no end; he had no clues, and would likely never find the killer.  But he was out there, somewhere.


He could be any petty bandit or thief, right now attacking some other innocent family for whatever wealth they might have.  Ramius could never find him for sure, but he knew that if he could bring order to the kingdom’s highways, and capture all the bandits that he could, he stood a fair chance of netting him in a huge sweep.  This job in Ralston was important, and so was his training; but he made up his mind that as soon as he could, he would make it his job to catch all the bandits he could.


For his Kingdom, and for his mother, he would appoint himself protector of Shar’s highways.  If the King thought it a worthy enough cause, and Ramius a worthy enough candidate once his training was completed, he may even make the position official.  But official or not, so long as Ramius was traveling through Shar, the bandits would be the ones being hunted.

Chapter 29

Three weeks later, Ramius was arbitrating a border dispute.  He said, “So, then.  You found this dung—where?” just as Korban walked into the courtroom and laughed.  Ramius was shuffling through papers and looked up, his face breaking into a broad grin at the sight of his brother.


“Korban!” Ramius called.  He leapt up from the judge’s bench, ignoring the indignant mumblings from some of the petitioners.  He ran down the length of the aisle and swept up Korban in a hug, who was still laughing uproariously.  “Oh, Korban!  It’s so good to see you!  What…what are you laughing so hard about?”

He released his brother and waited while he caught his breath.  Korban placed his hands on his knees, and some gales of laughter kept creeping out, preventing him from talking.  Finally he managed, “You look so…so…official!”  He wiped his eyes and grinned at his brother, and raised his eyebrows as Dane came up behind Ramius and put a hand on his shoulder.


“He has to be recognized to be spoken to,” Dane said.


“Of course he recognizes me.  We’re brothers!” Korban said.  “Why would he come up and hug me like that if he didn’t recognize me?  Hey!”  Dane ushered Ramius back to the front, scowling at Korban over his shoulder.  “Hey, where are you going with him?”


“Sit down and be silent,” he hissed.  “Court is in session!”


“Thank you, man-at-arms,” Ramius said graciously, returning to his seat.  This brought a new wave of laughter form Korban, who followed Ramius up to the dais.  Dane planted his hand in the middle of Korban’s chest and pushed him backwards.


“Hey!  Leggo!  Ramius, is he keeping you hostage?  What’s going on?”


“Korban, sit down,” Ramius said.  “Everyone, I apologize for the intrusion, but we will resume court momentarily.  Let me catch my brother up to speed, and inform him of the basic etiquette.”


Korban sat on the railing of the defender’s box and began swinging his feet.  “Etiquette?  Are we eating in here?”


“No, Korban, we are in the Courtroom of Ralston, and we are doing the King’s business.  I am Constable of Ralston, and I run this court.  You have breached—will you stop laughing!” he shouted with a grin.  “It’s not funny!  This is very serious!”  He then began to shake with laughter, and hid his eyes in his hands.  Korban had erupted into new waves of laughter and the whispering in the crowd began to elevate.


To head off any suspicions that he really wasn’t old enough for the job, Ramius waved at Dane.  “Man-at-arms, remove him.  We continue the petition immediately.”  Dane moved swiftly to Korban, who fell off the railing and sprawled on the floor.


“No, wait—hold on, I—aaahhahahaha!”


Dane removed the cackling De Marco from the room while Ramius collected himself.  A brief smile still played around his lips as he said, “I’m sorry, sir, you were petitioning for—what, exactly?”


While the farmer resumed his description of his borders and his cattle, Korban allowed himself to be dragged out into the hallway.  Dane shoved him outside and said, “You want to do one good by your brother, boy, you should treat him with some respect while he’s working!”


He shut the door firmly and Seth punched Korban in the shoulder.


“I told you we shouldn’t go in there.”


“No, no, it was worth it, Seth.  You should have seen it—Ramius is reading all these papers, and he’s got that serious concentrating look—“ he began to imitate Ramius’ scowl, which they both knew very well—“and he says, ‘So, then, you found the dung….wherrrrrrre?’”  They both broke into hysteria at the imitation.

*
*
*


Later that evening, when the legal work for Ralston had been attended to, and Ramius had recounted the story of his ascension, the three brothers sat with Dane and Jonas around the wooden table in Dane’s cottage.  There was fresh venison, mulled cider, and braised yams for them to feast on.  After the long journey, Jonas and the two younger De Marcos made quick work of the bounty while Ramius and Dane traded off the tale.


“So while I’m here,” Korban asked, “does that mean we can’t get in a fight, or you’ll throw me in the stocks?”


“Not just a fight,” Ramius said with a grin.  “I can send you to the Dungeon of Shar just for calling me a name!”


“But you won’t,” Dane said sternly.


“Of course not, Master.  But it is within my power; that’s all I meant.”


“And what have you learned about the boundaries of your power?” he asked.


“That just because I can, that doesn’t mean I should.”  Ramius looked at his brothers with pride.  “Dane has been teaching me a lot about justice.”

“With so much hands-on experience,” Jonas said with a smile, “you must have a lot of thoughts on the matter.”


“Very much,” Ramius told his uncle.  “I’ve been reading a lot of Arminian lore, as well.  Do you know much about Arminius?”


“The God of Justice?  A fair bit.  He’s a good sort to have on your side, if a little…intractable on the finer points.”


“What’s intractable?” Seth asked around a mouthful of yams.


“That means we follow rules no matter what, like not eating with your mouth open,” Jonas said with a smile.


“Mama always says that if we’re not having a formal dinner, I can eat however I want.”  An uncomfortable silence passed over the table while he took another bite.


“And that’s exactly what your uncle meant,” Dane said to Seth.  “Arminius, see, he would have you follow the rules everywhere, no matter the circumstances!  If you’re supposed to dap your napkin against the right side of your mouth, like so,” here the rustic ranchman crossed his legs, with his muddy boots, and puckered his lips to dab at the corner with a rag he picked up off the floor, “and you have to dab every time you take a bite,” his exaggerated etiquette made Seth squeal with laughter, “then that’s how you eat.  All the time.  And if you don’t have a napkin with you….”


“Then you can’t eat!” Seth said before he began howling with laughter.


“Arminius is pretty tight on the details,” Ramius said as the chuckles began to die down, “but he has a good way.  I’ve written to the temple, and they will be sending us a priest at the end of the month!”


Jonas smiled at the pride swelling in Ramius’ young chest.  “It is a comforting sign when there is a priest present for matters of court,” he agreed.  “I will fill the post until your Arminian arrives.”


Dane reached across the table and shook the Constani’s hand.  “We’ll be the better for it, Jonas De Marco.  Our thanks.”


“Shouldn’t it be his thanks?” Korban asked as he pointed a fork at Ramius.  “I mean, he’s Mr. Constable and all.”


“Technically I have the authority, since I have the badge of office,” Ramius said as he fingered the golden amulet around his neck.  “But I think part of the reason I was able to pull it off, and the locals didn’t all up and overthrow me, was because I made it clear that Dane and I are a team.  I sign the paperwork, but he has his say first.  He’s there whenever I sit in judgment—which is good, because you do make one amazing man-at-arms, old man.”


Dane chuckled and looked over at Korban.  “I was so furious with you this morning, boyo…”


“I don’t know what came over me,” Korban proclaimed.  “I was planning to be all civilized and serious, like you should be at court—” he donned his impression of his brother’s scowl and said, “So tell me, where…exactly was the dung?”  Everyone laughed, even Ramius.  “Was it…on the fence, or…under the fence, or…on the fence?  How did the dung get…on the fence?  We may be dealing with flying cows, here.  Clearly a border violation.”


The rest of the evening passed in laughter and smiles, and when Steh was unable to hide his mighty yawns, Ramius set his brothers up with cots in his room, 

Korban pointed to the sword on the wall.  “You’re going to keep it?” he asked wistfully.


“I don’t know,” Ramius said as he stared at the ancient sword, leaning back in his bed.  “I suppose I will, for now.  I can’t use it for practice.  I go through a sparring sword every other month!  I wouldn’t want this one to get all nicked up.”

“It’s seen plenty of battle over the generations,” Korban said.  “I’d say it’s pretty durable.  It’s got some sort of relation to Kaith.”


“Kaith?” Ramius asked skeptically.


“Yeah.  Bryce told me he has to take it into a temple of Kaith without the priests watching, or something.”


“Why would he have to do a thing like that?  This is Mace De Marco’s sword.  It doesn’t have anything to do with Kaith.”


“That’s what I said.  Bryce said he had to put it on an altar after it had drawn fresh blood.”


“Huh.”  Ramius pondered the sword for a moment before saying, “I suppose Dad will know what Bryce was talking about.  He carried this sword for a while, right after he was made a knight.”

Seth yawned and asked sleepily, “How come Bryce had it instead of Dad?”


“You mean because Dad’s the oldest?” Ramius shrugged.  “I guess Dad had a sword he liked.  There’s all sorts of heirlooms in our family.  I suppose there’s enough for everybody.”


“And don’t you forget it,” Korban told his older brother.  “If you’re feeling gracious, can I have that sword?”


“That’s a sword for a knight, Korban,” Ramius said delicately.


“I know.  I want to be a knight.”


Seth laid back down heavily.  “You’re supposed to be a priest, Korban.  You’re the second son.”


“Well aware, Seth.  But what’s such a big deal about the second son being a priest?”


“It keeps the noble families tied with the priesthood,” Ramius said.  “Have you ever heard of the House of Narchon?”


“No.”


“Exactly.  They were allies of Mace De Marco, and richer and more powerful, as well.  But they never sent any of their sons to the priesthood, and they started losing power.”


“Losing power with the gods?” Korban asked skeptically.  “If we were a family of knights, all as noble as Dad, I don’t think the Gods would hold us in disfavor.”


“Not individually,” Ramius said, “but why do you think the Constani are supporting Shar against Edgewood?”


“Because…because we’re protecting our borders,” Korban said.  “And Constance is the goddess of Protection.”


“Then why isn’t she protecting the Edgewood independence?”  Korban stewed on this for a while before Ramius continued, “The General of Shar’s Armies is a brother to the High Chamberlain of Pandion.  Jonas and Dad have made sure that we have the temple’s backing in the war.  We need those ties to be a strong nation.”

“But do we need it every generation?” Korban said exasperatedly.  “I mean, if I wasn’t a priest, then we would still have children, and some of them would be priests!”


“Why?” Seth asked.  “Because they’re second sons too?”


“Sure,” Korban said.


“You’d make your sons do what you don’t want to do?” Ramius asked.

“It’s not fair, Korban,” Seth agreed.


“You’re damn right it’s not fair.”


“Watch your language,” Ramius said habitually.

“Are you my master now?”


“No, but you’re in my room.  You watch your mouth when you’re in here.”


“Fine,” Korban said.  “I wish Dad were here.  He’d understand.”


“Mom’s here,” Seth yawned.


Korban and Ramius traded glances as Seth snuggled deeper into his covers.  “Sure, Seth,” Korban said.  “She’s always here, watching us.  Like an angel.”


“Not like an angel,” Seth said sleepily.  “She’s in the sword.”


The two older brothers looked in Seth in confusion, and then up at the magnificent sword mounted on the wall.  “How do you know?” Ramius asked.  “Seth?”


“He’s probably half asleep,” Korban says.  “Doesn’t know what he’s saying.”


“Yeah,” Ramius said as he eyed the sword warily.  “Yeah.”
*
*
*


Jonas sat with Dane on the porch.  They looked out over the ranch and could see the little town of Ralston lit by the Blade in the bottom of the valley.  Dane leaned back in his chair with a pipe, while Jonas stood with his hands on a rafter above him, watching the landscape in the dim light.

“So what’ll be done with the two youngest?” Dane asked.  “I expect that Madison’s still on campaign, or you would have brought the boys straight to him.”


“I would have,” Jonas said.  “But nobody knows where Madison is, or where the Armies of Shar could be.  They’re infiltrating the Forest of Edgewood, and there’s been no communication for months.  I pray every day that Madison comes home, so these boys won’t be orphaned before they’re even men.  Have you lost your parents?”


Dane nodded.  “It was easy enough for me—well, as easy as something like that can go.  They were both old, and lived full, long lives.  They sent me a package of sausages every year at Solstice.  I didn’t get any one year, and I thought they’d forgotten; by next year, I went back to Roble to find out they’d gotten pneumonia.  Died in their sleep.  Peaceful.”


“I envy you that,” Jonas said.  “My parents died in the Siege of Annarra, but me and my brothers were all grown.  These boys should have their father for a while longer yet, if Arminius truly dispenses justice.”

“Think Lady Constance could keep an eye on the big De Marco for us?”


“I’ve put a good word in,” Jonas smiled.  “He’s the only brother I have left now.”


“I’m sorry about Bryce,” Dane said solemnly.  “And Allora.”


“Yeah, thank you.  But the boys are the ones that really deserve your sorrow.”


“Any plans?” Dane asked.


“I thought I’d ask you for some ideas,” Jonas replied.


“Well,” Dane stood and leaned against a pillar next to Jonas, staring off into Ralston, “this town is as safe as any, now that Ramius and I have cleaned it up.  Go back to Shar and who knows what kind of influence-peddler will move in on the young ones.  They’re welcome here, for a time.  I can’t say I could foster all three of the boys, but I could take over for a bit.  Shouldn’t Korban be returning with you to Pandion?”


“Korban will not be a Constani,” Jonas said quietly.


Dane let his breath out slowly.  “But he’s still the second son.”


“He is still the second son.”


“Well, has he chosen a god to follow?”


“No.  And he refuses to, he says, until he gets proper training in knighthood.”  Jonas met the knight trainer’s eyes.  


Dane sighed and shook his head.  “That boy’s got some spirit in him.  If it was Seth, and he was a bit older, I would say no problem.  But Korban is some piece of work.”


“He will take some serious effort,” Jonas agreed.  “Having to train him, while focusing on training anyone else, would be unfair to everyone.”


“I’ll give a season with both of them,” Dane promised, “and I can find some things to keep Seth occupied.  But come spring, we’ll have to decide on something new.  I can’t compromise Ramius’ training.”

“He’s too important,” Jonas agreed.  “Do you think he’ll follow his father?”


“As General of Shar?  I’m sure of it.  All three of those boys—they have greatness and glory in their blood.”


“That’s what worries me about Korban,” Jonas said.  Dane watched the priest patiently until he continued, “Ramius knows what he will become, and he is putting everything he has into it.  Seth can dabble for years until he chooses a caste, and he will have the full support of the De Marco name—and the De Marco fortune—behind him.  But Korban doesn’t know.  It’s getting to be a little late for him to not have somewhere to focus that potential.”


“If he’s the second son, he should know he’s going to be a priest.”


“But he swears he’s going to be a knight.”  Dane raised his eyebrows, and Jonas said, “He will be a tough one, Dane.  Keep him busy, but—try and make him see the difficulties of knighthood.  He has the potential to be an incredible priest.  He just needs to realize it himself.”


Dane returned to his chair and relit his pipe.  “We’ll swing him around to it.  I’ve got an idea.”    

The end

