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Praise for The Death Wizard Chronicles
 

Melvin shows his literary mastery as he weaves elements of potential and transformation; his tale dances among literal shape shifters and more subtle powers of mind.

—Ann Allen, Charlotte Observer

“Adult Harry Potter and Eragon fans can get their next fix with Jim Melvin’s six-book epic The Death Wizard Chronicles . . . Melvin’s imagination and writing equal that of J.K. Rowling, author of the fantastically popular Harry Potter series, and Christopher Paolini, author of Eragon and Eldest. Some of his descriptions—and creatures—even surpass theirs.”

—The Tampa Tribune

“Jim Melvin’s Death Wizard Chronicles crackle with non-stop action and serious literary ambition. He has succeeded in creating an entire universe of interlocking characters—and creatures—that will undoubtedly captivate fans of the fantasy genre. It’s a hell of a story . . . a hell of a series . . .”

—Bob Andelman, author of Will Eisner: A Spirited Life

“Jim Melvin is a fresh voice in fantasy writing with a bold, inventive vision and seasoned literary style that vaults him immediately into the top tier of his genre. The Death Wizard Chronicles . . . is scary, action-packed and imaginative—a mythic world vividly entwining heroes, villains and sex that leaves the reader with the impression that this breakthrough author has truly arrived.”

—Dave Scheiber, co-author of Covert: My Years Infiltrating the Mob and Surviving the Shadows: A Journey of Hope into Post-Traumatic Stress

“Action-packed and yet profound, The DW Chronicles will take your breath away. This is epic fantasy at its best.”

—Chris Stevenson, author of Planet Janitor: Custodian of the Stars and The Wolfen Strain




“Triken truly comes alive for the reader and is filled with mysteries and places that even the most powerful characters in the book are unaware of. That gives the reader the opportunity to discover and learn with the characters . . . Melvin has added to the texture of the world by integrating Eastern philosophies, giving the magic not only consistency but depth. He has worked out the details of his magical system so readers can understand where it comes from and how it works.”

—Jaime McDougall, the bookstacks.com






  


The series, thus far:
 

Novels

Book 1: Forged in Death

Book 2: Chained by Fear

Book 3: Shadowed by Demons

Book 4: Torn by War

Ebook Shorts
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Dedication
 

To Maya, Metta, and Lia,

three gifts from Cambodia.
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Author’s Note
 

In Book 1 of The Death Wizard Chronicles, the sorcerer Invictus imprisons Torg in a pit bored into the frozen heights of Mount Asubha. After his escape, Torg and several new friends make their way toward Kamupadana, commonly known as the Whore City, where Torg hopes to learn more about Invictus’ plans.

Meanwhile, Laylah, the sister of Invictus, appears briefly as a sorceress whom Invictus also has imprisoned. Unlike Torg, she has not yet managed to escape. In fact, she has been her brother’s captive for more than seventy years.

In Book 2, the tale is told of Laylah’s escape. Under the guidance of the demon Vedana, Laylah flees to Kamupadana, where she eventually meets and is healed by Torg. Along with the Asēkhas, Torg and his companions flee into the wilderness, with Mala, a.k.a. the Chain Man, and an army of monsters in hot pursuit.

In Book 3, Torg, Laylah, and their companions work their way west toward Duccarita, known as the City of Thieves. There they destroy an evil being that uses the power of its mind to control thousands of slave creatures called the Daasa. Once freed from the being’s sway, the Daasa, which number more than ten thousand, join with Torg and the others as they continue their journey toward the safety of the White City. Meanwhile, the Asēkhas are ordered by Torg to travel eastward to join in the defense of the fortress Nissaya.

As Book 3 develops, three great wars begin to take shape: Mala and his minions advance toward Nissaya, the druids of Dhutanga prepare to invade the White City, and an army of zombies marches into the desert Tējo, where they encounter the few Tugars who have remained there to defend their own land.

In Book 4, the three wars set the world on fire.






  


Quote
 

“The noble ones say that it is a sin to kill a human being, that in doing so, you are dooming yourself to the endless cycle of rebirth. Sister Tathagata once told me that she thought it was wrong to kill a fish. I have to admit that, well, I don’t agree. It is not a sin to kill an evil person. And to be honest, I love the taste of fish.”


—Asēkha-Tāseti, in the middle of a night of heavy drinking around a desert campfire







  


Brush with Death
 






  


1
 

THOUGH TORG KNEW it naught, Laylah woke soon after he peeled himself off her naked body. She lay still as a fawn and watched through the slits of her eyes as the wizard wandered a few paces away and then sat down in a cross-legged position on the grass. She had witnessed him in meditation one other time, in the rock hollow near Duccarita, and had been curious then too. Everything he did pleased her, but this was especially fascinating.

Immediately his body became motionless—except for the rise and fall of his chest. Soon after, even that steady movement ceased, and when his head fell forward she became puzzled and then frightened. It dawned on her how little she knew about his abilities. He was a Death-Knower; she could surmise what that meant. But to consider it psychologically and to view it physically were two different things. Suddenly her heart pounded, and her breath came in gasps. Beyond belief, Torg was dead. The reality of it struck her like a blow from a war hammer.

Laylah didn’t know what to do. Should she cry for help? Or rush to Torg and shake him? Even as she sat up, the great stallion she had named Izumo came up silently behind her and nuzzled her on the ear, startling her so much she nearly joined the wizard in death. Her scream caused the horse to bolt, spin around, and snort. It took Laylah what felt like a very long time to regain her composure.

When she again could breathe semi-normally, she crawled toward Torg on hands and knees, her arms and legs trembling so much she could barely support her own weight. The night was so quiet she could hear herself shuffling through the scorched grass, which was carpeted with wilted petals. She also heard a strange thudding sound—and finally realized it was her own heavy tears striking the ground. Her beloved was dead! She could see it, sense it, feel it.

Laylah crept within an arm’s length of her lover’s lifeless body. She wanted to grab him and hold him. Sob and shout. But she was afraid to touch him. If his death became that real to her, she might go mad.




Without warning, Torg’s head jerked up, his eyes sprang open, and his mouth opened so wide she could see the back of his throat. Blue-green energy roared from his body and battered her face, lifting her off the ground and casting her several hundred cubits. She landed on her naked rump in a cushiony patch of wildflowers just beyond the scorched circle. Obhasa came to rest beside her, but she noticed in her daze that the Silver Sword remained where she had left it. The blast would have killed almost any creature on Triken. But other than feeling dizzy and stunned, Laylah was unharmed. As if concerned for her welfare, Izumo trotted forward bravely and nuzzled her cheek; this time, she didn’t shout, which regained his trust. The stallion backed a few paces away, lay down, and rested his muzzle on the ground like a loyal dog.

Soon after, Torg came over and took her in his arms. “My love. What have I done? Are you hurt? Tell me you’re all right!”

“I’m . . . fine.” Then she looked into his eyes, where she again saw life. “In fact, I’m better than fine.”

Torg squeezed her so hard she grunted. Then he released her, sat back, and leaned against his hands. “I’m sorry, Laylah. You appeared to be sleeping so deeply . . .”

“You frightened me.”

Torg chuckled ruefully. Then he took a deep breath and sighed. “With all the running we’ve done since Kamupadana, we’ve never had a chance to fully discuss Maranapavisana, my visits to death. They are brief in duration but appear unnatural to those unprepared. I apologize again. I made a severe mistake in judgment. But when the mood comes upon me, it’s safer and easier for me if I succumb to it quickly.”

“Succumb to what?”

“To the desire. My magic comes from Marana-Viriya (Death Energy). I have lived a thousand years—and died a thousand deaths. Only a Death-Knower is able to fall—and rise. When I return from death, I am renewed.”

The wizard leaned close to her face, speaking now in a whisper. “At this moment, I am greater than I have ever been. But the trials that lie ahead will require all my strength. Will it be enough?” Then Torg lowered his head.

Though Laylah had been with him for just a few weeks, she already knew him well enough to sense that he was holding something back. “This time was . . . different?” she said.

The wizard appeared surprised. “I will never be able to deceive you. In our future together, that should work to your advantage.”




It was Laylah’s turn to chuckle. “You don’t strike me as the lying type.”

“I have weaknesses, but lack of truthfulness is not among them,” Torg agreed.

Then he described to Laylah what it felt like to die and what he witnessed while in the Realm of Death. He also told her about seeing the green energy for the first time—and hearing the disturbing voices. By the time he finished, it was almost dawn.

“Did you understand anything the voices said?”

“Whoever, or whatever, it was spoken in no language in which I am fluent,” Torg admitted. “I sensed neither friendship nor hostility. But I was stunned, nonetheless. After more than a thousand visits, I was arrogant enough to believe that I knew everything about death and its accoutrements. Apparently, I could not have been more wrong. I have been humbled.”

As if in response, Izumo nickered. They both laughed.

“Maybe Rathburt is speaking through the horse,” Laylah said.

They laughed even louder, though afterward they fell into mournful silence that lasted until the first fingers of dawn crept across the plains.

Afterward, Torg and Laylah put on the clothes that they had worn to the banquet the night before and then climbed onto Izumo’s bare back, carrying Obhasa and the Silver Sword with them. By the time they approached the great white bridge that spanned Cariya, a squadron of Jivitans already had crossed to the far side of the river. The horsemen cheered as the couple passed, waving their swords and crossbows in salute and tossing in a few good-natured hoots and whistles. The wizard shook his fist, but he laughed as well.

Several dozen foot soldiers guarded the bridge, but their lackadaisical attitude made it clear that the White City did not yet fear attack. Squadrons and scouts were spread out for leagues in all directions, making it nearly impossible for Jivita to be assaulted unawares.

Even before the wizard and Laylah passed through the eastern gate, she could see the roofs, chimneys, and church spires of the main business district looming behind the wall. Izumo trotted proudly between the double-leaf iron gates, which were flanked by a pair of modest watchtowers. There was more cheering, and Laylah waved to the guards above.

Just then, the dawn bells rang out from every church and cathedral in Jivita. Even from the outskirts of the city, the harmonic sound was deafening.




“How marvelous!” Laylah said, squeezing Torg’s waist from behind.

“Yes, I’ve always loved the bells—though these remind me that we haven’t eaten in quite some time. Are you hungry?”

“Famished. But I’m not sure I can stomach another meal at the queen’s palace.”

Torg nodded. “I know a place that is out of the way.”

“Do we have time? Captain Julich said there would be an important meeting of the Privy Council this morning.”

“The queen and her advisors can wait a little longer . . . or start without us, if they prefer. I’m tired of rushing everywhere we go. War is on the horizon, but it won’t begin today. Let me show you where the common folk of the White City break their fast. The décor isn’t nearly as grand as the queen’s palace, but it’s gentler on the eyes and stomach.”

Izumo carried them along the main thoroughfare that led to the business district. Parallel to the road was a manmade canal, one of several that spun off the Cariya River and supplied Jivita with drinking water. At this point, open field still surrounded them, but a mountainous cluster of buildings loomed in front of them, broader and denser even than the inner ward of the fortress of Nissaya. Though no single structure in Jivita approached the height of Nissaya’s central keep, Jivita did contain great cathedrals and numerous other tall buildings. All told, more than one hundred and fifty thousand had dwelled in this area of Jivita before the evacuations, and many who lived farther away had come there to perform some form of business.

Where it pierced the crowded conglomeration of stone structures, the main thoroughfare was thirty paces wide. Shops and houses framed the street, their corbelled upper stories looming over passersby. All the buildings were either painted white or sheathed with white marble, but an array of colorful wooden signboards hung over the doors of shops, taverns, inns, and other businesses. Even in the early morning, the street swarmed with people, most on foot or in horse-drawn carriages. Torg and Laylah were the only people on horseback, other than a few mounted sheriffs on patrol.

Among the throngs were housewives wearing gowns and mantles, merchants adorned in fur-trimmed coats, and clergymen in long white albs. Almost everyone was pale-skinned with white hair and gray eyes, but Laylah noticed a few who did not match that description, though they appeared to be treated no differently than the others. If it’s this crowded now, Laylah wondered, how must it have been before some of the Jivitans fled to the havens?




Delectable aromas from hundreds of cookshops blended oddly with the pungent smell of trampled horse dung. Hundreds of narrow side streets fed off the main road, leading to a variety of businesses: blacksmiths, butchers, doctors, fish merchants, laundresses, shoemakers, tailors, tanners, and wine sellers, to name a few. The congestion reminded Laylah of Avici, though there was an antiquation to it that felt less threatening. Not every Jivitan was a member of the royal class or military, but each one was free to come and go as he or she pleased. Laylah envied them.

Torg brought Izumo to a halt, and he and Laylah dismounted. Several dozen people gathered around them, some out of adoration and others sensing a potential customer. The wizard whispered in the ear of a groomsman, who nodded and led Izumo away to be watered, fed, and brushed. Then the wizard took Laylah’s hand and led her down an alleyway almost as claustrophobically narrow as the ones they had traversed in Duccarita, the City of Thieves. As they walked, small dogs nipped playfully at their ankles. Finally they stopped at a wooden door that barely came up to Torg’s chin. Outside was a sign with painted red lettering that read Boulogne’s. Torg rapped his tough knuckles on the splintered wood.

While they waited for a response, he gave Laylah a rascally look. “I only take you to the finest establishments.”

“I can see that.”

“Don’t worry . . . as I said before, the décor isn’t much, but the food and drink make up for it.”

“If you like it, I’ll like it.”

The door swung inward, and a man less than half the size of Elu, the diminutive Svakaran warrior, squinted up at them. Other than being tiny, he looked a bit like Bard the woodsman, with the same black beard and piercing blue eyes.

“Lord Torgon, how wonderful to see you again!” he said in a squeaky voice. “It’s about time you showed up. I had hoped you might stop by last night. And I see you have brought your lady with you. She is even more beautiful than my informants described.”

Torg laughed—and the tiny man did the same. “Laylah, allow me to introduce you to Master Baldwin Boulogne, the owner of this establishment and a longtime acquaintance. As you can see, he is not a pureblooded Jivitan.”

“Damn right! And proud of it! But where are my manners? Come in! No offense, but you both look like you’ve had a rough night. Did you stay up late to watch the fireworks?” Then he winked at Laylah and scampered off.




MASTER BALDWIN Boulogne had always liked to flirt, especially with women several times larger than he. This amused Torg immensely, and it never ceased to charm him. As the tiny innkeeper trotted off, Torg found himself thinking back to the first time he had met Boulogne many years ago.

The known land contained three great forests: Dhutanga, the largest; Java, the smallest; and Kincara, which lay south of Jivita and west of the Kolankold Mountains. Kincara was the least explored of the three; few enemies emerged from its borders, so the White City found little need to pay it much heed. Even the trees seemed to mind their own business.

In his long lifetime Torg had entered Kincara several times, but only once did he travel to its interior. What he discovered amazed him. Rather than being dark and spooky like the inner sanctums of its two sister forests, Kincara was sparkly and playful, with a feathery canopy that permitted plenty of sunlight to reach the floor. Torg enjoyed his visit, learning a good deal about the magical inhabitants.

A race of enchanters and enchantresses called Gillygaloos dwelled deep within Kincara, but they were little known to most of Triken’s people. Their diminutive size enabled them to conceal their whereabouts from intruders, and they made their homes underground in tunnels that wove within the tree roots. The Gillygaloos were related to the Mugwumps of Kolankold, though the latter did not have any magic of which Torg was aware, while their cousins to the west wielded impressive power.

Torg’s first encounter with the Gillygaloos occurred unexpectedly. When Torg was five hundred years old, he delved alone into Kincara’s interior. On a dreary day in late winter, he smelled smoke in the air, and in silent Asēkha fashion he came upon a dozen Gillygaloos gathered around a campfire. Each of the creatures was little more than a cubit tall but otherwise very humanlike in appearance. The males wore beards that hung past their waists, and the females had pretty faces with red lips. When Torg stepped into view, they scattered like frightened mice.

Torg felt guilty for startling them, and he called out, first in the common tongue, then the ancient, and finally in various forms of Mahaggatan. He even tried the coarse language of the wild men of Kolankold, but to no avail. Eventually he began to question his own sanity, wondering if he had been hallucinating.




At least he hadn’t imagined the fire. Torg sat down, broke out his cooking gear, and began to prepare a vegetable stew with wild potatoes, greens, and fresh herbs he had gathered nearby. When he was finished eating, he replenished the fire with deadwood, then sat cross-legged and began to meditate. Soon after, he heard the slightest of sounds: the crackle of a dried leaf, the snap of a twig, even a miniature sneeze. When he opened his eyes, a tiny man and woman were standing a dozen paces away, pointing wooden wands at his face.

“Naaham te santajjaami, vaa te sahaaye,” Torg said in the ancient tongue, and then repeated in the common tongue: “I do not threaten you or your friends.”

The male surprised Torg by responding in the common tongue.

“Who are you? And why are you here?” he said in a high-pitched voice.

“I am The Torgon, a king from the desert far to the east. I am exploring the world, for my own pleasure, and came innocently upon your gathering.”

The male stepped forward and bowed low.

“I am Baldwin Boulogne of the Gillygaloos,” he said, “though I am no king. My friends call me Burly.” Then he came close enough to touch Obhasa with a finger as small as a baby’s. A blue spark erupted, causing Burly to gasp. “Such a wondrous wand. Are you an enchanter too?”

“I am a wizard of great renown,” Torg said in a booming voice. Then he added softly, “At least, in my own mind.”

Burly’s laugh sounded like a tangle of squeaks, but it made Torg laugh too. Soon, the rest of the Gillygaloos joined him by the fire, and they ended up spending several days together, “showing off” to each other, as Rathburt would have described it. As it turned out there were hundreds of Gillygaloos serving as stewards of Kincara, and they wielded magic wands capable of healing or harming, though they rarely used them to destroy unless under direct attack.

Baldwin “Burly” Boulogne took a liking to Torg, plying him with countless questions about the goings-on outside Kincara. Burly desired to see other parts of the world, and eventually the good-natured Gillygaloo ended up in Jivita, where he was welcomed with open arms, partly because of his pleasant personality and partly because he brought with him an impressive chest of gold nuggets, some as large as a grown man’s fist. After paying sizable fees to some well-connected Jivitan burghers, the enchanter was permitted to purchase and operate a small tavern and inn, which he promptly named Boulogne’s.




Several centuries later, he still operated the same business, closing only during winter so that he could visit his family and friends in Kincara. Due to his long lifespan, Burly became ensconced in all matters concerning the White City, including its political and economic underpinnings. It was widely known that if you were in need of inside information, you went to Boulogne’s.

His lofty reputation in the White City made Burly proud, and it included a well-earned reputation for serving some of the best food and ale in the business district. Most nights it was standing-room only at Boulogne’s, but breakfast time was another matter; a person usually could find a seat on one of the long benches, especially in the early morning.

On this particular day, there were a dozen patrons. When they saw Torg, they hurriedly opened a space at the end of a bench. As soon as he and Laylah sat, an obese man with rosy cheeks and swollen eyes shambled forward and presented them with pewter cups and a pot of black tea. Then he turned and waddled toward the kitchen, but apparently not quick enough to suit Burly’s tastes. The enchanter zapped the server behind the knee with his wand, causing the fat man to yelp and shuffle at a slightly faster pace toward the back room. Then Burly came over, leapt up on the table as deftly as a cat, and stared directly into Laylah’s face.

“How do you manage to hold it?” he said to the sorceress.

“Excuse me?” Laylah said, her face reddening.

“How do you manage to hold it?” Burly repeated, gesturing toward Obhasa, which Laylah still gripped with her left hand.

“How do I hold it? I don’t understand.”

Burly timidly reached out his right index finger, which was about the length of one of Laylah’s fingernails, and touched Torg’s ivory staff. There was a jolt of blue fire, causing Burly to yelp.

“Aaaaah, I see,” Laylah said. “Well, it doesn’t do that to me.”

Burly grunted with annoyance, causing Torg to laugh.

“It likes her,” Torg said.

Burly stomped a tiny boot on the tabletop. “Well, it doesn’t like me! Never has. Hmmph!”

Then the enchanter smiled. “You have chosen well, Maranavidu. This woman is special, beyond even a Tugarian female. And I should know . . . your warriors have been eating here night and day since they arrived. I’m surprised there are none here now. Boulogne’s is the only place in Jivita that serves the nectar of Tējo. And can they ever drink it! I’ve only been able to maintain a steady supply because I’ve learned how to make a passable version of it myself.”




While they spoke, the fat server arrived with two trenchers filled with stirred eggs, salted pork, and fried potatoes. He also brought two bowls of raspberries in sweetened cream and two cups of desert nectar.

“More tea!” the enchanter said. “And hurry it up—or I’ll give you another jolt!”

The server groaned and attempted to quicken his pace, but it was obvious he was no sprinter. Torg and Laylah grabbed their spoons and ate ravenously. Burly stood between the trenchers like a spoiled pet dog allowed on the table. Then he sat down, his legs dangling off the edge, and spoke in a whisper to both of them.

“How bad is it, Torgon? And I don’t mean the food.”

“It’s bad,” Torg whispered, with no humor in his voice. “The druids alone will be difficult to defeat. But even if that dreadful deed is performed, there is still the matter of Mala’s army, which approaches the black fortress from the east.”

“Nissaya will fall?”

Torg sighed. “I fear the worst . . .”

Burly seemed surprised. “I don’t believe the populace is fully aware of the danger. As you must have noticed on your way here, fewer civilians have evacuated than you might think. There is a feeling of . . . overconfidence. What say you? Should I flee to Kincara?”

“The selfish part of me is glad you’re still here,” Torg said. “But I recommend against your staying much longer. Two weeks, at most. Besides, it would lighten my heart to know that you’ve returned safely to Kincara to warn your people. Mala’s eye is not yet on the Gillygaloos, but if Nissaya and Jivita fall, then none in the known lands will be safe forever.”

“We aren’t helpless, as you know,” Burly said, “but we don’t have the might to stand against such evil. I will consider your advice.”

Suddenly Burly leapt off the table and waved for Torg and Laylah to go with him. They stood and followed the enchanter into the kitchen and then into a compact storage room with no windows. Burly lit a candle. Torg and Laylah sat down cross-legged in front of him on the floor.

“I assume it’s safe to speak in front of your lady?”

“Without question,” Torg said, squeezing one of her lovely knees and causing Laylah to smile.

But Burly now was all business. “Queen Rajinii’s behavior of late has been even more erratic than usual,” he said. “Her highness continues to refuse all suitors, claiming she has no desire to remarry. Rumors abound as to why—but I believe that it is because of her obsession with you.”




Laylah’s cheeks flushed. “Is there something you need to tell me, beloved?”

“Nothing that you don’t already suspect. You’ve seen Rajinii’s jealousy firsthand. But this has been going on for quite some time. Five years ago, she proposed to me, arguing that a marital merging of Jivita and Anna would create unprecedented strength among the free peoples of Triken. I believed such a merging to be unnecessary. My answer was ‘no’ then and it remains so. But the queen is stubborn.”

Burly listened to this exchange with fascination. “I knew nothing of a proposal.”

“This was a secret between the queen and me. Apparently, she kept it, for once.”

“Still!” Burly complained.

Torg chuckled and turned back to Laylah. “Do not despair. My destiny lies with you.”

Laylah smiled and kissed the corner of his mouth. “I know . . .”

“Well, well, well . . . how interesting,” Burly said excitedly. “But allow me to continue. Queen Rajinii’s reign is unchallenged—while she lives. But for the first time in many centuries, Jivita is without a direct heir. There are concerns among the high members of the Privy Council over who will lead if the queen were to fall.”

“Concerns?” Torg said.

“Yes, Torgon—especially among two powerful men with quite different viewpoints.”

As if in response to Burly’s words, there was a vicious knock on the door of the storage room. The enchanter shouted in annoyance, but another wave of pounding almost tore the door off its hinges.

“Lord
Torgon? Are you in there? I am Fulcher Grousset, high commander of General William Navarese’s personal guard. The general insists that you speak to him before the Privy Council commences. Come with me immediately!”

“Navarese is one of the men I was referring to,” Burly whispered. “You’ll find out the other soon enough.”

Torg shoved the door from inside. The high commander backed away just enough for it to swing all the way open. He and five armored associates stood in the cramped kitchen, while a female cook cowered in the corner. The server was nowhere to be seen.

Like the banner guards who had met them at the palace, Fulcher Grousset wore white plate armor and a skirt of mail with a green cloak reaching almost to the floor. Grousset was tall for a Jivitan and very thick in the chest; even so, he was two spans shorter than Torg and not as muscular.




“Her royal highness and the general have been searching everywhere for you, Lord Torgon,” Grousset said, his gray eyes wide with indignation. “The last thing we expected was to find you fraternizing with a gossip-monger.”

“I fraternize with whom I choose, when I choose. Regardless, I will not tolerate your tone. If you and your men desire to challenge me, you will do so at your peril. Now back away and let us through. As for a meeting with the general, I am not subject to his commands or any others.”

Obhasa, though still held by Laylah, began to glow, causing the kitchen to become even hotter than before. Grousset’s eyes widened, this time in fear instead of anger. Torg and Laylah strode past the white knights in a rush, but not before Torg issued one last threat.

“If Baldwin Boulogne is accosted in any way, a Tugar will pay you a silent visit in the dark of night.”

Grousset’s face grew even paler.

WHEN TORG AND Laylah returned to the main thoroughfare, a luxurious covered carriage waited there to take them back to the palace. After being assured that Izumo had been properly attended, Torg agreed to be chauffeured. Two dozen mounted guards escorted them, including Grousset, while a pair of Tugars trotted alongside on foot. Once inside the carriage, Laylah appeared especially distraught.

“What just happened?” she said. “I thought you and the Tugars were friendly with the Jivitans.”

“We have common enemies. If the druids were to attack at this moment, we would fight alongside each other like family. But in other ways, we are not so similar. Tugars bow to my rule out of simple loyalty. And our numbers are much smaller: barely twenty thousand purebloods with only ten thousand warriors. Jivita houses more than a quarter-million people, necessitating that its governance is more complicated. Its people are free, but rules and regulations are abundant. When the Sovereign is strong, the lesser members of the Privy Council tend to behave themselves. When not . . .”

“You’re saying Rajinii isn’t strong? Most of the soldiers and servants seem terrified of her.”




“Her lack of an heir is seen as weakness.”

“Ah, I see. Well then, what do you know of the general?”

“When I was last in Jivita five years ago, William Navarese was a young captain with lofty ambitions. But he also is Rajinii’s closest blood relative, being the eldest son of her only brother, who died several years ago.”

“It sounds like Navarese has a rightful claim to the throne.”

“Perhaps he does. But if I understand Jivitan law correctly, the Privy Council has the authority to choose who will succeed the Sovereign when the king and queen have no living son or daughter.” Then Torg yawned deeply. “To be honest, I find these matters tedious.”

Laylah chuckled. “One more question, and then I promise to drop the subject. Burly said that there were two conflicting powers on the council. The general is one. Who is the other?”

“I could guess, but what would it matter? Whoever it is will be sure to put on a show today.”

“I take it you’re not looking forward to the assembly.”

“Quite right, my love. As my Vasi master used to say, ‘Wake me when it’s over.’ But I suppose I have no choice but to take all this nonsense seriously.”

After briefly refreshing themselves in their bedrooms at the palace, they finally arrived at the assemblage of the Privy Council. Torg was not surprised to find that the Throne Room was filled to capacity. A dozen anxious counselors sat in chairs arranged in a curved row facing the queen’s dais. When Torg and Laylah entered, a hush came over the gathering. But Elu rushed forward and hugged one of Torg’s legs, causing a spate of laughter that didn’t seem to bother the Svakaran one bit.

“The queen has anointed Elu as a member of her personal guard!” he said proudly.

Torg arched an eyebrow.

“Elu!” said Rajinii from her white-crystal throne. “I had hoped to make an official announcement during the assembly. Of course, I can’t blame you for blurting it out. We have been forced to wait an excruciatingly long time for our esteemed guests to arrive. Thank you so much, Torgon, for finally deigning to make an appearance.”

“Keeping you waiting was my pleasure,” Torg said, causing more laughter—though none from the queen.

“I, for one, am not amused,” came a loud voice from up front. A Jivitan officer, resplendent in a short doublet of white silk with a jeweled belt and green hose, faced Torg and Laylah. “When guests are invited to such important events, they should show good manners and arrive promptly. Either that, or mind their own business.”




This elicited several audible gasps. Deep silence followed.

Torg responded, his voice low but menacing. “After you’ve lived a thousand years, your definition of promptness will change, General Navarese.”

Navarese started to protest, but the queen interrupted. “Enough, general! You will all be given opportunities to speak, as is your right, but it must be done in orderly fashion.”

Navarese sat down in a huff.

“Come forward, Torgon . . . two seats have been held for you up front,” Queen Rajinii said. “And Sir Elu, return to your post.”

The Svakaran trotted up the stairs and positioned himself on the queen’s right. On her left stood Manta, the Jivitan necromancer.

Torg and Laylah approached the base of the staircase, bowed, and sat down in two cushioned chairs. The sorceress was on Torg’s left, and the general sat on her other side. To Torg’s right was a barrel-chested clergyman who looked old enough to be Navarese’s grandfather. Torg had met him before.

The queen stood. All rose in unison. Then she pounded the tail of her staff on the marble floor three times. “Do all members of this Privy Council swear by the glory of the One God to be true and faithful servants to the queen?”

“We do,” they spoke in unison, except for Torg and Laylah.

“The meeting will hereby commence,” Rajinii said.

Everyone sat.

“Worthy counselors, the reasons for this unscheduled assemblage are known to all. Yesterday’s arrival of King Torgon was a boon to our cause. He and his companions endured grave perils during their journey to the White City. It would behoove us to take heed of whatever they can tell us of the workings of the enemy.”

There were several loud “yays” and “hear! hears!”

Without further prompting, Torg stood and strode to the second step. He bore no weapon—both Obhasa and the Silver Sword had been left with a Tugar outside the door—but he was formidable nonetheless, dressed all in black with blue eyes that smoldered. The room hushed.

“Thank you, one and all, for the privilege of your company,” he said in a deep, steady voice. “I wish I could proclaim that the news I bear will lighten your hearts, but it will not. In less than a year, I have journeyed more than five hundred leagues. During that time, I stood face to face with Bhayatupa the Great. I was imprisoned by Invictus—and escaped. I took part in the destruction of Duccarita. And I did battle with the druids in the heart of Dhutanga.”




Torg stopped for a moment to gauge their reactions. The general’s leg was tapping, but the large clergyman sat perfectly still. Most of the others bore worried expressions.

“Please continue, Torgon,” the queen said. “We await your tale with bated breath.”

“As you wish. I will start with Invictus and the ruined snow giant we now know as Mala. The army of Avici already has begun its march and will assail Nissaya, I believe, before the onset of the next full moon. I am sure you have heard rumors of the size and strength of the Chain Man’s army, but I have seen it firsthand and believe it to be greater than any army that has ever existed. In numbers alone, it is at least four times larger than your queen’s army.

“However, this in itself is not the major concern. The majority of Mala’s forces are composed of golden soldiers who appear to be no match for your proud white horsemen. But tens of thousands of monsters also march with Mala. If you met his army with all your strength, I do not believe you would prevail.”

This was too much for Navarese to bear. He leapt up and stomped over to Torg. “Who are you to decide whether we would win or lose? Do you command the Jivitans? Do you command our God?”

“General!” the queen said.

But this time, Navarese dared to override her. “With all due respect, your highness, I demand a response from this intruder.”

There was a collective gasp, then Torg said, “Only Invictus has the might to demand something from me. You should sit down, before I become angry.”

The large clergyman snorted, but Rajinii did not appreciate the humor. She stood up and held her staff high. “This is a sacred assembly, blessed by God Almighty,” she said to Torg and Navarese. “There will be no violence within these chambers—though I must say, general, you deserve to be threatened.”

Navarese’s normally pale cheeks had become as red as one of Bhayatupa’s scales, but he returned to his chair. Torg remained standing on the stair, but the air around him sizzled.

“If anyone else interrupts before our guest is finished,” Rajinii said, “he or she will be removed from this chamber.”

The queen returned to the throne. “Torgon, please continue.”




Torg nodded. “As I was saying, Mala’s army is strong. But my statement, which the general found so offensive, must be clarified. You could not defeat Mala’s army as it now exists, but Jivita will not meet Mala at full strength. The Chain Man first must deal with Nissaya. At the least, there he will be weakened. And then he will have to march another hundred leagues to meet you on the Green Plains. Your true hope lies with how serious of a blow the black knights deal to your enemy.”

“These are wise words, Torgon, but you have said nothing we haven’t already surmised,” Rajinii countered. “We must learn what you know of the druids. Like Mala, we also will have to defeat a powerful enemy before we encounter the next one.”

Torg took another step toward the throne and spoke directly to the queen. “I have seen the druids—from the ground and the sky. They are at least twice your number, and the queen who drives them is angrier and more powerful than her predecessor. Plus, they have bred a special form of druid that appears larger and more dangerous than usual. Jivita will be hard-pressed, even if the enemy from Dhutanga is the only one you face.”

To Torg’s surprise, Laylah raised her hand. All eyes turned to her.

“Yes?” Rajinii purred.

The sorceress stood. In her bedroom at the palace she had changed her clothing and now wore a Tugarian warrior outfit: black jacket and breeches. It took Torg’s breath away.

“I apologize if I have broken protocol by interrupting. But there is something that I believe needs be said before anyone else continues.”

The large clergyman nodded vigorously, as if clairvoyantly hearing Laylah’s next words.

“And what might that be, dear?” the queen said.

“Mala’s army and even the druids are perilous enemies, no doubt,” Laylah said. “But neither is as deadly as my brother.”

Navarese stood and bowed to the queen. “May I speak now, your highness?”

Rajinii nodded. Then the general pointed to the clergyman. “It is obvious she has conversed with Bernard.”

Torg started to intervene, but Laylah waved him off. “Sir! I do not know the name or the man,” she said to Navarese. “What I have to say has nothing to do with schemes or intrigue. Invictus is my brother! And I was his prisoner for more than seventy years. I daresay I know him better than you. Compared to Invictus, your other enemies are trifles. What does it matter if you defeat the druids and then Mala, if my brother strolls in afterward and destroys us all?”




As if on cue, the clergyman stood. “For the sake of our esteemed guests, allow me to introduce myself. Proud lady,” he said, nodding to Laylah, “and mighty warriors,” he added, gesturing to Torg and Elu, “my name is indeed Bernard . . . Archbishop Bernard . . . and I have been preaching an almost identical warning for more than a year, much to the chagrin of my rivals on the council. Perhaps now my words will be given more credence.”

“No single being can stand against Jivita,” interrupted the general, his voice crude when compared to the wizened clergyman’s. “I believe even Invictus can be defeated, if we are smart enough and bold enough. I fear one hundred thousand druids far more than a single man. And more so, I fear the dragon. The beast’s name has been mentioned, but we have not yet discussed the danger he represents.”

“Sir!” Laylah repeated. “I stood within a stone’s throw of the dragon as he was dragged through the streets of Avici. Invictus bested Bhayatupa as easily as a man of your stature could best a boy. Anyone who fears the dragon more than the sorcerer is deluded. In terms of puissance, Invictus is beyond your most dreadful nightmares. If your goal is to ensure the survival of Jivita, then you had better give the bulk of your consideration to how you might defeat the Sun God.”

“Do you hear her, your highness?” Bernard said to Rajinii. “Have I not said these exact words to you on many occasions?”

Rajinii rose from her throne and leaned against her staff. Suddenly she looked old and weary. Torg felt sorry for her.

“I hear her . . . and you,” the queen said to Bernard. “It is not your fear of Invictus that I disdain. Rather, it is your advice on how to counter him.”

Bernard stepped forward and threw himself at Torg’s feet, in a gesture of calculated drama. “Lord Torgon,” he said breathlessly, “the wisdom behind your bold sacrifice at Dibbu-Loka was not lost on me. You set in motion powers that are beyond us . . . and beyond even the horrendous evil that reigns over Avici. However, I would suggest—without intending any offense to one as courageous as you—that you have not comprehended the full extent of your selflessness. Your brave act will not go unrewarded, but fate or karma or whatever the Tugars choose to call it will have little to do with it. Your reward will come from Ekadeva, the living god! Even Invictus pales in comparison to He Who Is Almighty.”

Navarese joined Bernard on the stairs, focusing his full attention on Torg.




“Do you know what he proposes?” the general said. “He wants us to lay down our arms . . . now! . . . and pray. Forget about fighting the druids. Or Mala. Or Invictus. He believes if we pray—and do nothing else—Ekadeva will reach down his hand and sweep aside our enemies. I, for one, will not abide such madness. I am as much of a disciple of Ekadeva as any good citizen of the White City, but I believe that the One God demands more of his servants than cowardice. If I were king, Jivita would not be in peril—from any enemy! I would ride throughout the lands and force all to succumb to the will of God!”

“And if I were king, peace would reign over the lands, not war,” Bernard said as he rose to his feet. “We are God’s children, not the children of murderers. Besides, Invictus cannot be defeated by force . . . at least by the force of man. Only Ekadeva has the might. And such might he has aplenty. Do you doubt it, general?”

“I doubt only your sanity.”

“And I yours.”

The queen stumbled down the stairs and stood between them.

“Gentlemen,” Rajinii said, in almost a whisper. “Both of you want what is best for the White City. But am I not still your Sovereign? Listen to my counsel. I offer a third alternative.”

“Tell us,” Torg said, his voice wary.

“Death is the alternative . . . death in battle,” Rajinii said, her eyes glowing. “Jivita will fight until none among us lives—and afterward we will reunite in the Kingdom of Heaven. Not even Invictus can stop us from attaining glory, though he tear us limb from limb with his bare hands.”

Then she stumbled from the chamber—with her aide Manta and Elu skittering behind.

Navarese watched her leave and then picked up where he had left off. “As we all know, Queen Rajinii’s reign is unchallenged while she lives. But we also know that she is a warrior of high renown who fears no conflict and will insist on leading our charge. This puts her life in peril. If she were to die in the coming battle, Jivita would be without a Sovereign, and since she continues to refuse to appoint a successor, I demand a vote now among the council. It’s obvious the queen is in no mood or condition to play any role in this. Besides, the law is the law. A three-fourth’s majority will determine the outcome, even without the queen’s input.”

“So in other words,” Torg said, “you think so little of her that you would do such a thing behind her back.”




“This is not your business, Death-Knower. We don’t need your permission to enact our own laws, which are known by all Jivitans. We don’t tell the Tugars what to do, so extend us the same courtesy.”

“It will be our business, if you become king, triple your forces, and then make us all ‘succumb to the will of god.’”

“You and your warriors would be better off for it.”

“Your opinion.”

“For once I agree with Navarese,” Bernard interrupted. “Let’s get this over with.”

Navarese grunted, obviously even more impatient than Bernard. “I call the vote now,” the general said. “Ladies and gentlemen, you have heard our arguments ad nauseam, so there is no need for further debate. But keep in mind that if there is no majority, the next opportunity to decide this issue won’t occur until the wars are over. By then, the queen might already be dead. Would you have us be without a Sovereign at such a crucial period in our history? I think not. But enough talk. I vote for myself and Bernard for Bernard, so it starts out one-to-one. Please commence.”

“Not so fast,” the archbishop said. “I have had a change of heart and do not vote for myself. Instead, I choose Lord Torgon.”

There were several gasps, including an especially startled one from Laylah.

“This is insanity,” Navarese shouted, his eyes bulging. “Only a pure-blooded Jivitan can be bestowed the honor of being her successor.”

“The law states only that it be a person of royal blood. Nowhere does it say Jivitan royal blood.”

“We are speaking of the Jivitan charter! You’re playing with words, Bernard, and you know it.”

“Nonetheless . . .”

A woman stood, tall and beautiful. “I cast my vote for The Torgon.” Then she sat down quickly.

“Lady Margaret . . .” Navarese said, his voice puzzled.

“Two-to-one,” Bernard said a moment later.

Torg watched with interest as a short but muscular man stood next. He bore a scar on his cheek that obviously had been the work of a blade. “Navarese,” he said.

“That’s a surprise,” Bernard snorted. “Two-to-two.”

After that, there was a long silence in which no one said a thing.

“Counselors!” the general finally shouted. “Do you wish for your next king to be a Tugar? Where is your loyalty?”




An especially pale woman with dark circles under her eyes stood timidly and said, “Navarese.”

“Thank you!” the general said. “Three-to-two. Now it’s time for the rest of you to represent the White City like true Jivitans. Let’s end this charade quickly so that our fate will be in proper hands.”

The most elderly of the gathering, other than Torg, stood next. Torg knew him well—Baron Kentigern, the richest man in Jivita and perhaps the world, except for Invictus. But Torg had always found Kentigern to be open-minded, and he was one of the few Jivitans who had never attempted to lecture him about the One God.

“I vote for Lord Torgon,” the baron said. “I am a loyal Jivitan, and I do love our people, but none of us are the wizard’s equal.”

“Three-to-three!” Bernard bellowed.

“Old man,” Navarese snapped at the baron. “Your vast holdings would be worthless if my army did not protect them.”

“Good one, general,” Bernard said. “If you keep talking like that, The Torgon will win with ease.”

Two more men stood, both dressed as clergymen, and cast their votes for Torg.

“Five-to-three!” Bernard said to Navarese. “You cannot prevail!”

“These proceedings are a sham,” the general said.

The final four who had not yet voted looked about nervously. Navarese walked over to an older man who bore a stern expression. Torg recognized him as the high justice of Jivita.

“Eadwig,” the general said, his voice now pleading. “I cannot win, but cast your vote for me so that at least a Tugar will not become our king.”

The high justice stood. “I abstain.”

Navarese sighed. “It is over. The Torgon cannot earn the required number of votes.” Then the general rushed out of the room.

WHEN NAVARESE WAS gone, Eadwig strode over to the archbishop. “What was that about, your grace?” he said with obvious irritation.

“He needed to be taught a lesson, my lord,” Bernard said. “With humbling comes wisdom.”

“He is young and brash, but his genius cannot be denied. He remains our greatest hope in the wars to come.”

“No, Eadwig, he does not. Ekadeva is our greatest hope . . . our only hope.”




“We’ve been through this before, Bernard. Faith is one thing, foolishness another.”

Finally Laylah had caught her breath. Almost everything she had witnessed since entering the Throne Room had confused her. While the remaining eleven members of the Privy Council gathered in a tight circle and continued their noisy debate, Laylah joined Torg on the stairs.

“Torg, what happened this time?”

The wizard chuckled, but there was little pleasure in it. “Apparently, the general was ‘cut down to size,’ as my Vasi master used to say. And I was the weapon used to do the cutting.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Despite Bernard’s fervor, I doubt he truly would have Jivita lay down its arms. Of all the people I have known, only Sister Tathagata would support such extremes. But it appears that the archbishop and his allies feared that Navarese was becoming too confident. After this, the general will move more slowly and with more respect for those who disagree with some of his viewpoints.”

Laylah sighed. “And this is a good thing?”

“It would seem so.”

“But the real problem wasn’t resolved. If the queen were to fall, Jivita would be without a leader.”

“In most ways, the White City runs itself. The queen is a powerful figure, but there is only so much she can do, especially when it comes to the minutiae of commanding such a large population. If Jivita were without a Sovereign for a short period, little harm would come of it, other than the loss of the inspiration she provides.”

“Which is not what it was,” came a voice from the side. Bernard stood there, wearing a sheepish grin. “I apologize, Lord Torgon, for my behavior here today. It is likely the general will eventually become our king. His support has outgrown mine. But he isn’t ready yet. For his benefit as well as ours, I had to put him in his place. I would have explained my plan to you beforehand, but you were . . . unavailable.”

“Believe me, Lord Torgon,” came a second voice, this time belonging to the high justice. “I was unaware of any of this. The archbishop took it upon himself to humiliate the general.”

Lady Margaret and Baron Kentigern joined them. Margaret slapped Torg on the back playfully. “I would love it if you were our king,” Margaret said cheerfully. “I wasn’t pretending, at least.”

Kentigern chuckled. “Torg is too homely for such an honor.”

“You should know,” Margaret said.




Torg and Laylah laughed, but the archbishop grew serious.

“One disaster has been averted, at least for the time being,” he said in a low voice. “But the larger one remains. Some members of our esteemed council still fear for the queen’s sanity. Lord Torgon, we all know she listens more to you than anyone else. Is there something you can do?”

Then in an even more serious tone, he added, “Do you have the strength to heal her mind?”
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PEERING THROUGH solid stone was one of the most difficult feats Invictus had ever attempted, causing his eyes to burn and water. The sensation was unfamiliar. Other than the horrendous agony of the solar eclipse, he had felt little discomfort in his entire lifetime. It was a distasteful but interesting experience.

Invictus was convinced that Bhayatupa again hid somewhere in the peaks of Mahaggata. The dragon wouldn’t be so careless as to return to the deep cavern where Invictus had originally discovered him, but the young king believed that the traitorous beast was somewhere in the snarl of mountains between the gaps. Invictus knew that the dragon would weave a spell at the mouth of his cave that would repel the most powerful of prying eyes. But would he think to put a veil over the stone itself?

“I’ll bet even you can’t do this, Grandmother,” Invictus had said to himself on the same morning Torg and Laylah ate breakfast at Boulogne’s. “One day, my scrying will surpass even yours.”

When he first caught sight of the crimson tail, he let out a yelp. Then he examined the tail from the sides, above, and below. But when he tried to search farther down its length toward the body and head, he met with too much resistance. The innate emanations of the dragon’s magic prevented Invictus from seeing more. To make sure he wasn’t imagining things, he ordered his servants to bring him one of the five dracools that had remained in Avici after the departure of Mala’s army.

A skinny but seemingly fearless female named Iriz entered his chambers in the upper reaches of Uccheda and eagerly peered into his basin of yellow glass.

“Yes, my liege, that is most definitely the end of a great dragon’s tail,” the dracool rasped. “But there is no guarantee that you are viewing Bhayatupa. Of the remaining dragons in the world, several are crimson. If you could somehow show me his head, I could tell you for certain.”

Invictus grunted. “If I could see the dragon’s head, then I wouldn’t need you.” Then, more calmly, he said, “I want to see for myself . . . in person. You will take me there.”




Rather than protest, Iriz seemed pleased by the challenge. “Can you show me the mountaintops above where the dragon sleeps? If so, I can find the lair.”

Invictus found this request to be an interesting challenge. He leaned over the basin and concentrated. The vision retreated through the stone and launched high into the air. At first, one peak was visible, then several—though all were shrouded in mist.

“To anyone but a dragon or dracool, the peaks would look the same,” Iriz said boldly. “But I know this place.”

“Take me there now.”

“With pleasure, my liege.”

Despite being able to fly almost as fast as a moutain eagle, it still took Iriz several hours to reach the peak of a remote mountain about forty leagues southwest of Avici. Despite the unseasonable heat, it remained chilly in the upper heights. It didn’t matter. Invictus was incapable of feeling cold.

Iriz perched outside the entrance of a tunnel that entered the mountain on a steep decline. For the first time, the dracool appeared frightened.

“Bhayatupa is no match for you, my liege, but if the two of you do battle, I will stand little chance of survival. If it pleases you, I will wait outside until you have concluded your business with Mahaasupanna (mightiest of all dragons).”

“A wise choice,” Invictus said. “I recommend that you go far away until I’m finished.”

“Yes, my liege.” Then Iriz sprang into the air and soared upward until she became just a speck in the firmament, even to Invictus’ eyes.

The passageway was colder and damper than the outside air, its floor as slick as ice. Invictus removed his slippers and left them near the entrance. Then he focused his mind on the soles of his feet, encasing them with magical fire. Each time he took a step, the golden energy sizzled on the stone, incinerating the oily coating and improving his footing. He walked for what seemed like a long time. The tunnel narrowed to the point that he began to doubt a dragon of Bhayatupa’s girth could have managed to slither inside.

After more than a thousand paces, the passageway finally opened into a large cavern. There were no torches, but the yellow glow emanating from Invictus’ flesh provided sufficient illumination. Within the cavern was a glittering treasure, and lying on the treasure was a great dragon in the throes of deep sleep.




Instantly, Invictus recognized this wasn’t Bhayatupa. This dragon was a female barely half his size. And from the looks of it, she had been sleeping for many millennia, the rise and fall of her ribcage barely perceptible.

Throughout his life, Invictus had been prone to temper tantrums. They had begun when he was a toddler on the day he nearly drowned. As he grew older, he’d gained better control, but occasional bouts of anger still overcame him. This was one of those times. He was incensed that he had discovered this female instead of Bhayatupa, causing his body to glow like a miniature sun. The interior of the cavern began to superheat, melting the mounds of gold and silver.

The dragon sensed the glowing menace from the depths of her sleep and attempted to rouse herself. But awakening from dragon sleep is a slow process, even in the midst of imminent peril. Her scales, though impervious to almost any other form of magic, succumbed to Invictus’ power—and liquefied, along with the treasure. Then her tender flesh caught fire, and she blew apart.

Invictus’ rage was all-consuming. Nothing could stand against such power: animal, plant, or even stone. The rooftop of the mountain erupted, casting wagon-sized chunks of debris into the sky. Afterward, a heavy wind swept the dust toward Gamana.

Despite the tumult, Invictus was unscathed.

When Iriz dared to return, she found Invictus standing barefoot on top of a smoldering boulder, his robes clean and unwrinkled. He held something between the palms of his hands, purposely preventing the dracool from seeing it.

Then he mounted Iriz back and ordered her to return to Avici . . . although first, there was a detour.
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KUSALA, CHIEFTAIN of the Asēkhas, wasn’t sure why, but he felt relief rather than alarm when Yama-Utu appeared on the upper balcony of Nissaya’s keep and took King Henepola in his burly arms. The snow giant was mentally disturbed—perhaps beyond recovery—but there was a part of the creature that “grew on you,” as Kusala’s Vasi master liked to say. Without Torg around, Utu was Henepola’s only hope to be cured of the dreaded spells the sorcerer Invictus had cast upon the king.

Utu remained standing and held the unconscious king like a father cradling an infant son. To Kusala’s surprise, Henepola’s head and neck became enveloped in a swirling green fire that soon engulfed his entire body. Madiraa, daughter of Henepola, began to sob, but whether from sadness or wonder, Kusala could not surmise. Indajaala also appeared amazed, as if in the presence of a being with magic vastly superior to his own.

For what seemed like a very long time, the king did not move. Then without warning, he arched his back and let out a deafening scream, startling even Kusala. Soon afterward, Henepola’s body went into a series of spasms, making it difficult even for Utu, who was several times larger and many times stronger, to retain his grip. For a moment, Kusala feared that the king would wriggle free and tumble off the balcony to his death. But the snow giant did not relent. Finally Henepola’s body relaxed and lay still again. As if in response, the green glow faded. Now the king appeared to be sleeping within the giant’s embrace.

Utu bent over and gently passed Henepola to Kusala.

“I am overly large to squeeze through the portal,” he said in a soft voice. “Return the king to his bed and watch over him until he awakens. If he asks for water or food, give it to him, but in small portions.”

“Will he live?” Madiraa said, tears still streaking her ebony cheeks.

“His body is healed, but I cannot speak for his mind,” Utu said with what sounded like compassion. “My abilities are not what they once were.”




“They are greater than ours, regardless,” Kusala said.

Then Kusala left the balcony and laid the sleeping king on the soft mattress within his chamber. Madiraa knelt beside the bed and took her father’s hand. For the sake of privacy, Kusala went to the doorway and peered into the hall. Two powerful Asēkhas, Churikā and Podhana, stood there with uttaras drawn, still facing a group of heavily armed sentries and squires. But neither the Asēkhas nor the king’s men seemed interested in fighting one another, and Kusala was relieved to see that there had been no bloodshed.

“Lower your weapons,” he said to everyone. “We are all friends here. The king has been rescued from peril, but it remains to be seen whether he will survive the ordeal.”

“Kusala!” Madiraa shouted from her father’s bedside.

Kusala turned and peered back into the room. “Yes, princess?”

“Tell the squires to bring a dozen Yādava-samas (rabbis) to the king’s chambers immediately.”

Kusala started to repeat the order, but several squires had already scrambled off. He was pleased.

“Return to your duties,” he said to the Asēkhas. “You are no longer needed here.”

“Ema!” they said in unison and strode down the hall toward the stairs.

Kusala returned to Madiraa and placed his hand on her shoulder. Indajaala stood timidly nearby. Henepola lay on his back on top of the bedcovers, his dark face peaceful. If not for the slight rise and fall of his chest, he might have been dead. His white hair, tangled and greasy when the chieftain found him sprawled over the basin, now was silky and unsoiled. The snow giant’s magical essence had burned away the grime and left the king scrubbed clean.

“I will pray for him,” Madiraa said, not taking her eyes off her father’s face. “The snow giant healed the king’s body. The energy of God, born during the creation, will heal his mind.”

“As you say, my lady.”

“I love him, Kusala—with all my heart. He can be gruff and rude. But he is a wonderful man and a great king.”

“I doubt it not. Do not forget that I have known him since his birth. Let us hope that he returns to being the man he was before he dared to use his scrying basin and challenge Invictus to a psychic battle of wills.”

“Is that what occurred?”

“Indajaala and I believe it to be so.”




Madiraa’s head twisted toward the conjurer, the king’s long-time aide. “If not for the kinship I hear in Kusala’s voice, I would have thought you played some role in this evil.”

“I can testify that he did not,” Kusala said. “Quite the opposite: Indajaala always had your father’s best interests at heart. But he is a friend of the Tugars, as well.”

“A spy, you mean,” Madiraa said, but Kusala sensed no anger.

“I have never done anything to compromise the well-being of your father or Nissaya,” Indajaala said. “In fact, I love them both. And you, as well, my princess.”

“These are strange times,” Madiraa said, “when a man I have long considered an enemy turns out to be a friend.”

“These are indeed strange times,” Kusala said. “But it is not men such as Indajaala who make them so. Lay the blame at the feet of the one who hails from Avici.”

Even as they spoke, six men and six women wearing black robes hurried into the room, their heads shaved bald, though the men wore long black beards. After catching their breath, they encouraged Madiraa to stand. Then they joined hands with the princess and recited a prayer of healing.

Before the completion of the first recitation, Kusala and Indajaala had passed down the narrow hallway to the dark room that contained the scrying basin. Kusala was relieved to find the silvery liquid lying dormant. He’d feared he would see Invictus’ face sneering at him.

Kusala lifted the clear-crystal basin off its obsidian base, dumped its slippery contents onto the floor, and then slammed the crystal onto an upraised knee, intending to smash it to pieces. But the basin withstood the blow. Kusala grunted, hoisted the basin above his head, and cast it onto the floor. It bounced and struck the wall, but did not crack. Angrier still, Kusala drew his uttara and struck the basin a mighty blow. Though the Tugarian blade was not notched, neither was the crystal damaged.

“I do not have the strength to destroy this thing,” he said to the conjurer. “Shall I cast it off the balcony? The long fall might destroy it.”

Indajaala set aside his spike of Maōi. “First let me try the king’s staff. There is great power in it, though Henepola wields it more impressively than I.”

The conjurer drew the staff from the hole in the floor and positioned its head over the fallen basin. “DhunEti pEpa! (Destroy the Great Evil),” Indajaala cried.

White fire leapt from the chiseled Maōi, striking the basin with the force of a lightning bolt. But it glanced off its target and ricocheted against the wall and ceiling, forcing Kusala to duck out of the way. Yet the basin remained unblemished.




“We cannot so much as scratch it,” the conjurer said. “How Henepola managed to craft this hideous thing is beyond my comprehension. Was Invictus in contact with him even before it was made?”

“I know naught,” Kusala said. “But I will cast it off Nagara, nonetheless.”

When he stepped back onto the balcony, he was surprised to find Utu still standing in the place they had left him.

“What have you there?” Utu said.

“The cause of the king’s illness,” Kusala said.

“And what will you do with it?”

“I will destroy it,” Kusala said, gesturing toward the railing.

“If it lands on someone’s head, the king will be angry with you.”

Kusala chuckled. “Do you have a better idea?”

“If you wish it destroyed, it can be done. Give it to me.”

Kusala started to hand the basin to the snow giant but was surprised to find himself hesitating. The white crystal was so beautiful. Perhaps he could hide it somewhere and then bring it back with him to Anna after the war. It would make a prized souvenir.

Indajaala joined them on the balcony, the goings-on appearing to puzzle him.

“Chieftain,” the snow giant said condescendingly. “This behavior is beneath you. Give it to me.”

Kusala chuckled. “What behavior? This thing means nothing to me. It’s just that I doubt you can destroy it, any more than we could.”

“Give him the opportunity,” the conjurer said.

Was Indajaala sneering at him?

“What if the snow giant runs off with it?” Kusala argued. “Who knows what damage it could do in his hands? Rather than give it to him, you and I should take it into the bowels of the keep and hide it.”

“Even from afar, the sorcerer is strong,” Utu said to Indajaala. “The mere hint of his powers consumes our friend. And there is a special kind of Maōi in the basin, as well. It too plays some role.”

They both were sneering at him.

“This is mine,” Kusala said. “Stay back!”

But then a dark hand closed on his shoulder, and he turned to see the wizened face of the king, who was leaning against Madiraa for support.




“Give it to the snow giant,” Henepola said weakly. “It is the only way.”

Kusala backed away from them all, pressing the rear of his legs against the low wall of the balcony.

“Kusala, turn your eyes inward!” the king said, this time with more vigor. “You saw what this thing did to me. Did you not learn a lesson? I thought the Asēkhas prided themselves on their powers of observation. Give it to the snow giant! It is the only way.”

“Very well . . . I care naught,” Kusala said, though he felt as if he were speaking to them through a wall of mist. He cast it at Utu’s feet. Immediately after leaving his hands, its hold over him vanished, and he stepped away from the balcony wall, his face flushed.

With surprising nimbleness the snow giant reached down and caught the basin before it smote the balcony floor. Then he examined it. Kusala became convinced that it would seduce the snow giant next. To his surprise, Utu only laughed.

“Yama-Deva was not defeated by the likes of this.”

The basin was as wide as Kusala, shoulder to shoulder, but in the snow giant’s hands it appeared about as large as a wide-brimmed hat. Utu held it in front of his chest and squeezed. At first the basin resisted the pressure, but soon after a crack formed on its rim that quickly spread. With an explosive blast, the basin shattered, casting shards in all directions.

With Madiraa’s help, Henepola stumbled forward and stood before the snow giant. “I have misjudged you,” the king said.

Utu nodded.

“I thank you for healing my body,” Henepola said. “I am in your debt.”

“We all thank you,” Madiraa said.

“I do not blame you for your distrust,” Utu said. “I am lost. But my quest is not—at least not yet. I still desire to release Yama-Deva from his torment. In the meantime, I will attempt to behave myself—for your good and mine.”

Then he turned to Kusala, who still felt slightly disoriented. “Do you require healing?”

Kusala let out a deep breath. “Nothing that a hard slap on the face wouldn’t cure.”

They all laughed with gusto.

Even Utu.




FOR SEVERAL DAYS afterward, Kusala did not feel quite like himself. Finally he told Churikā and the rest of the Asēkhas how the scrying basin had affected him. Rather than offer words of comfort, however, they’d laughed even harder than when the hags had trampled him near Lake Ti-ratana. The more he tried to explain the seriousness of the situation, the more they’d laughed.

“I’ve been feeling strange every time I pick up my wash basin,” Podhana said, prompting another spate of revelry.

Kusala gave up and guffawed along with them. Afterward he was his grumpy old self again.

Four days after Kusala and Utu rescued King Henepola from near death, Kusala was summoned to visit the king. Madiraa and Indajaala, who now appeared to have become close friends, had been providing daily updates on Henepola’s recovery, including occasional visits from Utu on the balcony. But Kusala had stayed away. His relationship with Henepola had never included admittances of weakness on either side. He didn’t want to embarrass the king by visiting him during this period of frailty.

Madiraa escorted Kusala to the door of the royal chambers. She’d discarded her usual armor for a long black gown. Before the squires granted him admission, the princess hugged him and kissed him on the cheek.

“If you had not come to Nissaya with the snow giant, all would have been lost,” she said with a tearful smile. “My father would be dead—or worse. How can I ever thank you, Kusala? As I said before, you are like a second father to me. I owe you more than I can say.”

“Your smile repays all debts,” Kusala said. “I love you, my lady, like the daughter I never had—at least, that I know of.”

She laughed at that, but without derision—and then scampered down the hall, her gown fluttering behind her.

When Kusala entered the royal chambers, Henepola was nowhere to be seen, but Indajaala was snoozing in a cushioned chair near the bed, his chin resting on his chest. When Kusala poked his shoulder, the conjurer sat up with a yelp.

“Why didn’t you just take off my head with your uttara?” Indajaala complained.

Kusala laughed harder than he should have. He was cursed—or blessed, depending on your point of view—with The Torgon’s mischievous sense of humor. “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t resist. I have never seen you look so vulnerable.”




“You’d be vulnerable too, if you’d had as little sleep as I. Since Utu healed the king, only Madiraa has spent more time in these chambers.”

Kusala’s face grew serious. “How is Henepola? And where is he?”

“He awaits you on the balcony. There is a ewer of wine on the table near the window. The king asks that you fill your own goblet before joining him.”

“How goes his recovery?”

“Ask him, not me.”

When Kusala stepped onto the balcony, he was surprised to see that Utu was with Henepola. Both were gazing northeastward, in the direction of Java, the dark forest that lay between Nissaya and Avici, home of Invictus. The king was adorned in white robes and held a goblet of wine. The snow giant, as usual, wore only his loincloth and abstained from refreshment.

Kusala stood behind them for what seemed like a long time. He noticed that neither Utu nor Henepola was speaking—or even moving. It was as if they were in a trance.

“Am I welcome to join you?” Kusala finally said.

He expected both to be startled, as Indajaala had been; instead, they turned their heads slowly and smiled.

Utu did not speak, but Henepola said, “Please do, my friend. It is a wondrous evening. When the moon rises at midnight, it will be even more magnificent.”

Kusala walked over to the king and leaned against the balcony wall. He too stared at the clear night sky. Its grandeur soon seduced him. Not until the crescent moon appeared on the eastern horizon did Henepola break the silence.

“The snow giant has taught me the value of life.”

Utu grunted.

“Sire?” Kusala said.

“To truly appreciate such beauty for just a single moment is worth more than victory in a thousand wars,” the king said softly.

“I have taught him nothing,” Utu said, “other than that I’m not much of a conversationalist. After a few days, his fey mood will pass, and he will return to his former ignorance. Humans always do.”

Henepola threw back his head and guffawed. “More wine!” he said to Kusala. “But none for our large friend. He’s a teetotaler, you know.”

“This wine you so cherish is nothing but dirty water to me,” the snow giant said matter-of-factly.

Kusala went back into the royal chambers and refilled the king’s goblet and his own. Indajaala was gone. When he returned to the balcony, Henepola and Utu were silent again.




“Sire, to my great pleasure, you appear strong again,” Kusala said. “Madiraa is relieved, as well. How do you fare?”

“Never better, chieftain. Well, that’s not entirely true. It would be more accurate to say, never wiser. My final days will be spent with appreciation of my blessings. Kusala, you’ll be pleased to hear that the snow giant has converted me. I no longer believe in an all-powerful creator who sleeps while we toil. I only believe in now.”

“I did no such thing,” Utu said. “The man raves even worse than I.”

Henepola exploded in laughter again.

Kusala arched an eyebrow. “There is much to be done, sire. Mala’s army approaches. We must take stock.”

Henepola quickly grew serious. “Tomorrow, you and I—along with my precious daughter—will begin the final preparations. I have a few surprises for our foe. When Mala arrives, he will find us more than ready.”

“More than ready,” Utu agreed.
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“WHAT ARE WE going to do if he finds you?”

“He won’t.”

“He found you before.”

“I wasn’t hiding then. I was only sleeping.”

“And he wasn’t trying as hard. Do you know what he did today?”

“No.”

“He destroyed Carūūldassana, she who bore your only offspring.”

“Then both are dead, one long before the other.”

“And here I thought you were the sentimental type.”

“I care only for . . .”

“. . . myself. I know.”

“Yes.”

“Would you like to hear what else my grandson did today?”

“No.”

“I’ll tell you, anyway.”

“I knew you would.”

“He blew up half a mountain.”

“And you know this because . . . ?”

“One of my girlfriends witnessed the entire thing and told me all about it.”

“I see.”

“And you’re still not worried?”

“I’m very worried, but not about that.”

“Well, you should be . . . dragon.”

“So you say . . . demon.”

“Would you like to hear what I’m worried about?”

“No.”

“I’m worried that he’s going to find you and torture you, and that you’re going to reveal my . . . our . . . plan to him.”

“You think me so weak?”

“I think him so strong.”




“I would die before I told him.”

“I’m sure Yama-Deva would have said the same.”

“The will of a snow giant does not compare to the will of Mahaasupanna.”

“That’s debatable. But my grandson’s strength is not. Why don’t you just admit that he’s stronger than you? It’s nothing to be ashamed of. He’s stronger than anyone who has ever been.”

“He caught me by surprise the first time.”

“Liar.”

“Perhaps.”

“If he learns the details of my plan, we both will lose. Keep in mind that Invictus is quite angry with you. He won’t rest until you are properly punished. Or at least enslaved. Would you like to become another Mala?”

“Don’t insult me.”

“I’m trying to save you . . . and me, of course.”

“Of course.”

“I have another . . . plan. But it will take your cooperation.”

“Why do I not like the sound of this?”

“Ha!”

“Go on . . .”

“There is a spell—powerful, mysterious, but long forgotten . . . except by a very few. Once woven, it cannot be undone. But it works only if the recipient accepts it without resistance. It is not something I could force upon you.”

“As if there is anything . . .”

“You are insufferable!”

“Yes.”

“Would you like to hear more about the spell?”

“I take it back. There is one thing you can force upon me: your annoying voice.”

“You have always underestimated my wisdom.”

“Hardly.”

“I have the ability to erase your memories.”

“Do you now?”

“Yes, but it will come with a price.”

“Doesn’t everything a demon offers?”

“That depends on your point of view.”

“All right, you’ve made me curious. What is the price?”

“I’m not able to erase specific memories. I’m talking all your memories. Every single one. Permanently. Your mind will become a blank slate.”




“If it’s true you are capable of this, why would I allow you to perform such a heinous act on me?”

“Yama-Deva would have begged me to do this.”

“The snow giant’s memories were erased, anyway.”

“There’s a difference between buried and erased.”

“Hmmmm . . . I see your point.”

“Here’s all I’m suggesting: If the worst occurs and Invictus finds you . . . If you and he do battle and he prevails . . . If what he does to you is too hideous to endure . . . just remember our conversation. And if I appear and say two words to you in the ancient tongue—words that you’ll instantly recognize—simply say yes. Just think . . . all your suffering will vanish.”

“And what will become of my body?”

“You won’t care.”

“Demon! I care too much, especially for my memories. I’ll never say yes.”

“Let’s hope you never have to.”

“I’ll never say yes.”

“That remains to be seen.”
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ON THE EIGHTH day since the beginning of his march to Nissaya, the leader of Invictus’ army stood in the middle of the road called Iddhi-Pada and gazed toward the Mahaggata Mountains. Something disturbed Mala, as if a great event were about to transpire—and then he felt the ground tremble subtly beneath his bare feet. Soon after, his keen eyes discerned a cloud of dust far to the west.

Augustus, the newborn soldier who had replaced Lucius the firstborn as Mala’s subordinate, rode alongside his leader and stared toward the mountains. Unlike Mala, the newborn did not possess vision capable of seeing the smoky debris more than forty leagues away.

“My lord,” Augustus said. “What troubles you? Should I send scouts to investigate?”

“Huh? What? No . . . no! Don’t be stupid.”

“I apologize, my lord. I meant no offense.”

“I apologize, my lord. I meant no offense. What an ass-kisser you are! In some ways I preferred Lucius. At least he had a little fight in him.”

Augustus lowered his head, knowing better than to say anything that might anger Mala further. “Yes, my lord,” he said, and rode back to his original position.

The Kojin named Harīti came over next. She obviously was enamored of Mala, and he found her attractive as well. Nothing had happened yet, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t interested. A woman could do a lot with six hands!

The Kojin was incapable of verbal enunciation, but she psychically pressed her thoughts into his mind.

“You saw it too?” Mala said. “What was it?”

The Kojin answered him silently.

“There hasn’t been a volcano that powerful in a long time,” Mala responded. “No, I’m guessing something else. Is it possible our king found the flea-bitten dragon?”

Another response.




Mala guffawed.

“Such language, Harīti! You’re making me blush.”

Then he pounded Vikubbati’s tail on the stone roadway. Golden energy exploded from the trident’s tines, launching a trio of lightning bolts skyward. En masse, the golden soldiers quivered—as if sensing something ominous in the trident’s vast power. The ponderous march continued.

Well before dark, Mala signaled a halt. His army was moving slower than an old man on a cane, less than four leagues a day. Though it was huge—stretching more than five leagues from front to back—it still was capable of traversing at least eight leagues a day with little harm to morale. At this rate, the scant provisions allocated to the newborns would be depleted by the time they reached Nissaya. A starving army could not assail a fortress of such magnitude. And it was certain that the damnable black knights hadn’t left much of value outside their walls.

But Mala wasn’t concerned. There would be plenty of food within the walls.

During one of Augustus’ more daring moments, the newborn general had discussed the situation with Mala. “What if the Nissayans burn their provisions before we breach the third bulwark?”

“Will they burn themselves?”

Augustus had cringed. “There will be plenty for the monsters to eat. But what of the golden soldiers? We are mere men, after all.”

Mala had only laughed.

Now he sat near an angry fire fueled by the torn-down buildings of an abandoned village. Suddenly the blaze increased tenfold. Out of the gloom of dusk strode Invictus.

“Greetings, my pet.”

“My king!” Mala said, leaping to his feet. Then his voice grew puzzled. “Have you come to join us?”

“No . . . no. That would not do. We must stick to our plan. But I’ve brought you another gift! An unexpected one.” The sorcerer unfolded the fingers of his right hand. Lying in his palm was a crimson ring large enough to fit around an ordinary man’s wrist but just the right size for the middle finger of Mala’s left hand.

“My king . . . it is beautiful.”

“Yes, it is. And very powerful. The flesh, blood, and magic of a great dragon are woven into the band. I have named it Carūūl. Along with Vikubbati, it will serve you well in the days to come.”

“Thank you, my king. I am honored.”




“Yes, you are.”

Then Invictus stepped away. “Night approaches. I return to Avici now.”

After the sorcerer was gone, Mala stared at the ring for a long time. Then he slid it onto his finger. It burned like his chain, but he didn’t care. It was a perfect fit.

ON THE TENTH day of the march, Mala’s army reached the northern fringe of Java. General Augustus Pontius rode slowly along on his destrier, purposely remaining at least a stone’s throw (by a troll) away from the Chain Man. Why Mala had ordered such a sluggish pace was beyond Augustus’ comprehension, but it was taking its toll on his golden soldiers, wearing them out even more than a frantic march would have. To make matters worse, a damnable heat followed their every step, clinging to their backs like a cloak of fire.

The commander of the Premier First Legion rode beside Augustus. Though Mala was far ahead and blabbering to no one in particular, the commander still felt the need to whisper.

“General Augustus, the provisions are unfairly dispersed. The monsters are being given favorable treatment—and even our water is rationed. The newborns grow weak with hunger and thirst—for no reason. It is as if Mala considers us the enemy. Is there nothing you can do?”

“I’m as troubled as you, commander. But since the march began, Mala has been even more difficult than usual. I spoke with him about this very subject a couple of days ago, and he claimed there will be an abundance of food for all of us once Nissaya falls. As for my being able to do anything, don’t make me laugh. We all know he favors the Kojins and the rest of the monsters over any of the newborns.”

“Our legions deserve better than this.”

“I will speak to him again, commander. But be prepared to take my place. It wouldn’t surprise me if Mala bit off my head, helm and all.”

“I don’t envy you, Augustus. But right now, I don’t envy any of us. We are being treated like slaves.”

“That’s exactly what we are.”

ON THE TWELFTH day of the march, Mala had traveled more than six leagues into Java. For the next twenty-plus leagues, Iddhi-Pada, the ancient road, would become little more than a primitive path less than twenty paces wide. This funneling effect would slow his army further, and it would take at least twelve more days for the entire force to pass through the Dark Forest.




Though he had been inside Java only a few times, Mala had grown to love its interior; beneath the gnarled canopy, it always was as dark as night. And there were all kinds of creepy-crawly creatures that existed nowhere else in the world. Some of them were extremely dangerous, but not to Mala. There were snakes as thick as trees that he found especially delicious; and bats with wingspans as broad as dracools that also were luscious. The army was scaring most everything away with its racket, but Mala was on alert just in case something tasty came near enough for him to throttle.

When it became so dark that even he could barely see, Mala used Vikubbati to illuminate the path. Golden light erupted from the trident in violent fashion, causing even the tree branches to withdraw. As if not to be outdone, Carūūl glowed like a crimson cinder. Between the trident and the ring, Mala felt all-powerful. Except for Invictus, who could stand against him? He only wished that he had wielded these two weapons when Bhayatupa had caught him unawares in the northern mountains. Things would have been different.

On the sixteenth day of the march, Mala emerged from the darkness of Java. The monster stood upon Iddhi-Pada and gazed westward, lust building in his throat. He could hear Invictus lecturing him: “Patience, my pet. Your time will come.”

A dracool flew down and landed nearby.

“What is it?” Mala snarled. “Can’t you see that I’m deep in thought?”

“My apologies, Lord Mala,” the baby dragon said. “But there is news to report. Great portions of Iddhi-Pada have been destroyed. Unless the road is repaired, it will add at least a week to our march.”

“Why haven’t you told me this before?”

“You ordered us to stay with the army,” the dracool hissed. “Not until you disappeared within Java did we dare to venture forth.”

“Yeah, yeah . . . whatever,” Mala said. “Your kind always has some sort of excuse.”

Then he shook his great fist. “Get me Augustus! Where’s that shivering coward hiding now?”

“I’m here, lord,” the newborn general said, riding over to join Mala. “Do you have commands?”

“Make yourself useful, for once. I need every Stone-Eater and troll we’ve got up front . . . fast. Tell them that Mala says to hustle their ugly asses. There’s work to be done.”
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THE FLOWER petals were an unusual shade of blue, far richer and deeper than any he had ever seen. If his eyes had not been so keen to such things, he might have believed the petals were black.

“I’ve never seen this flower before, have you?” Then he blushed. “I’m dreadfully sorry. I can’t believe I was so thoughtless. Please forgive me.”

This caused Peta, the blind ghost child, to laugh. “I’m not so easily offended, Rathburt. Besides, I can see the flower in ways that you cannot. This one exudes less heat than is typical, its petals are as silky as a cattle dog’s ears, and its scent—though subtle—is luscious.”

Rathburt, the only other living Death-Knower besides Torg, buried his nose in the petals and took a long sniff. “I don’t smell a thing.”

“I told you it was subtle.”

Rathburt laughed. “More so than I.”

“You’re a dear. I’m glad you’re still alive and haven’t yet moved on.”

“I’m not glad. This all feels so surreal. Do you know what day it is? And where everyone is right now?”

“Of course I know what day it is. As for where everyone is, I can tell you that too—though after a while it will grow tedious. Torg and Laylah are in Jivita. In fact, they are eating breakfast at a place called Boulogne’s. Elu also is alive and well in the White City, though he has become a personal guardian of Queen Rajinii. Lucius, Bonny, Ugga and Bard are marching with the Daasa toward Jivita. The druids are massing in Dhutanga’s interior in preparation for their assault. The Asēkhas are in Nissaya, helping the black knights prepare for battle. Mala’s army has left Avici and is lumbering toward the fortress. Anything else?”

“If you’re powerful enough to know all these things, why don’t you do something about the mess we’re in? Put some kind of Happy Spell on everybody and end this madness.”

“This is not within my power.”

Rathburt sighed. “Tell me something useful, then: Does Elu miss me?”




Peta smiled. “Even you know the answer to that.”

“I wish I could somehow let him know that I’m all right.”

“That might be something that is within my power.”

VEDANA DIDN’T ALWAYS watch Peta. In the blink of an eye, the demon could travel from one far-distant place in the physical world to another, but she was not a god and was only consciously present in one place at a time. For most of the past several days, she had been spying on Peta and Rathburt from a perch high in the trees. But the night after the Privy Council in Jivita, Vedana left the perch and visited Bhayatupa in his lair.

Immediately, Peta sensed the demon’s departure. While Rathburt slept soundly on a bed of pine needles, the ghost-child vanished and reappeared inside Elu’s room in the queen’s palace. The Svakaran had kicked off his bed covers and was sleeping naked. Peta knew this because she could feel the heat from his bare flesh.

Peta laid a glowing hand on the Svakaran’s cheek, then withdrew it. She sensed his eyes opening and heard a slight creaking of the bed frame as he sat up.

“Is Elu dreaming?” he whispered.

“Sort of . . . but not entirely.”

Peta sensed the Svakaran smile, feeling wisps of air rise from the corners of his lips. Then she heard him cover himself with a pillow. “Elu is sorry.”

“There’s no need to be. I can’t see, remember? Besides, I didn’t come here to gawk at you. I have something important to say.”

“Is it about Rathburt?”

“Yes. I’m pleased to tell you that he survived the rapids and is alive and well. You also should know that he misses you very much.”

The Svakaran cast aside the pillow and leapt off the bed. “Why can’t Elu see him now? Please take Elu to him!”

“Rathburt is far away . . . many leagues.”

“Elu could get us a big horse. We could ride together.”

“I’m sorry, but I’m not permitted. I’m only able to visit you for a short time.”

Peta heard the Svakaran sigh, then gasp, then grab another pillow from somewhere else. “Sorry,” he said again.

Peta giggled. “Is there anything you’d like me to tell Rathburt?”

The Svakaran’s voice became solemn. “Yes . . . tell him that Elu and his friends forgive him for not coming sooner.”




“That’s all you want to say?”

“It is enough.”

WHEN PETA RETURNED to Rathburt, he was still asleep. She could sense a profound difference in Rathburt since he had successfully achieved a Death Visit while within the cavern beneath the roaring waters of the Cariya River. His body emanated far more energy than it had before, reminding her of The Torgon, though not nearly that radiant. Still, Rathburt had become a force with which to be reckoned.

Peta knew that Rathburt would need every bit of his strength for the great trial to come. Her suffering over the past ten thousand years would not compare to what Rathburt was doomed to experience in the not-too-distant future. Though he pretended to be a coward, Rathburt was, in truth, a brave man. He had to be. Otherwise, his revelation at the frozen waterfall would have driven him mad.

Peta enjoyed the warmth of the early morning sun on her cheeks as it filtered through the canopy of trees. Once again she found herself reveling in the glory of physical form, adoring the myriad sensations despite her lack of sight. This part of Dhutanga was close enough to its southern border to resemble an ordinary forest. Birds chirped and bees buzzed. White oaks and yellow poplars dominated the hidden hollow in which Rathburt slept. Physical life had so many dimensions. And Peta could see them all.

For instance, she knew that a brown hawk was about to slay a pigeon. To save the pigeon, she could make a racket and startle the hawk, but performing that act would only doom another creature. The hawk, meanwhile, needed to kill the pigeon to feed its young, most of which would fall prey to a tree snake later that afternoon. The list went on and on. Everywhere she looked, she could see. Life. Death. Pleasure. Pain. Beauty. Ugliness. Desire. Aversion. Buy one, get one free.

“Hello, Peta,” Rathburt said. She wasn’t startled because she’d already foreseen portions of this conversation. “My . . . but it’s a beautiful morning. I could sit here all day and just breathe.”

“I visited Elu last night,” she said matter-of-factly.

(And he would say, “You what? You were with him? Did you tell him that I’m all right? What did he say?”)

“You what? You were with him? Did you tell him that I’m all right? What did he say? Tell me.”

In her vision, she had not foreseen the words, “Tell me.” Even she could not predict everything.




“He wanted to visit you, but I told him it was impossible.”

(Rathburt would say, “And?”)

“And?”

“He asked me to give you a message.”

(Rathburt would say, “For Anna’s sake, child . . . tell me!”)

Instead: “Please . . . tell me.”

“He said, ‘Tell Rathburt that Elu and his friends forgive him for not coming sooner . . .’”

(Rathburt would say, “What? That’s it?” And then stomp around the hollow, puzzled and annoyed.)

But Rathburt only whispered, “Elu said that?”

Then he flung himself onto the ground—and sobbed.

This confounded Peta.

WHEN VEDANA returned, she found Peta’s physical incarnation huddled over Rathburt, who was crying hysterically. The ghost-child’s hand rested tenderly on the Death-Knower’s shoulder.

“What’s he boo-hooing about?” Vedana said. “Have you ever seen such a baby?”

“Shut up!” Peta said. “For once, just shut up!”

Vedana took a step back. Then she recovered enough to say: “In my day, a daughter never spoke to her mother that way.”

To Vedana’s utmost surprise, Rathburt scrambled to his feet. “If you don’t shut up, I’ll shut you up, you horrid monster!” the Death-Knower screamed, waving his staff in Vedana’s face. Blue motes sparkled in the air.

Vedana yelped.

And took her leave.
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THE MORNING after his dream visit from the ghost-child, Elu awoke refreshed and joyful. Ever since Rathburt had saved him from the terror of the vines, Elu had been in a good mood almost all the time. And why not? Nothing in life could be worse than what he already had endured. Not even death.

A henchman served him breakfast on a silver tray: parboiled eggs, a slice of spiced pork, white cheese, dried blackberries sprinkled with honey, and sweet white wine. The queen’s personal guard ate well. Elu thought back to the night before last when the surprise pronouncement had occurred.

The queen had woken him out of a sound sleep, entering his room well past midnight while wearing only fleecy white robes that were slit at the hips. She drew up a deep chair next to Elu’s bed and tucked her bare feet under her tight buttocks.

“Have you ever been alone with a queen?”

“Elu has been alone with Laylah.”

Rajinii snorted. “The Torgon would call her a queen, I’m sure. As for the rest of us?” She made a strange face. “So, being alone with a queen isn’t new to you. But how many times have you been alone with a beautiful woman?”

“Well . . . many times, to be honest. Before Elu was little, the women of his village came to him often . . . sometimes too often. And even after Elu became small, he slept with the whores in Kamupadana, and most of them were very pretty.”

“Before you were small? After you were small? I have no idea what you’re talking about,” the queen said in an annoyed tone. “Regardless, you’re not getting my point!” She stood and towered over him, her nipples pressing against the thin fabric like the tips of spears. For a moment, the Svakaran feared she might strike him. But her face softened and she sat back down in the chair.

“Never mind. It doesn’t matter.”




She took several long breaths before continuing her peculiar interrogation. “How long have you known The Torgon?”

“Elu has known the great one only a short time. But Elu loves him.”

“The great one,” she chuckled. “An appropriate name. I have called him that myself, in the privacy of my own chambers.” Then she sighed. “A day? A week? A year?”

“Your highness?”

“How long have you known him?”

“Ohhhh. Hmmm. Since before winter?”

“Half a year . . . And in all that time, did he ever mention my name to you?”

Though he suspected it would upset her, he did not lie. “Not that Elu remembers, your highness. The great one speaks only of Laylah.”

“Damn her!” the queen shouted, leaping out of the chair so fast it caused Elu to cringe. “Why couldn’t Invictus have kept better tabs?”

“Elu likes Laylah. Elu loves her. She and the great one were made for each other.”

“So you say!” the queen snarled, pressing her face so near to his that their noses almost touched. “So . . . you . . . say.”

Then she walked over to a small window and looked out at the palace grounds. “Not long ago, they rode off together on one of my stallions and are somewhere out there . . . now. They have no respect for me. Or Jivita. They care only for themselves.”

“Lord Torgon cares for everyone. But when a man loves a woman, truly loves a woman, there can be no other.”

The queen swung slowly around. The Svakaran was surprised to see her eyes brimming with tears. “Why can’t it be . . . me?” she said, her voice suddenly so tender it tore at Elu’s heart. “I love him . . . too.”

Elu had been naked in the bed, but he wrapped the top cover around his body and shuffled over to where she stood. “There are many people in the world you could love and who could love you. You can be happy, if you allow yourself to be. Elu knows this well, your highness.”

Rajinii smiled, but then—to the Svakaran’s surprise—she started screaming for the guards. At least a dozen poured into the room, their armor hard as stone. Elu felt helpless, with just a bedcover for protection.

“What is it, your highness?” one of the guards said. “Has he threatened you?”

“I need witnesses for a royal pronouncement,” she shouted, her voice almost manic. “I offer the Svakaran warrior a position of high honor. Elu, will you accept?”




“Accept what?”

“I wish you to become a member of my personal guard.”

This amazed the guards, who were tall and proud.

Elu wasn’t sure what to do. Finally he bowed. “Elu is honored, your highness. He accepts.”

“Very good. I will require your services in the morning.” Then she fled the room.

Afterward, Elu had lain alone on his bed, too excited to sleep. “The queen’s personal guard . . .” he said over and over.

THREE DAYS AFTER the meeting of the Privy Council, Sir Elu alerted Torg that the queen wished to speak with him in the gardens behind the palace. Laylah was uncomfortable but accepted it as a necessity. Torg took both Obhasa and the Silver Sword, sliding the latter into its new jewel-studded scabbard. Then he strode out through the back of the palace. Several henchmen skittered alongside him.

The queen stood amid an expanse of wildflowers, holding the reins of a pair of spirited destriers in one hand and her white staff in the other. One of the war horses was a muscled stallion almost as magnificent as Izumo, and though his coat was white, his eyes were blue, matching the petals that engulfed his coronets. Next to the stallion was a white mare. Torg had seen no other horse as great, save Bhojja herself. The mare’s name was Arusha, and she loved only Rajinii.

“This stallion, among all others, is the only one Arusha will tolerate as a mate,” the queen said. “His name is Vājin, and hitherto he has never abided a rider. Can you tame him?”

“You know that I can,” Torg said, “though I will remove his reins and saddle and ride in Tugarian fashion.”

Even as he spoke, Torg could hear Rathburt shouting, “Showoff!” But Torg backed up his boast and soon rode Vājin as if the two had been paired for life.

“Race you to the first gate,” Rajinii shouted and spurred Arusha forward. Though Vājin ran with surprising speed for his girth, the stallion was no match for the mare. The queen beat Torg to the gate by several hundred paces.

“Arusha is indeed a great horse,” Torg said as he rode up beside Rajinii.

“She has no equal.”

“Except for Bhojja.”




“I will have to see it to believe it.”

They cantered through the gates and into the fields north of Jivita. It was nearing dusk on a beautiful, but exceptionally warm spring day. The horses slowed to a walk. Several dozen horsemen hovered within sight, but Torg and the queen paid them no heed. They rode for a while without speaking, enjoying the smell of the sweet air.

Finally Torg broke the silence. “Why Elu?”

“What do you mean?”

“Rajinii!”

“You know why I did it—to make you angry. You’ve hurt me. I wanted to hurt you back.”

“When he accepted your offer, he knew naught what he was doing. Rescind it.”

“I’ll do no such thing. Besides, he is pleased to be in my service.”

“When the wars are over, he’ll no longer be pleased.”

“What does that matter? Few will survive the coming horrors. Once I fall, he’ll be released from service, so you can stop fretting.”

“Why are you so certain of your demise?”

“Women know these things.”

“A poor answer.”

“It’s the only one I have to give.”

Torg rolled his eyes and ran his fingers through his hair. Then he stared hard into Rajinii’s eyes. “Tell me your dreams.”

“Why, Torgon, you’ve never said such a thing to me before. Are you flirting?”

“Not those dreams, Rajinii.”

The queen grew defensive, her lips pursing. “Don’t we have more important things to discuss? Military strategy, for one.”

“It’s clear that General Navarese has everything under control.”

“Navarese is brash and uncouth, but he serves a valuable purpose.”

“In other words, he frees you from attending planning sessions.”

“Of what use is planning? The druids will attack, most of them will die, a lot of us will die, and then we’ll wait for Mala to finish us off. It’s not nearly as complicated as Navarese would have us believe.”

“Nor as simple as Bernard?”

“Exactly!”

“If you’re so convinced that Jivita will fall, why fight at all? You should gather your people—military and civilian—march to the ocean, and follow the coast to oblivion.”

“I have ridden beyond the havens, beyond even the southern range of Kincara. There is nothing there but barren wastes more hostile than Barranca. As you well know, Torgon, escape is impossible. But I care naught. I welcome death. Ekadeva awaits with open arms.”




“Tell me your dreams,” he repeated.

“Are you asking if Ekadeva speaks to me while I sleep? Let me guess: You’ve been to Boulogne’s and met with Burly.”

“You’ve always been clever.”

“But not clever enough. Or beautiful enough. Or sexy enough.”

“Why does everything always have to be about your shortcomings? I didn’t reject your overtures because you’re not worthy of me. I had my own reasons.”

Rajinii leaned forward in her saddle. “Why do you ask about my dreams? Is my recent behavior unworthy of a queen?”

“The times are dire, but pessimism is unlike you. You have changed. And I’m concerned that Invictus might be playing a role. I believe he watches the city—and especially you—from afar.”

“Let me guess: You believe he does more than watch, that he has somehow poisoned my mind.”

“I wish to lay my hands on you.”

“Torgon, really! What kind of lady do you think I am?”

“You know what I mean.”

“And if I refuse?”

“I will not force you.”

“Ahhh, too bad. I was hoping you would.”

Torg’s expression remained stern.

“Where’s your sense of humor, Torgon?” Rajinii finally said. “Has Laylah stolen it?”

“Not Laylah . . . her brother.”

“I see your point. All right, I’ll allow it. Where should this blessed event occur?”

“Your chambers will do. But there’s something else you might not like. I want Laylah to be with us.”

“To make sure that you and I don’t misbehave?”

“She has formidable powers of her own.”

“Hmmmm . . . If I’m to agree to this, I wish to choose a fourth.”

“Manta?”

“No. I want Sir Elu at my side.”

Torg grunted. “There’s one thing about you that hasn’t changed. You’re always looking for ways to cause trouble.”




BY THE TIME they had ridden back to the palace and summoned Laylah and Elu, it was almost midnight. The queen ordered her henchmen to leave the royal chambers, though they shuffled out suspiciously. Manta made a big show of distrust, questioning Torg’s intent. The queen finally lost her patience and shouted at the necromancer to mind her own business.

Torg could see that Laylah was uncomfortable in the royal chambers, and Elu had been woken from sleep and was disheveled. With her keen eyes, Rajinii noted all of this—and was quick to comment.

“Do you like my accommodations, Laylah?” the queen said slyly. “I designed them with The Torgon in mind. Everything’s larger than life.”

“It’s the most beautiful bedroom I’ve ever seen,” Laylah said softly. “But it must be lonely in here, all by yourself. You should choose a husband to share it with you. There must be thousands of available bachelors in Jivita.”

“Hmmph,” the queen said. “You’re no fun. How about you, Sir Elu? An important event is about to occur. Would it trouble you too much to rub the sleep from your eyes?”

“Elu is sorry, your highness.”

Then he yawned, causing Rajinii to giggle.

“Maybe he’s the man to share my chambers,” she said.

“You could do worse,” Laylah said.

Before they began, there was a loud pounding on the door. All of them recognized the voice of General Navarese.

“He is annoying, at times,” Rajinii said to the others. “But it’s difficult to find good help these days. Would you have me turn him away?”

“Let him in,” Torg said. “But only him.”

The general’s youthful face was as red as a dragon scale. “Your highness, with all due respect, I question your decision to allow these outsiders into your chambers without escort. As leader of the military, it’s my duty to protect the queen.”

“You’re saying, general, that Sir Elu does not suffice?”

“Were he ten times his size, he would still be an outsider.”

“You’re welcome to remain,” Torg said. “We have nothing to hide.”

“Perhaps I should have brought armored guards with me,” Navarese said. “It wouldn’t be a surprise if you planned to dispose of me.”

The queen laughed. “General, you’re too young to comprehend the full extent of The Torgon’s mind. He is not nearly as overt as you fear. He murders slowly and patiently.”

Torg put his hand on the general’s shoulder. Then he whispered, “Niddaayahi.” Instantly Navarese collapsed into a deep sleep. Torg caught him and laid him on a velvet couch.




“Ohhhhh, Torgon, the general’s not going to like this,” Rajinii said. “You’ll be charged with treason.”

“I can make it so that he does not remember.”

“How clever,” the queen said. “Sir Elu, do me a favor and cover the general’s face with a pillow. I know he’s asleep, but it still feels like he’s watching me.”

Elu obeyed.

“So, Torgon,” Rajinii said, licking her lips in another blatant attempt to make Laylah jealous. “Where do you want me?”

“Lie on your back on the bed,” Torg said.

“Oh, my. And should I remove my clothing? It will make it easier for you to ‘lay your hands on me.’”

“That won’t be necessary. But bring your staff and place it beside you on the bed. It might also be infected.”

The Svakaran looked worried. “Does she have a disease?”

Rajinii snorted. “Don’t worry, Sir Elu. I don’t think I have anything catching.”

Then the queen did as she was told, lying on her back on the luxurious bed with the staff at her side. In a slow, overly dramatic manner, she arched seductively and pulled back her V-necked tunic to expose her cleavage.

“I’m ready when you are,” Rajinii purred.

“Laylah, dim the lamps,” Torg said, “and Elu, blow out all the candles but the one nearest the bed.”

“Ooooh, I’m liking this more and more,” the queen said, but Torg believed he could sense trepidation in her voice. Meanwhile, Navarese slept soundlessly on the couch, the pillow obscuring his face.

“I know this is going to be difficult for you, Rajinii, but I want you to stop talking until I say otherwise,” Torg said. “Please lie still and breathe slowly.”

“Is this going to hurt?” she said, still trying to joke but now clearly anxious.

“If it does, it will be worth it.”

“You make a woman feel so safe.”

“Shhhhhh . . .”

“Maybe you should put me to sleep, like you did Navarese.”

“Shhhhhhhh . . .”

“I’m not used to being so compromised.”




“Shhhhhhhhhhh . . .”

“Oh, very well.” She closed her eyes and grew quiet.

In the now-darkened room, Torg held Obhasa in his right hand and waved the ivory staff above the queen’s breasts in circular motions. Blue energy imbued with green flecks glowed seductively on the rounded head, casting sprinkles onto the queen’s chest that caused her to moan. Torg swept the staff down along her torso and gently pressed it against the thin fabric above her navel. The blue-green glow crept from the staff and spread across her abdomen, then lanced down her thighs and up past her breasts at the same time.

Rajinii moaned again.

Other than the queen’s slow writhing, nothing unusual had yet occurred. This puzzled Torg. He touched the queen’s oaken staff with Obhasa. Again there was no reaction. If Invictus possessed her, it should have been obvious by now. There was only one thing left to do. Torg gently placed the head of Obhasa on the bridge of Rajinii’s nose. In response, the queen’s eyes sprang open, their pale gray transformed to violent yellow, and when she opened her mouth, a cloud of golden vapor gushed out, engulfing first Obhasa and then Torg.

This forced him backward, and he stumbled.

Instantly the queen leapt up and fell upon him, wrapping her slim fingers around his neck.

TO LAYLAH IT was all a blur. One moment everything was peaceful and sensual; even she found Torg’s hypnotic movements seductive—as much or more so than the queen. But as the wizard moved the staff up toward Rajinii’s face, a jolt of wrongness caused her flesh to tingle. Even before the queen’s eyes sprang open, Laylah knew they were in trouble, recognizing Invictus’ presence as surely as a familiar but unpleasant odor.

The golden cloud expanded rapidly, first encasing Obhasa and Torg and then the rest of the room. The light grew so bright Laylah had to shield her eyes, and she barely saw when the queen leapt from the bed and pounced upon Torg, attempting to strangle him. Though it appeared Rajinii was attacking Torg, Laylah knew it wasn’t the queen who directed the assault. Somehow Invictus controlled her body from afar.

Elu was the first to react. The tough little Svakaran jumped onto the queen’s shoulders, grabbed her chin with both hands, and yanked back her head. In order to fight him off, the queen was forced to release Torg’s neck. With the wild strength of the possessed, she reached behind her back, grabbed Elu’s shoulders, and hurled him over her head. He thudded onto the floor and slid hard into the far wall.




By now, Laylah had reached the queen. She dropped to her knees and wrapped her thin but powerful arms around Rajinii’s waist from behind. Her own white energy flared outward, doing battle with gold. At first Laylah felt that she easily would be overwhelmed, but then Torg sat up and embraced both of them. Blue-green joined the battle, causing the queen’s body to go into spasm. Rajinii vomited a bucketful of yellow liquid that sizzled on the marble floor, only to be devoured by the blue-green-white conflagration. Soon after, all went still—and the dueling powers winked out . . . green last.

While the three of them remained on the floor, curled together like mating snakes, Elu stood groggily and then stumbled around the room, extinguishing several small fires with a blanket. Meanwhile, a series of booms shook the barred doors from without. To Laylah’s surprise, the queen managed to sit up.

“Desist!” she shouted toward her quivering portal, with as much strength as she could muster. “I am in no danger. Desist!”

The pounding stopped. Eerie silence followed.

Rajinii looked down wearily at Torg and Laylah, who still lay on the floor.

“At least I am no longer in danger,” she whispered to them both. “Welcome, Torgon . . . and Laylah . . . to the White City. For the first time since your arrival, you are speaking to the true queen of Jivita.”

The Svakaran stood next to her, tugging on the sleeve of her tunic. “Does this mean I’m no longer Sir Elu?”

Torg, Laylah, and Rajinii laughed so loudly, it caused Navarese to groan in his spell-induced sleep.

INVICTUS STOOD and straightened his robes.

“How interesting,” he said. And then he screamed, “How innnnnnnteresting!”

When he finally taught Torg the lesson he deserved, it would be so much fun. But an instant death would not do. Invictus had to figure out a way to prolong the wizard’s misery for months, even years. Immediately he began to search the vaults of his amazing mind for just the right spell. He looked out a window at the valley far below. In the darkness, Laylah’s sycamore seemed to glow, as if challenging his odds for success.




FROM THE SECOND floor of the ziggurat, Vedana let out a sigh of relief.

“Whew! That was close,” she said out loud, though there was no one to hear.

She had watched helplessly as Torg and Laylah battled her grandson. Close to panic, she could think of no way to intrude. In retrospect, the only thing that saved them was Invictus’ relative inexperience with scrying.

“One crisis averted. Time for another,” she said, again out loud. “Now I’d better go back and check on Peta. And after that, I’ve got something even more important to do. There’s no rest for the weary . . .”
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SISTER TATHAGATA had lived for three thousand years and had spent millions of hours in meditation, her peaceful quest for Abhisambodhi (high enlightenment) enriching her mind as well as nourishing her body. Had it not been for her intense spiritual training, she would not have lived much longer than an ordinary human, perhaps even less than a century. But despite her impressive resumé, she had thus far failed in her quest to gain eternal liberation from suffering.

The High Nun often asked herself why she could not attain her goal. Certainly it was not from lack of effort, sincerity or experience. Yet she had failed where others of her kind succeeded, witnessing three noble ones achieve enlightenment during her lifetime, their endless string of births exhausted.

Why not Tathagata? They called her the Perfect One. But they really should have called her the Flawed One. Surely there was something in her makeup that prevented her from achieving enlightenment. Perhaps it was because she was so attached to the beauty of rain.

Normally before she slept, the High Nun lay flat on her back and meditated, watching the frequency of her breath reduce to as few as one inhale and exhale per minute. Finally she would allow herself to sleep for three hundred of these breaths, and during that time she rarely if ever moved, other than the barely discernible rise and fall of her bony chest. But as she lay inside the crowded tent alongside four other nuns, this night was different. Her breath came in gasps, as if she were fending off suffocation in a nearly airless void. And she tossed and turned, bumping into her nearest bedmates. When she did manage to sleep, she dreamed of rain, rain, rain. She stood naked in a thunderous storm, her head tilted backward so that she could engorge herself with water, but no matter how much she drank, her thirst was not quenched. And sometime during the dream, the rain turned crimson and became blood, and she drank that too.

When she woke, her mouth was dry, but her skinny body was sheathed in sweat, as if in the throes of a deadly fever. It was then that the smell inside the tent intensified. At first she thought it was just her own sweat or the sweat of the others. But finally she realized it was something else entirely. Like a predator within easy reach of its prey, Sister Tathagata smelled food.




In some distant region of her mind, she heard herself giving a lecture in the temple of Dibbu-Loka: “Thought leads to action. Action leads to habit. Habit leads to character.” Now a wicked desire to bite and rend consumed her thoughts. Lick and slurp, chew and swallow. If she allowed her thoughts to become action, what then? A portion of her was disgusted by the mere possibility, but another part was tantalized.

Tathagata heard a growling sound, low and sinister. She sat up and looked around, attempting to discern its location. It took her a few moments to realize that it came from her own throat. She ran her tongue along her teeth. Where they had once been small and flat, they now were large and jagged. She put her hands to her face. Her lips were grotesquely swollen, and her eyes were bulging from their sockets. She sensed strength in her arms far greater than she had ever experienced. And never had she felt so hungry. Her thirst for water was gone. She wanted to eat—juicy meat. The blood-soaked flesh would quench her thirst as well as her desire.

She heard another growl, this time clearly not her own. There were screams, feminine in timbre, from a faraway tent. The sound enraged her and spurred her into action. She buried her teeth into the neck of Sister Kilisatti and bit down hard. The flesh tore away as easily as moist parchment. Blood splattered Tathagata’s face. She drank it like the blood in her dreams.

Soon after, she ran.

THOUGH ASĒKHA-Tāseti’s long journey with the noble ones from the hidden Tugarian haven to the desert city Anna was only in its early stages, the powerful warrior already felt exhausted. She woke from a troubled sleep and crawled out of her small tent. Though the sun had barely begun its slow rise, the day was unseasonably warm. Tāseti took a moment to do some stretching and then packed up her tent and other supplies. She wanted the company to reach the western border of Barranca by noon, where they would find shelter beneath the numerous rock overhangs and rest until evening. After that, they would march only in darkness. Though Barranca was a difficult stretch of land, it was safer to traverse at night than the mesa they had left behind.




Tāseti noted an unusual disturbance among the camels, as if they sensed nearby predators. Were Lyons in the vicinity? Suddenly a scream pierced the air, high-pitched and wrought with terror. The warrior sprinted toward its source. What she saw in the dim light stopped her dead. A nun was backing slowly away from a hideous creature, human in size but distorted in shape. The monster held its arms straight out in front of its face, elbows locked and fingers squirming. Tāseti shook off her torpor and sprang forward, but Rati, a fellow Asēkha, beat her there, appearing from nowhere and decapitating the monster with a single stroke of his uttara. Blood as dark as kohl burst from the creature’s severed neck. When Tāseti came near, she could see that the viscous liquid pooling on the ground swarmed with wriggling worms.

Off to her left, Tāseti heard another shout. She turned to witness a tent, designed to contain five monks, seem to come to life and tear itself from the ground. Another of the monsters clawed its way from within the jumble of hide, and Tāseti realized with horror that the creature she now beheld had once been a monk. The truth struck her all at once in wave upon wave of revelation.

Somehow undines had tainted their water supply.

Rati must have carried the demonic vermin from the Ogha River in his goatskin.

Then they had multiplied when he rinsed out the skin in the pure waters of the haven’s spring.

Something grabbed Tāseti’s ankle. She looked down and saw a monk at her feet—or what had once been a monk. His nose was chewed off, and there was a hole in his cheek that exposed some of his teeth. The tattered skin flapped as he growled. Tāseti drew her uttara and swept off his hideous head.

Now there were shouts coming from everywhere. Some were screams of fear, others the snarls of fiends.

“Help me!” a nun screamed from a nearby tent. “She’s biting me . . . she’s eating me!”

Tāseti watched a Tugar warrior dive inside the tent and emerge with a nun in his arms, though she was no longer a nun. She had become a bloodthirsty fiend, devoid of any awareness other than hunger for human flesh. The fiend bit down on the warrior’s neck, but to no avail. Though she now bore above-average strength, she remained incapable of injuring a Tugar. The warrior cast her to the ground, stomped his boot on her chest, and took off her head. Then he crawled back into the tent for more.




The monks and nuns who were not infected—or had not yet transformed—escaped from their tents and gathered in a frightened cluster. They were highly realized beings and did not fear death, but this kind of horror was beyond even them. It fell to the two Asēkhas and fourteen Tugars to restore order.

They had begun this journey with five hundred monks and nuns, and it appeared that at least one hundred already had transformed or been bitten. Those who were bitten—even slightly—begged and pleaded for help, but soon after their eyes grew wild, and their lips curled into snarls. One swipe of a uttara silenced their misery. Rati already had dispatched at least thirty by himself.

Though the camels had been hobbled and tied to a picket line the previous night to prevent them from wandering off, the terrified beasts now struggled against their restraints. At least twenty of the fifty had broken free and scattered. To Tāseti’s dismay, Chieftain also bolted. She wondered if she would ever see the gelding again. She wouldn’t blame him if he galloped far away.

Tāseti could afford to send only three Tugars after the camels. Then she and the other warriors gathered the surviving monks and nuns and instructed them to form ten evenly spaced lines. The noble ones, who always had loved and respected their fellow monks and nuns, now looked at one another with distrust. The eleven remaining Tugars wandered among them, watching closely for any signs of strange behavior while Tāseti and Rati rushed to their supply of goatskins—six hundred in all—and began to open them, one by one. Only about one in ten contained undines. Tāseti sighed with relief. It was probable that the majority of the noble ones who had not already been bitten were not infected. The worst might be over.

Even as she felt a glimmer of hope, a warrior approached the Asēkhas and bowed before Tāseti.

“You have something to report, Kithar?”

“Yes, Asēkha. We have searched everywhere among the ruins of our camp and have determined with surety that all of the noble ones are accounted for—except for one. The High Nun is no longer among us, living or dead.”

“How can you be certain?” Rati said, his expression distraught. He obviously had come to the same conclusion as Tāseti and was blaming himself for the tragedy. “Their faces and bodies were ravaged.”

“While you and Tāseti examined the skins, Awamir and I assembled and counted the dead,” Kithar said. “We found one hundred and twenty-two bodies and the same number of heads; and of the heads, only twenty were unrecognizable. And then we re-examined the bodies. Though the noble ones are almost always thin, none are as skinny as Tathagata—and none show such signs of age. Three hundred and seventy-seven noble ones remain alive, at least for now. Only one is missing.”




“I do not doubt your ability,” Rati said, “but I wish to perform my own examination.” Then he trotted off.

“Do not take offense,” Tāseti said to Kithar.

“He is Asēkha,” Kithar responded matter-of-factly.

Suddenly there was a growling sound and several panicked screams. Soon after, another noble one was beheaded.

Tāseti sighed. “Make that three hundred and seventy-six still alive. I pray this number does not grow much smaller.”

IT WAS EARLY afternoon and brutally hot before the Tugars sent to retrieve the camels returned, bringing back all but three of the beasts, though Chieftain remained among the missing. The final warrior, a female named Silah, reported that she had discovered a bloody trail leading erratically into Barranca that would be easy to follow.

“And there were hoofprints as well as footprints,” Silah said to Tāseti, her voice puzzled. “It was as if your gelding were tracking a monster.”

Tāseti also was confused. To make matters worse, Rati appeared and confirmed that Sister Tathagata was indeed missing. Though Tāseti was anxious to go in search of the High Nun, there still was work to be done before the camp was put back in order. Most of the goatskins didn’t appear to contain undines, but they dared not allow the noble ones to drink from any of them. That left them without water, and they were many days’ walk from the nearest spring or stream.

At least there was some good news at the camp. It became apparent there would be no further transformations. Three hundred and seventy monks and nuns had survived the ordeal—and they now were displaying a bravery that the second in command found admirable. Still, courage was one thing, remaining alive without water—or a means to transport it—was another. Their food supplies were intact, but much of those required water for preparation. The warriors dispersed dates and squares of Cirāya. Afterward, Tāseti gathered Rati and the Tugars to discuss their predicament.

“Thoughts?” she said.

“We can boil the water,” Awamir said. “Surely these dreadful worms would then perish, making it safe for the noble ones to drink.”




“It will take time to boil enough to satisfy all these thirsts,” Kithar said. “Each time we stop for a meal will take half a day.”

“The oasis of Wuul is only a ten-day march, even at that slow of a pace,” Tāseti said. “The water we have, if boiled and rationed carefully, might last until then, especially if supplemented with camel milk. The beasts seem unaffected by the undines. Apparently only ordinary humans fall victim to the worms.”

“The Tugars also are unaffected, except for feeling a tad feverish,” Silah said. “Several of us could go ahead—each taking a single skin—and spread the word among the people of the desert that our company is in need of assistance. Appam may have already made contacts. It is probable help will arrive before the noble ones reach Wuul.”

Rati nodded vigorously. “This plan will succeed,” he said to Tāseti. “Allow me to go in pursuit of Sister Tathagata, before her lead becomes too great.”

“No,” Tāseti said.

“This is my doing,” Rati argued.

“My blame is greater than yours,” Tāseti said. “You were delirious, while I missed the signs with clear eyes. Regardless, this matter is not open for debate. I will pursue the High Nun. You will stay with the noble ones and lead them to Wuul—and beyond.”

“This assignment is not worthy of my station,” Rati said.

“You say that to me? If you wish to challenge me, then do so now. Otherwise, obey the commands of your superior.”

Rati bowed. “I have done enough damage for one lifetime. I will obey and remain with the noble ones. They will have little to fear, other than thirst and weariness.”

“Thank you,” Tāseti said with a shrug. “I had no desire to fight you.” Then she wrapped an arm around his muscular shoulders. “Now I know how Kusala felt.”

Rati chuckled. “Go, Tāseti. There is work yet to be done. Who knows how many more Tathagata could infect?”

“I fear something else even worse.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I fear that Tathagata’s own infection might be somehow . . . different.”

THE HORSE HAD appeared out of nowhere and begun to follow Sister Tathagata, which she found irritating, especially since the animal did not interest her as a source of food. Occasionally, she turned and gave it a warning snarl, but then she went about the difficult business of scrambling over the jagged rocks. She cared not that the soles of her bare feet were swollen and bleeding. She only knew that she needed to move forward in a stomach-churning search for human flesh.




Mucus gushed from her ears and nostrils. Spittle oozed from the corners of her mouth and dangled off the sides of her chin in greasy strands. Her lips were cracked and bloodied, partially from the constant dry winds of Barranca and partially because she chewed on them mindlessly with her gnarled teeth.

When she had first entered Barranca she had been traveling eastward, but after entering the wasteland she inexplicably veered to the north. Something called to her. Or she to it.

When night fell, Tathagata’s hunger increased and her senses magnified, especially her ability to scent human flesh. The smoke that rose from behind the ridge of a limestone crater caused her to slaver. She headed that way with as much speed as she could muster.

Tathagata saw them long before they saw her. Three haggard men with dark beards sat near a bristling fire. They wore only dyed loincloths, but they bore daggers on their belts, and they had other weapons as well—a pair of crude spears that had been stabbed into the sand nearby. She could smell roasting goat and boiled rice, but she cared naught for that fare. Their sweaty flesh is what drew her.

The three men—a father, son, and uncle, perhaps?—owned one camel that was tied to a line well away from the fire. When the camel let out a high-pitched bleat, the men stood and drew their daggers. At almost the same moment, Tathagata slipped behind the uncle and drove one of the spears into his back, the point emerging from his chest in a splash of gore. The uncle grunted and fell forward onto the fire.

The father turned just in time to get a glimpse of his assailant before she lunged at him and bit off a chunk of his face. The son attempted to come to his rescue, diving at her and stabbing his short dagger into her skinny thigh. Tathagata turned and pounced upon him, biting the youngest one’s neck. Then she began to chew, slurp, and swallow, making a sound so dreadful that the camel tore away from the line, broke the leather band that hobbled its left front leg, and ran off in a shuffling gait.

The reek of gore and burning flesh—both goat and human—filled the air. Tathagata continued to feed, heedless of anything else. But the injured father still lived, and he hoisted a heavy rock over his head and slammed it onto Tathagata’s back.




She cried out and leapt to her feet, her torso twisted grotesquely. But instead of retaliating, she smiled eerily, drew the dagger out of her leg, and returned to her business. The father, ignoring the pain of his tattered face, grabbed the other spear and drew it from the sand. But then his movements slowed, and he stood motionless for a time, eyes glazed. A short while later, he joined the feast.

Before the sliver of crescent moon rose at midnight, the son had been reduced to bones as efficiently as if a pair of Lyons had devoured him. The uncle was burned too badly to eat; otherwise, he too would have become part of the fare.

The father no longer cared for the son or uncle. He had become Tathagata’s disciple.

She finally stood, her face slathered with blood. The food had done her good. Her broken back had magically healed, and she was taller and not quite so skinny. Tathagata was growing, in more ways than one.

NOT ALL OF Peta’s prophecies were unpleasant. For instance, the ghost-child had foretold that Torg and Laylah would fall in love. And the healings of King Henepola and Queen Rajinii had been inspirational. But her visions of Sister Tathagata were among the most disturbing she had ever endured.

Unlike the Tugars, whose furnace-like metabolisms incinerated infections and poisons before they could cause much harm, the sister’s body had been susceptible to the undines. Most humans infected by the demon incarnations became mindless fiends, less intelligent than cattle and driven by ruthless hunger. The only sure way to kill them was to cut off their heads, though cutting their bodies in half above the navel also was effective.

To her horror, Peta foresaw that Tathagata’s spiritual achievements would work against her. The High Nun’s powerful mind could not be ruined as easily as her body. Instead, a portion of her wisdom and will would survive, making her far more dangerous than any fiend had ever been. To make matters worse, every time Tathagata fed, she would grow larger and stronger. Cutting off her head would not be so simple.

These revelations had thrilled Vedana, of course. The mother of all demons had long despised Sister Tathagata, whom she described as a “lazy goody-goody.” But it was more than the demise of the High Nun that Vedana found tantalizing. She envisioned Tathagata as yet another means to weaken her enemies. And so—unbeknownst to Invictus or even Jākita-Abhinno—she had joined with her most loyal witches and summoned a large batch of undines from the Realm of the Undead. Then she ordered the Warlish whores to dump them into the Ogha River north of Senasana.




Senasana . . . the nearest city to Tējo . . . and Anna.

“I’ll be gone for a few days,” Vedana said to Peta while Rathburt slept. “You know why. Behave yourself.”

“My loyalty is to Father,” Peta said. “As I’ve told you countless times, I’ll do nothing to endanger him.”

“Blah-blah-blah,” Vedana said.

“I must warn you again that my visions are becoming more and more fallible.”

“Oh, don’t worry your little head. Mother has everything under control. Just keep your eye on Rathburt. Oh wait, I forgot . . . you can’t see anything.”

“You’re not as funny as you imagine yourself to be, Vedana.”

“Vedana, is it now? What happened to calling me Mother? Oh, never mind! As I said before, just be sure to behave yourself. And don’t you dare have any wild parties while I’m gone.”

Then the demon vanished.

AT DUSK, TĀSETI, Kithar, and Silah sprinted from the camp, each carrying a goatskin of boiled water, a pack of Cirāya, their uttaras and daggers, and their slings and beads. Speed was of the essence. There would be little time for eating or sleeping over the next several days.

Soon after they departed, Kithar split from the trio and headed due east. His orders were to cross Barranca, the rocky wasteland that partially encircled the great desert Tējo, as quickly as possible and locate allies who could lend aid to the much-slower company he’d left behind.

Though Barranca was truly an inhospitable wasteland, Tējo was more heavily populated than most outsiders realized. The Tugars numbered more than twenty thousand all told, yet they were in the minority. Many of the permanent desert dwellers were allies of Anna, and all of them feared the Tugars. It would not be difficult to encounter willing assistance or to intimidate unwilling assistance. At this point, either would be acceptable.

When Tāseti and Silah entered the rocky border of Barranca, they continued to follow Tathagata’s trail. It wasn’t difficult to do. The High Nun was making no effort to conceal her tracks. Surprisingly, though, her path turned abruptly north.

“I no longer need you with me,” Tāseti said. “This is my task and mine alone. Do as Kithar has been ordered and search for help inside Tējo. And be quick: the noble ones’ lives are at stake.”




“As you say, Asēkha.” Then Silah bid her farewell and sprinted eastward.

Tāseti was alone.

This stretch of Barranca was nearly devoid of life. Scattered among large tracts of spiny limestone were pools of black mud, a few of which bore footprints barely half the size of a Tugar’s. There also was dried blood on the rocks that contained dead worms, each about the length of a fingernail and width of a blade of grass. These undines, at least, would cause no further harm.

Tāseti guessed that the fiend she tracked was a half-day ahead, which meant she had made up little ground, thus far. The fiend was shambling faster than Tāseti would have believed possible.

Just after midnight, something approached from the north. Tāseti’s heart skipped a beat, but the shape was far too large to be human. She raced toward it at a full run, managing through grace and skill to avoid stumbling or twisting an ankle. When she came near enough, she saw with joy that it was Chieftain. The gelding raised his head and whinnied. Tāseti laughed.

“Good boy!” She hugged the horse’s neck and patted his crest. Chieftain pressed his muzzle against her face. She was surprised to find that it was soaking wet. The horse recently had drunk, though she knew of no water within several leagues.

If they had been on less difficult ground, Tāseti would have mounted the gelding and continued her search on horseback. But the landscape of Barranca was more precarious for the gelding than for her.

“I’ll have to go on without you,” she said to Chieftain. “You can follow, if you like, and catch up with me later.”

It saddened Tāseti more than it should have to leave the horse behind, and she was worried that he would injure himself trying to stay with her, but there was too much at stake to give it further thought. Chieftain’s fate was his own.

Tāseti charged off at a full run. Try as he might, the gelding failed to keep up, letting out a series of high-pitched squeals that nearly broke Tāseti’s heart. But she didn’t look back.

Tāseti ran like this for the rest of the night, taking only occasional sips of water from her skin and eating only two squares of Cirāya. But she refused to give in to thirst or hunger. Besides, the cumulative benefits of the cactus would kick in even quicker if her stomach were otherwise empty.




Near morning, she approached the rim of a broad canyon. She knew this place well. Pale sand filled the canyon, as if an offspring of Tējo had taken residence within the wasteland. The circular rim stood about fifty cubits high. Tāseti scaled it easily and then made her way down. When she reached the canyon floor, a horrendous odor assaulted her. She raced toward the source—and found that she was not alone.

Six armed men had encircled a smoldering campfire. They wore gray head-cloths and long white shirts that hung past their knees. Tāseti recognized them as Kalliks, bandit tribesmen who wandered the desert. They were few in number but wicked, preying on the weak and unwary. The Tugars sometimes sent out hunting parties to weed out the worst of them.

When the Kalliks saw Tāseti approaching, they backed nervously away from the fire, but she was far less interested in them than in what they had been investigating. When she reached the smoldering cinders, she gasped. A blackened body lay upon the coals, tendrils of smoke rising from its scorched flesh. A few cubits away was the skeleton of another man, its white bones stripped clean of hair and flesh.

The Kalliks feared Tugars—and Asēkhas, especially—for the obvious reason that Kalliks were no match for them. The tallest among them was four spans shorter than Tāseti, but he managed the courage to approach her. When she turned to face him, he cast himself onto the sand.

She reached down and cuffed his ear. “Speak clearly, in the common tongue,” she commanded. “I have little time for nonsense.”

“We did not do this thing, Desert Mistress,” the tribesman whined. “The smoke attracted us—and the smell—and we arrived here just a few moments before you, I swear it.”

Tāseti cuffed him again, just because she was annoyed and felt like doing it. “From which direction did you come? And what did you see?”

“From the southeast, across the floor of the canyon. And we saw nothing, Mistress! We are honest men.”

Tāseti grunted. “Since when have Kalliks ever been honest? Don’t toy with me, fool. And I can see that one of your camels does not belong to you. He has been fed.”

“We found him wandering in the canyon. He is ours, fairly taken.”

“He is mine, now,” Tāseti said. “Be off, all of you, before I get angry. And another thing: If you come upon a gelding, do not touch it. It also belongs to me. If I find that you have harmed it, I will make it my life’s duty to butcher every Kallik alive in the world.”




The tribesman backed away, as if grateful to be spared. But he was bold enough to say one last thing before retreating. “This was not the work of a Lyon or wolf,” he said, gesturing toward the carnage. “What could have done such a thing, Mistress?”

“The world is full of monsters, fool. Even Tējo is not immune. If I were you, I would ride east and slink among the dunes until the storms pass.”

Then she mounted the camel and rode northward. The beast seemed grateful to be with her.
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ON THE SAME morning that Tāseti confronted the desert bandits, Kusala stood atop Hakam, surveying the fortress from above. King Henepola, Princess Madiraa, Yama-Utu and Indajaala joined him. Several senior commanders also huddled nearby, including Palak. It was their third conference since the healing of the conjurer king, though the first held outside the keep.

Henepola’s recuperative powers stunned Kusala. The king looked decades younger than he had just a few days before, his eyes clear and alert. Best of all, he had returned to being his former self—and then some. In fact, Kusala had never found the king so pleasant to be around. It was as if most of his irritating qualities—even those that had existed long before Invictus had become involved—had been tempered. Now Henepola exuded a contagious confidence.

“We all know we’re missing something, but we still have no idea what it is,” the king said. “Let’s review again what we’ve discussed. Perhaps the mystery is nestled within our words.”

“Very well,” Kusala said. “First, we all agree that there is no value in meeting Mala outside the fortress walls. Despite their superior numbers, the golden soldiers would be manageable—but the monsters are too powerful. Whatever damage we would inflict with sallies would be minimal. Our hope lies within the walls. Not until his army has crumbled at the base of Balak should we issue forth to greet the Chain Man.”

“Mala knows this too,” Palak said. “Yet he marches fearlessly. Even the dracools are kept on a leash. If the white horsemen were among us, Mala would not be so bold.”

“But they are not,” the king said, “and we should stop complaining about it. Now that I am free from the sorcerer’s spells, I more clearly understand the Jivitans’ motives for remaining in the White City. Queen Rajinii faces her own dangers.”

“I agree that we should not complain—only because it will do us no good,” Kusala said. “Personally, I would prefer Lord Torgon to be here over the entire Jivitan army. But that also has not occurred.”




“Our scouts in the field report that Mala’s army nears Java,” Palak said. “Though a few of our riders have been spotted, the Chain Man chooses not to pursue. Perhaps he believes the more we know, the more we will cower.”

“And yet he brings no siege towers,” Madiraa said. “If he plans to build them in Java, that will slow him even more than the wreckage of Iddhi-Pada. Yet without these machines, how can he assault our walls? And even with them, the effort would be fruitless. Balak alone is too strong, tall, and well-manned to succumb to such tactics, and yet the first of our three bulwarks is dwarfed by its larger brothers, Ott and Hakam. How could Mala possibly expect to breach all three of our walls? It cannot be done.”

“Mala’s army could number a million, and yet he could not defeat us in that way,” Henepola said. “Balak might fall. Might, I say. But Ott would stand. And Hakam would only chuckle.”

“The doors are our weakness,” Indajaala said. “They will concentrate all their strength against them.”

“The doors are too well defended from above. They will not be broken,” Palak said. “I cannot see any way that the bulwarks will be breached. Kusala does not agree, but my belief is that Mala plans to starve us out.”

“Your words hold credence,” Kusala said. “But flaws, as well. It is not as simple as Mala choosing to camp outside our walls through the spring and summer. For one thing, that would give the white horsemen, assuming they defeat the druids, time to come to our aid.” Kusala paused and ran his fingers through his shoulder-length hair. Then he said, “I believe the Chain Man does not have the patience for a long siege. He desires a decisive victory. And more important, he believes his army capable of this feat. As Henepola says, we are missing something.”

The snow giant spoke next, surprising all of them. He had remained silent during their previous conferences. “The most powerful sorcerer to ever live assails you, yet little has been mentioned of sorcery as a weapon.”

“That’s not true,” Indajaala said. “We’ve discussed that aspect many times. Magical giants march with Mala, but they can be slain from above. We fear the Stone-Eaters, as well, but they will need time and protection to eat their way through our walls, which we will be sure not to give them. The Kojins and trolls are strong, but not that strong; they cannot batter down black granite with their fists. Not even Mala can do such a thing. So we return to our quandary.”




“If your goal is to be prepared, then you must be ready for the inconceivable,” Utu said, but he did not elaborate further.

“Regardless of their schemes, if Mala falls, his army will fall,” the king said to the snow giant. “It will be your task to destroy the Chain Man, though you will not be without aid.”

Madiraa, the king’s daughter, nodded knowingly.

LATER THAT AFTERNOON, Kusala found Utu sitting alone atop Balak.

“You know something that you’re not telling us,” Kusala said softly enough so that no others could hear.

“Why would I hide anything from you?” Utu said.

“I’m not sure, but I wish you’d be more forthright. We’re not your enemies.”

“You are certain?”

“If so, then why are you here?” Kusala said.

“Do you have any brothers or sisters?” Utu said.

“I had one brother, but he no longer lives.”

“When and how did your brother die?”

“He died peacefully of old age more than a century ago,” Kusala said. “He achieved the rank of warrior but fell short of Asēkha, so his lifespan was less than mine.”

“Did you love him?” Utu said.

“What kind of question is that? Of course I loved him.”

“There is love and there is love. How many years did you spend together before he passed?”

“Almost three hundred,” Kusala said.

“Yama-Deva and I were together for more than fifty thousand,” Utu said.

“From what I know of snow giants, this doesn’t surprise me. But at the same time I cannot fathom it.”

“I asked you if you loved your brother. I tell you now that I loved mine.”

“Your point?”

“I like you, chieftain. I have even grown fond of the king. But I loved my brother. My desire to free him from this horror far surpasses anything else. If killing you would end Yama-Deva’s misery, I would do so without hesitation. Now do you comprehend me? Are you certain that you’re not my enemy?”




“If killing me would destroy Mala, I would not resist,” Kusala said. “Are you certain that I’m not your friend?”

The snow giant snorted. “For one so young, you have wisdom.”

Kusala chuckled. “For one so old, you have heart.”

THAT NIGHT, HENEPOLA lay alone in his bed. Several dozen candles lighted his chambers, chasing away enough of the darkness to allow him to sleep. But he did not slumber peacefully. Instead, he tossed and turned, moaning and sometimes shouting. Indajaala was the only other person in the room. Since his healing, Henepola had requested that either the conjurer or Madiraa remain with him during the night. Invictus no longer held sway, but memories of the sorcerer’s intrusions into his mind were still engrained in his subconscious.

Suddenly Henepola sat upright and gasped.

“Are you all right, sire?” Indajaala said. “Would you care for some tea or wine? I have spells that can calm your thoughts and potions that will sweeten your slumber.”

“No more spells, no more potions!” the king said. “My mind must remain clear for the trials ahead. It’s just that when I close my eyes, I still see his face. It no longer holds sway over me, other than the power of fright. And yet, I do not fear him in the ways that you might imagine.”

“How so?” the conjurer said.

“He is not what you think,” the king said slowly. “Compared to you and me, he is just a boy.”

“And yet, you fear more than immaturity.”

“You know me well. Yes, it is more than that. When the sorcerer entered my mind, I glimpsed the full extent of the power the boy wielded. In that regard, when compared to Invictus, we are children. We speak of defeating Mala, but we always dance around the subject of the sorcerer. Why? Because deep down, we know that we cannot prevail. Perhaps the snow giants who remain in Okkanti have it right—or for that matter, the noble ones of Dibbu-Loka. We cannot defeat Invictus by force. And yet we are determined to try.”

“We are who we are, sire—and know no other way. It is not in our blood to surrender our arms to any foe. And so we will fight. If we die . . . when we die . . . we will do so with courage.”

“Courage? Is that not another word for ignorance?”

“Perhaps, sire. But it’s a blessed ignorance.”

The king laughed at that for a long time. Afterward, he said, “Leave me . . .”




“Sire?”

“My courage has returned. I no longer need a babysitter. Blow out the candles. I will sleep now . . . and take solace in the calm before the storm.”

And so he did.
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ON THE SAME afternoon that Kusala and Utu spoke privately atop Balak, Invictus stood inside his chambers near the rooftop of Uccheda and leaned over his yellow basin. A female dracool stood next to him.

“What do you think that is?” Invictus said.

“I see nothing but glazed snow,” Iriz responded.

“Dracools have eyes like eagles. Use them!”

Iriz’s leathery wings trembled ever so slightly. Invictus made her nervous. If he found out that she sometimes reported to Vedana, he would end her in a flash of agony.

“I see a tiny . . . crack?”

“Look closer!”

Iriz leaned so near to the basin, her snout nearly touched the magical liquid. “Is it, perhaps, a strand of human hair?”

“Yes . . . Yes!” the sorcerer said, clapping his hands. “And do you know what that means?”

“My liege?”

“It means that I have found Bhayatupa, you fool!”

THOUGH IT PLEASURED him to lie amid his treasure, Bhayatupa occasionally felt the urge to stretch his wings. With Invictus on the prowl, it was dangerous to leave his lair, but the dragon’s enormous pride sometimes overcame his cautiousness. Besides, he had imbued this lair with far more of his magic than any other.

Now he was on the summit, his wings stretched to their fullest, and he bathed in the harsh sunlight. Though most other areas of the land had become unseasonably hot, it still was cold as winter in the highest heights. The icy wind that blew against his scales was invigorating. For a time, Bhayatupa felt like his old self—Mahaasupanna, mightiest of all. No Sun God threatened his place in the world. He ruled supreme.

When Vedana informed him that Invictus had slain Carūūldassana, he had feigned disinterest because there was no gain in displaying weakness to the ancient demon. But after Vedana departed, Bhayatupa had suffered enormous grief. Carūūldassana had been the one true love of his life, the only member of his kind who could bear his seed. Her beauty was unsurpassed by any creature, dragon or otherwise, and she had borne him a son whose scales were a crimson even deeper than his own. They had named him Mūlaka, and Bhayatupa had loved him desperately.




During the height of Supanna-Sangaamaani (the Dragon Wars), Sankhaya, sister of Sankhayo, murdered Mūlaka before he achieved full growth. It was rumored that Ulaara the Black had ordered the assassination, believing that Bhayatupa’s sorrow would ruin him. But Ulaara’s plan failed. Instead of withdrawing from the world and withering away, Bhayatupa vowed vengeance. Soon after, he killed Sankhaya and then intimidated Ulaara into permanent exile. But the newly crowned Mahaasupanna would never again feel content. His obsession with eternal life took root after his son’s death. Even Carūūldassana fled from Bhayatupa’s anguish.

Now he perched on the mountaintop, his grief haunting the peaks like the ghost of a god. “Carūūldassana . . . I love you!” he screamed within his mind. “Mūlaka . . . I miss you.”

Maybe the demon was right. If she could wipe away his memories, she could wipe away his pain.

Even as he writhed in emotional agony, a small part of his awareness sensed the sorcerer’s probing eyes. Bhayatupa leapt toward the cavern’s mouth and scrambled into his lair. Once there he lay still as death, unseen by all eyes except for his cadre of Mogol slaves.

However, unbeknownst to the dragon, the Asēkha warrior who had betrayed him once would betray him again.

The first time it had been her bones.

The second time it would be a single strand of her black hair, frozen in the ice outside the entrance to his lair.
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LESS THAN A week after Torg and Laylah healed the queen, General Lucius Annaeus stood before Worrins-Julich, senior captain of the army of Jivita, and introduced the members of his party. For the first time, it entered Lucius’ mind that he didn’t know their surnames, including the woman he loved.

“That’s all right, Master Loo-shus,” said Ugga, the good-natured crossbreed. “Bard and I doesn’t even know our own last names.”

“Ugga never had one,” Bard said. “And I doesn’t remember mine.”

“For the three of us, given names will do,” Jord said. “But I would be most excited to hear Bonny’s last name, if that’s all right with her.”

The pirate woman blushed. Then she turned to Lucius and curtsied.

“I am Bonny Calico, if it pleases you,” she said.

“It does.”

“If it pleases all of you, we should start toward Jivita immediately,” Julich said. “Scouts have already left our company to report your appearance, and an even larger escort should arrive henceforth. However, it would be quicker if the five of you rode instead of walked. Our steeds are well-behaved. Do any of you fear to mount?”

“I isn’t scared of the horses, but they are scared of me,” Ugga said.

“All of us can ride, captain,” said Jord, the magical woman who had been a longtime companion of Bard and Ugga. “I have a way with horses, you could say. They will do what I tell them, even when it comes to Ugga.”

Julich nodded. “The Torgon has spoken of you, my lady. He was most adamant that you should be treated with high honor.”

“I can’t wait to see Master Han-nah again! And the pretty lady and little guy, too,” Ugga bellowed. “If only poor Master Rad-burt were with them. It would be like the good ol’ days.”

“The good ol’ days?” Bard said. “We’ve only known them for a little whiles, ya booger!”

“All right, then . . . the good new days.”




Lucius laughed. “Very well, Captain Julich, we will ride. And the Daasa should be able to keep up, though they tend to wander about. Did Torg warn you about their other tendency?”

“We are aware,” Julich said. “The Torgon seems to believe that we will be in no danger, as long as we don’t try to harm any of you—which, of course, is not our intent.”

Jord wasn’t exaggerating when she said she could manage horses. Four stallions and a mare were brought forward—no palfreys among them—and all knelt as if performing for a trainer. This amazed the white horsemen; never before had they witnessed such submission, especially in the company of strangers. The woman unraveled her shawl, revealing long, fleecy locks that matched the coats of their destriers. Jord became an instant legend among the Assarohaa.

The company rode southwest along the borders of Dhutanga, but it managed less than five leagues before darkness galloped up from behind. By then, six more Jivitan squadrons had joined them. The horsemen lighted torches and then they continued onward, finally reaching the eastern bank of the Cariya River about one bell before dawn.

“We shall rest here and prepare breakfast,” Julich said to Lucius. “The White City is now just half-a-day’s journey on horseback.”

“Is there no danger of ambush?” Lucius said.

“We are on the east bank of Cariya,” the captain said. “The druids will attack from the other side. Besides, if you know what to look for—and what to listen for—then a surprise assault is unlikely. The wood-eaters are not particularly fast, and we have scouts posted as far as five leagues into the forest.”

While they waited for their meal to be prepared, Bonny, Ugga, and Bard cast themselves on blankets on the soft grass and fell asleep. Jord stood facing the forest, her green eyes glistening but her body motionless. The horsemen watched with a mixture of amazement and amusement as the Daasa skittered into the trees to feed. Lucius tried to sleep but found his anxious thoughts drifting to Laylah.

“How will I feel when I see her again?” he mused.

Lucius experienced swells of rage every time he thought of Torg. Their last encounter still annoyed him, but he admitted that his displeasure was as much about his own guilt over Laylah’s capture as the way the wizard had treated him. However, for the first time, the thought of facing Torg didn’t intimidate Lucius quite so much. He was no longer as impotent as he had once believed. The wizard often said that it wasn’t wise to make him angry. Now Lucius could say the same thing about himself.




“Your thoughts wander far, general,” Julich said. “Is there anything we can do to please you?”

Lucius chuckled. “Yes. Cut off Mala’s head and ram it up Invictus’ rear end.”

The captain smiled ruefully. “You know better than I that I am incapable of either. Only the great among the greats could attempt such a thing.”

Lucius chuckled again. “There is something you could do for me: Answer a couple of questions.”

“I will try.”

“Where is Mala’s army now?”

“We have had less access to the news of the world than we are accustomed,” Julich said. “The eagles have disappeared; we know naught why or where. And our pigeons are frightened to fly. But the hardiest have returned with news from the east. As far as we know, the full strength of Mala’s army is still two weeks from assembling outside the fortress’ gates.”

“She can tell you about the fate of the eagles. At least some of them,” Lucius said, nodding at Jord. “But here’s another question: Are the druids withholding their attack on Jivita to coincide with the siege of Nissaya?”

“The evils of the world tend to have like minds,” the captain said. “After eliminating the druids, we would be free to send horsemen to the aid of Nissaya—and vice versa. Therefore, it makes tactical sense that simultaneous battles will benefit our enemies more than us.”

“You speak as if it were a foregone conclusion that Jivita will prevail.”

“We are prepared,” Julich said.

“One final question . . . and then maybe I’ll be able to sleep. How fares Laylah? Has she spoken of me?”

“Last I saw her, The Torgon’s lady fared well,” Julich said. But then his face grew puzzled. “Has she spoken of you? Not that I have heard. My orders came directly from The Torgon.”

Lucius grunted. “Never mind, captain. You have told me all I need know. I’ll rest now. How long until we eat?”

“There is time yet for sleep, general. But before you retire, I have a question for you.”

“Yes?”

“These Daasa . . . we in Jivita know little of them. Are they truly formidable fighters? To me, they appear too docile and friendly to be effective. Already I have grown fond of them and fear for their welfare. Our enemy is ruthless.”




“They are more than capable,” Lucius said. “When the druids come, you will see for yourself.”

“Wonders never cease,” the captain said softly.

FOR BREAKFAST, they were served venison stew with brown bread to soak up the broth. A short while after dawn, they broke camp and rode down the eastern bank of Cariya. A squadron of horsemen cheered them from the far bank.

As soon as the company lost sight of the trees behind them, the Daasa became hesitant, as if sensing that the Green Plains were devoid of their natural habitat. Soon after, it became apparent they had no desire to follow Lucius and the others into the open fields. Lucius pulled back on the reins of his mount and came to a halt.

“I don’t think they’ll leave the border of the trees,” he said to the others. “At least not until the real battle begins. I might have to await the druid invasion from here.”

“If you do that,” the captain said, “you’ll play a small role in the outcome. The druids will exit Dhutanga west of the river, and the nearest bridge capable of bearing large numbers is ten leagues to the south.”

“We could swim,” Lucius said.

Julich shook his head. “The currents are too powerful and unpredictable to swim. Few who attempt the crossing, even on horseback, survive.”

“The Daasa are great swimmers, even when they’re nicey,” Ugga said. “I thinks they could make it, Master Loo-shus.”

Jord agreed. “This river will not hinder them, if they wish to cross. When the druids come, will the Daasa be able to see them from here?”

“My lady, they’ll hear them long before they see them. But unless they can swim better than any animal that walks the land, then most will drown.”

“I have an idea, Lucius,” Bonny said. “What if I stay here with the Daasa and you go on to Jivita? You can cross over the bridge and come back up the river. When the Daasa see you on the other side, maybe they’ll swim over to join you.”

“The general would not have to go all the way to the bridge,” Julich said. “There are barges available that can ferry small numbers.”

“If I go, you go,” Lucius said to Bonny.




“We’ll stay here,” Jord said, gesturing toward Ugga and Bard.

“Excellent!” Julich said. “Follow me, general. You, Bonny, and I should be able to return to the opposite bank before noon.”

When they reached the ferry about a mile farther south, they dismounted and prepared to cross. But another set of riders approached along the eastern bank, their steeds coming toward them in a canter. Lucius recognized Torg, Laylah, and Elu. The wizard rode a great white stallion, but he was dressed all in black. Beside him was the sorceress, also wearing black. The Svakaran was atop a pony much smaller than the destriers, and he was adorned in a miniature version of the white armor of the Jivitans.

Elu was the first to greet them. He leapt off his pony and ran clinking and clanking before wrapping his short arms around one of Lucius’ legs.

“Lucius! Bonny!” was all Elu could manage. It amazed Lucius to find his eyes tearing up, and he crouched low and gave the armored Svakaran a hug. Bonny did the same.

“It’s good to see you, my friend,” Lucius said.

When he looked up, Laylah towered above the three of them. Torg was several paces back, looking uncomfortable. A pale but stately woman with long black hair stood beside the wizard. Lucius’ heart raced as he rose to face Laylah, who smiled and surprised him with a hug.

“Lucius, I’m so happy you’ve arrived safely,” she said. “And Bonny, it’s wonderful to see you.”

“Elu is glad too,” the Svakaran squealed. “But where are Ugga, Bard, and Jord?”

For the moment, Lucius paid him little heed.

“I’m pleased you’re safe too,” he said to Laylah, taking both of her beautiful hands in his. “A part of me believed I would never see you again. How did you manage to escape?”

“That’s a story best told over beer and wine,” Laylah said. “I would hear your tale as well.”

The woman who stood next to Torg spoke next. “May I approach?”

“Of course, your highness,” Laylah said.

The woman wore a tight-fitting tunic with white breeches. A simple green crown graced her brow. “Allow me to introduce myself,” she said. “I am Queen Rajinii, Sovereign of Jivita, and I welcome you to the White City. Tales of your strange but heroic army abound among my people. According to Sir Elu, you and this fine lady”—she gestured at Bonny—“played a crucial role in the dismemberment of Duccarita, which was no small feat. The good people of Jivita thank you, both for what you have done and what you might yet do.”




“Your greeting honors me,” Lucius said. “But one thing confuses me. Did you say Sir Elu?”

“Elu is now a member of the queen’s personal guard,” Laylah said respectfully.

“And a brave member, at that,” Rajinii added. “He also asks good questions. Where are the other members of your company?” She turned to Julich, who stood nearby. “Have you lost track of them, captain?”

Lucius laughed. “Not so, your highness. Captain Julich has been a most gracious host.” Then he quickly explained why the others had been left behind. As he spoke, Torg approached, almost timidly.

“Lucius,” he said, “it is good to see you, though after the way I treated you the last time we were together, you and Bonny are probably not so happy to see me. For what it’s worth, please accept my apologies.”

“You had your reasons for being angry,” Lucius said. “And you kept Laylah alive. That is the most I could ask for.”

“She did the same for me. But as Laylah said, these are tales best told with mugs in hand. The great battles approach, but it appears that a few more days of peace remain. Let us cross the river and see if the Daasa will follow.”

“I will come too,” Rajinii said. “Tonight, we will feast beneath the moon.”

They boarded a flat barge large enough for ten horses and riders. The barge was attached to a cable on the far bank. Once unfettered and released into the powerful current, it arced across the river. Soon after, they were safely on the other side, where hundreds of cheering horsemen greeted them.

This impressed Lucius, but his attention was soon derailed by the sight of Torg and Laylah riding side by side a stone’s throw ahead. Something the wizard said caused the sorceress to laugh. Lucius felt his old jealousy arise.

Instantly Bonny was beside him. “Would you like me to go away? It seems, once you got a look-see at Laylah, you forgot all about me.”

Though Bonny’s vehemence startled Lucius, he realized that she was right. Before he could apologize, the queen rode over and patted Bonny on the back.

“It appears I’m not the only one who’s jealous of Laylah. It’s easy to see how men like Torg and Lucius would be attracted to her.”

Lucius grunted. “No offense, your highness. But would you mind if I spoke to Bonny about this in private?”




“A man who speaks his mind, even to a queen!” Rajinii laughed, then urged Arusha forward.

“Bonny, listen . . .” Lucius said.

“Don’t worry, Lucius. You don’t need to explain . . .”

“Bonny!”

“What?”

“I’m not trying to explain, I’m trying to apologize.”

“For what?”

“For my behavior. I’ve spent the past two weeks half-believing Laylah was dead. I mean, how could she have possibly escaped the druids? Then, seeing her alive was . . . jarring. I’ve known her for a long time.”

“I know . . . I know . . .”

“Please let me finish. For a moment, I returned to my old habit of obsessing over her and feeling as if she’s my possession . . . stolen by him.” He gestured toward Torg. “But if you’ll forgive me this one last time, I promise you it won’t happen again. I have no idea what the future holds for me. Less than a month from now, most of us will probably be dead. But if we somehow survive all this, you are the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with. I swear it.”

The pirate woman smiled. “Ah, Lucius, it’s not like I caught you in bed with her. You were just acting a little flirty, that’s all.”

“I love you, Bonny.”

“Elu loves Bonny too,” the Svakaran cried from below. “Elu loves all his wonderful friends.” And then he surged forward to join the queen, leaving Lucius and Bonny to their laughter.

AT NOON THEY came to the edge of the forest on the western side of Cariya. Elu was the first to see the Daasa and his other companions on the far bank, and he dismounted and began leaping around and waving his arms.

“Look, great one!” he shouted to Torg. “It’s Ugga and Bard—and the white-haired lady who fought the dragon!” Then the Svakaran suddenly quit jumping and lowered his head. “But not Rathburt. He is still gone.”

Torg dismounted and joined Elu near the riverbank. “I’m sorry, my friend. But Peta herself told you that he still lives.”

“Unless Elu was dreaming.”

“I think not. I sense Rathburt’s presence somewhere in the forest. Perhaps it’s safer if he remains out of sight until the fighting is over. As you know better than anyone, he sometimes has trouble staying out of his own way, much less a druid’s.”




This made Elu chuckle and seemed to cheer him up. “If you sense him, then he must be alive.”

By then, Laylah had joined them. “I sense him too,” she said.

As the three spoke, Lucius and Bonny made their way to the water’s edge. The wizard found himself laughing hysterically at the sight of Ugga and Bard bounding around like overgrown boys. But Jord stood with arms crossed, a green aura shimmering around her motionless form. Torg wondered if anyone else could see the magical emanation.

Meanwhile, the Daasa had noticed Lucius and Bonny, and thousands gathered along the river’s edge, resembling a massive herd of pink Buffelo pondering a dangerous crossing. Torg had no idea if they could make it or not, having never witnessed firsthand how well they could swim. He was amazed when a lone Daasa suddenly plunged into the currents and disappeared beneath the surface. For what seemed like an impossibly long time, it remained submerged, but then it sprang from the water and scrambled up the bank. In an instant, it was dripping at Lucius’ feet, its thick backside waggling excitedly. The firstborn and pirate hugged its soaked fur. Torg wasn’t certain, but he thought he saw tears in their eyes.

The success of the first Daasa created an exodus among the rest. Hundreds of them crossed, shaking themselves dry and then rolling over and over in the soft grass. The spectacle amused the Jivitan horsemen, and they laughed and slapped their thigh armor with their gauntlets. Their destriers paid the Daasa no more heed than they would a pack of friendly dogs.

Of everyone in attendance, Rajinii seemed the most amazed. She had never before seen a Daasa up close, but she had heard enough about them to be curious. The queen walked over to Torg and Laylah and pressed her hand against her heart.

“How can such marvelous creatures become the killers you describe?” she said.

“The first time I saw them,” said Julich, who stood nearby, “my words were the same, your highness.”

“They are but ten thousand, and yet they killed almost every villain in Duccarita,” Torg said. “The pirates and slave traders are not the equal of druids, but the monsters that haunted its alleys also succumbed.”

By then, Lucius and Bonny had joined them, overhearing much of what was said.

“We saw them kill a bunch of druids when they fought in the forest,” Bonny said proudly. “When we . . . they get mean, they are a handful.”




“Your highness, I would recommend that as many of your men and women as possible commune with them,” Lucius said. “The Daasa seem to fight at their hardest when they believe we are in danger. We need to imprint upon them that the armored horsemen are also friends.”

“Make it so,” the queen said to Julich. And then she began shouting orders to others. “Raise the pavilions. Prepare the feast. Joy and festivity will be a rare commodity in the coming days, but tonight there will be plenty of both, the One God willing.”

In the late afternoon, Jord, Ugga, and Bard joined the others. There was a great deal of hugging and back-slapping, and Ugga, in characteristic fashion, burst into tears. Horse-drawn wagons began to arrive with food, drink, and other supplies. Workers erected twenty large pavilions, each with eight sturdy posts, and they stretched white canvas over the peaked roofs. Then they placed a single round table made of white balsa in the center of each pavilion, each with sixteen chairs.

A fire pit was prepared and a simple feast devised on the open plain: roasted boar, boiled eel, cabbage stew, and elderberry wine. It was past dark by the time the guests had arrived from Jivita—more than three hundred, all told—with twenty squadrons forming a perimeter guard.

Queen Rajinii presided over Torg’s table. Laylah, Elu, Lucius, Bonny, Jord, Bard, and Ugga joined them. Also present were Manta, Captain Julich, General Navarese and Archbishop Bernard. Sitting on the wizard’s right—standing in the chair, actually—was “Burly” Boulogne, who made even Elu look large.

“I can see that you haven’t yet taken my advice to seek safety,” Torg whispered to the enchanter.

“And miss all the excitement?”

Queen Rajinii raised a hand-held gong and rang it once. A surprisingly vibrant sound filled the air. All else went silent, including the Daasa and horses.

“Bless us, Ekadeva,” she said after the first ring.

She rapped the gong again.

“We thank you for the bounty of your gifts.”

Then a third time.

“Amen.”

She turned to Torg. “Many honored guests are among us, you not the least of them. Though our faith in the One God is strong, we do our best to respect the beliefs of others. Is there anything you would like to say before we eat?”




Torg stood and faced the gathering. When he spoke, he made certain that all in attendance could hear his voice by adding a touch of magic to amplify and sweeten his voice.

“Thank you, your highness, for your beneficence. Rarely in Triken’s long history has there been a greater need for the forces of good to put aside their personal differences and unite as one. None among us here desire dominion or enslavement. Freedom is our banner—and we will fight and die beneath it, without exception. All living beings have much in common. Life is a struggle, and there are no givens. None truly know when or if the next meal will come. Each morsel of food is a gift from the sun, air, rain, and ground. May all here tonight . . . the weakest and strongest . . . youngest and oldest . . . human and beast . . . behave in a manner that is worthy of this gift.”

The Tugars among them shouted, “Ema! Ema! (Yes! Yes!)” And then there was a great clattering of sword against sword.

On that night, good fellowship abounded. General Navarese made peace with Archbishop Bernard and then with Torg, though he remained confused over the events that had transpired five nights before when he had mysteriously awoken in the queen’s bedchambers.

The Daasa made new friends too. Even the destriers grew to love them. When midnight approached, the pink creatures wandered one by one into the forest to sleep, preferring the trees to the open plains. Torg noticed that Lucius and Bonny followed them, hand in hand. Then he looked around for Laylah and saw that several Tugars encircled her, each of whom seemed entranced by whatever story she was telling. Rajinii was speaking to Navarese, Bernard, and several other members of the Privy Council. Torg watched them all with mindfulness. He noticed a light touch on his arm.

Jord stood beside him, the green aura still strong. “Have you noticed the difference?”

“My lady?”

“The difference in Lucius.” 

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

“Lucius is of the Daasa,” Jord said.

“I knew that already. How is that different than before?”

“Lucius is of the Daasa—in all ways. And he is now aware.”

Torg arched an eyebrow. Now he understood, and it amazed him. Then he realized that if Bonny were to be with Lucius, she too might know this. “And the pirate?” Torg said.




Jord nodded. “She too is of the Daasa.”

Torg stood silently and absorbed the ramifications of this revelation. “Are you saying, then, that they both can . . . change?”

The Faerie smiled. “They are not your match, but they are far stronger than they appear.”

Torg started to ask Jord a question, but Rajinii rang the gong again—twelve times, methodically.

“The queen of Jivita will take her leave,” she said to all in attendance. “The next time I ride out of the gates of the White City, I will be on Arusha’s back—horse and rider in full armor. Until then, God bless us all!”

Beneath a blanket of stars on a moonless night, she leapt onto her white stallion and galloped toward Jivita, so quickly that none could keep up. Of all the horses in the world, only Bhojja could have run so far so fast. Torg watched as the queen disappeared into the darkness.
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THE RAGE OF Kattham Bhunjaka could not be measured in words. Though most of her bulbous body was little more than a birthing chamber for druid nymphs, a still-sizeable portion contained her brain, which was larger than that of any living creature on Triken. Even the craniums of great dragons were miniature in comparison.

The thought processes that leapt explosively between the cells of the jelly-like tissue were like no others—both in scope and perspective. Not even the Mahanta pEpa equaled the druid queen’s breadth of awareness. The power of her mind radiated outward like the heat from a furnace. Her druids were genetically attuned to it, but few other beings were immune to her will, as well.

Though her mind was amazing, her body was terrible to behold, and she hated that her thoughts were trapped within a disgusting blob of immobility, forcing her to live vicariously through her children’s eyes. The Jivitans, with their beautiful faces and bodies, mocked her grotesqueness, and she despised them beyond all things. Their destruction was her life’s desire—and because she craved it, the druids did too.

The only other thing she hated as much as the Jivitans was the wizard who had butchered her mother. After Torg and his companions escaped her clutches, Kattham had raged for days. Losing the services of the clever witch only made matters worse. Soon after the wizard was gone, the druid queen used her mind to probe the body of the vampire that lay beside Jākita’s headless corpse. Though Urbana had lost most of her fetid blood, her heart still beat. Kattham ordered the druids to lift the vampire’s body and bring it to her. They inserted it beneath one of the folds of her hide, where it sank deep into the behemoth’s inner tissues, floating within her viscous ooze in a state of catatonia. Healing took place. And more.

Much more.

On the same night that the Jivitans feasted on the Green Plains, Kattham Bhunjaka gave birth to a child entirely different from her usual brood. A new and improved version of Urbana tumbled onto the dirt floor from a tube in the rear of the queen’s body. The druids fell upon her, using their sticky tongues to lick off the green goo that clung to the vampire’s flesh.




Afterward Urbana stood slowly, dazed and confused, and more than once she staggered and fell. But finally the strength returned to her limbs, and she rose to her full height. When once she had been a span shorter than Laylah, now she was as large as a Kojin in height and girth.

“Where am I?” Urbana said out loud, goo dribbling from her mouth.

“You are born to me,” Kattham said within the vampire’s mind. “You are like me. Of me. With me. My desires are your desires. My aversions are your aversions. You shall lead my babies into battle. All will fall before you.”

Urbana smiled. “Ahhh, now I understand. Your wish is my command.”

“I love you like no other,” Kattham whispered.

Urbana’s smile broadened.

Ever paranoid, Kattham refused to suffer the same fate as her mother. It was time to move to a safer hiding place. Two thousand druids lifted her, and it took half the night just to squeeze her through the opening of the hollow tree. Afterward, they carried her through the forest to a hidden place of darkness that not even the Faerie was capable of unveiling. Then Kattham lay in her new hidey-hole and discussed her plans with her enthusiastic assistant.

Urbana reveled in her new might. This was better than being queen of the vampires. Now she was master of an army that could avenge all the evils incurred against the druids.

In psychic unison, Kattham knew Urbana’s thoughts—and reveled in them too.

RATHBURT’S DREAMS were troubled. Once again he faced the Warlish witch inside the lair of the druid queen, pointing the Silver Sword at her with defiance. But this time the supernal weapon felt even more cumbersome. The witch cackled at his impotence, though in his dream she was replaced by the vampire grown to thrice her height and swollen with a fell might that laughably dwarfed his own.

“When the others have been destroyed, I will come for you next,” the monster bellowed. “And we’ll have some fun, you and I . . . oh yes.”

It was Rathburt’s turn to laugh.




“I am not for you. My future is even bleaker than the one you propose. Nothing you can say will frighten me worse than my true destiny.”

The vampire snarled, exposing fangs as thick as his wrists, but it was obvious she acknowledged the truth in his words. She backed away and disappeared into the gloom. In the range of his vision, all that remained was a single tree—small and gnarled.

The tree frightened Rathburt far worse than the vampire.

He screamed and screamed.

THE JIVITAN SCOUT sat upon her mount and cocked her head. She usually did not ride this far into the forest, especially alone and at night, but she had heard strange noises and wanted to make sure no druids were in the vicinity. Women and men like her were the White City’s first line of defense. The sooner they gave warning of the impending invasion, the better.

The scout rode to the rim of a hollow. It was too dark to see down into its tree-choked interior, but she again could hear noises: sobbing and mewling sounds, and sharp cries. She dismounted, drew a dagger, and started to descend, but then a strange girl appeared.

“There is no need,” the girl said to the scout.

“Excuse me, little one?”

“There is nothing here of interest.”

The scout felt dizzy. The glow from the girl’s dress grew intense, hurting her eyes. She found herself running toward her horse and riding off in a rush, blaming her disorientation on the terrible will of the trees. She fled southward to more familiar territory. When she finally became clear-headed, her memory of the girl had faded.

Another scout met up with her.

“Quiet night, don’t you think?” he said. “Have you seen anything?”

“Nothing of interest,” she said. “But this quiet won’t last forever. One day soon the druids will pass this way. It’s as if I can hear them already. The forest is filled with voices.”

“I know what you mean,” he said. “I hate all this waiting.”
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THE MORNING AFTER the feast in the Green Plains, Torg prepared to ride with Laylah, Elu, Ugga, Bard, and Jord toward the White City, where they would spend the final days until the druid invasion. Torg was not surprised when Lucius and Bonny chose to stay behind with the Daasa, though they would not be alone. He overheard Navarese order a squadron of white horsemen to remain with the general as protection.

“Who will be protecting whom?” Lucius said to Navarese, but then quickly added, “I’m joking, of course. I much appreciate your generosity in this matter, general.”

Navarese did not take offense. “Their job will be to make sure that you and Bonny Calico are well fed and provisioned. Be safe, Lucius Annaeus. I will return and speak with you more.”

“I look forward to it,” Lucius said.

“A final question, before I depart. Would you like us to supply you and your lady with suits of Jivitan armor?”

“That won’t be necessary,” Lucius said. “We carry our own weapons—and armor. But clean clothes would be most appreciated, and it’s been many days since we’ve properly bathed.”

“A pair of copper tubs will be arranged within the curtained privacy of one of the pavilions,” Navarese said. “They’re safer, and warmer, than the river.” Then he bowed. “Until we meet again.”

“Indeed.”

From Torg’s perspective, the pieces of the puzzle were falling neatly into place. The queen had been freed of Invictus’ psychic clutches, Navarese had become more interested in strategy than politics, and Lucius and the Daasa had arrived safely and been accepted by the Jivitans. All that remained was the battle itself.

Ugga and Bard’s reaction to the White City amused Torg. As soon as they arrived, Ugga leapt off his mount and ran into one of the fields, where he cast himself onto a fragrant patch of wildflowers. Elu joined him, and the unusual pair frolicked like father and son. Laylah laughed so hard, Torg feared she might fall off Izumo.




Burly rode up beside them on a pony even smaller than Elu’s, though it looked extremely large when compared to the diminutive Gillygaloo enchanter.

“If you think they’re happy now,” Burly said, “wait until they get a taste of my special ale.”

Hearing this perked up Bard, who had been lingering nearby.

“I would love some of that myself,” the handsome trapper said. “Can we go there tonight, Master Hannah? We’ve still got a pouch of coins leftover from the Whore City.”

“Your money’s no good in Jivita,” Burly said. “Any friend of Torg’s is a friend of mine. For you and your friends, everything’s on the house.”

“I think that’s a grand idea,” Laylah said. “If we’re not all too saddle-sore, let’s all go to Boulogne’s tonight.”

“I’ll be sure to save you seats,” Burly said, “though it’s tough nowadays with all the pesky Tugars about.”

“They won’t be a problem,” Torg said. “As opposed to a certain Gillygaloo I know, they do what they’re told.” Then he turned to Captain Julich. “How many civilians remain within the city?” he said to the senior commander. “Merchants like Burly are one thing, but what of the others? From what I’ve seen, the streets seem overly crowded.”

“Less than a third have evacuated,” Julich said. “Leaving their homes and businesses is tiresome, and most of them do not believe they are in serious danger from the druids. They know firsthand the strength of our army and do not believe we will lose.”

“There are no givens in the world,” Torg said. “Defeating the druids will be tough enough. Defeating Mala will be even more difficult. But I suppose that even the havens offer no guarantee of safety.”

SADDLE-SORE OR not, all took pleasure in Boulogne’s that night. Though the specter of war hung over them like a rain-engorged cloud, they somehow were able to put aside their dread. Even the queen joined them, dressed in the robes of a commoner, a veil concealing her black hair. To Torg’s relief, the streets and alleys were less crowded than they had been; perhaps more civilans had fled to the havens in recent days.

Ugga and Bard made up for lost time, guzzling mug after mug of Burly’s rich ale, while Torg, Laylah, Rajinii, and several dozen desert warriors sipped Tugarian wine. The queen drank especially hard. Jord seemed to be the only one who wasn’t in the mood for merriment, sitting quietly off to the side with a pensive expression on her ageless face.




Eventually, everyone except the Faerie became inebriated, including Torg and the Tugars. Laylah and a wild-eyed Rajinii amazed Torg by climbing on top of one of the long tables and doing an impromptu but impressive song and dance that included perfect harmony and bare-legged kicks. Sometime late in the evening, during the height of the revelry, Jord grasped Torg’s arm and dragged him into the alley. Then she led him to a dark corner away from prying eyes.

“I sense something different in you,” she said, discarding the northern dialect that she often assumed in front of Bard and Ugga.

“My lady?”

“You have changed since I last saw you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You have seen something. Tell me!”

“How can you know this?”

“I am Vijjaadharaa. Do not waste precious time with such foolish questions. Tell me, Torgon.”

“Very well! A few nights ago, I achieved Maranapavisana  . . .”

“Yes, I know.”

“How could you know?”

“I am Vijjaadharaa! But what did you see?”

“I’m not sure. Something was . . . there—green energy. And sounds . . . voices. I was disturbed.”

Jord seemed fascinated. “Were the voices threatening?”

“I sensed no malevolence. But I have visited death a thousand times before and never noticed green lights . . . or voices. The Realm of Death has always been silent. Why was this visit different?”

The Faerie stepped back, her eyes glowing like molten emeralds. “There are beings beyond all known laws, Torgon, natural or otherwise. When the magic of the pines coursed through your flesh, you became more sensitive to their presence. Perhaps you were able to sense what they are about.”

“And that is?”

“Karma is not the only driving force.”

“Are you saying that the Jivitans are right? Or the Nissayans?”

Jord threw back her head and laughed. Sparkles of green light sprang from her ears, nostrils, and mouth. “It matters naught who is right or wrong, Torgon! What will be, will be. But there are certain truths that cannot be denied. The harmlessness of death is one of them. It is the suffering created by ignorance that is the true damnation of the living. But the beings you sensed in your latest Death Visit care naught for fear, suffering, or ignorance. They care only for what they are compelled to do. And there are trillions of them.”




Torg sighed. “I understand little of what you say. But if they are so many, cannot these beings defeat Invictus?”

“If only it were so . . . but Suriya (the Sun God) is greater even than they. Though the Vijjaadharaa are numerous beyond count, their abilities to destroy are limited by their very nature. Their purpose is to guide the karmas of dead beings to their next existences. But they also sometimes choose to guide the living, which is why Faeries like me are born into existence. Perhaps I can continue to guide you. But you’ll have to let me.”

“You think I will not?”

“Enough has been said,” Jord said, smiling wanly. “Allow me to change the subject.” When she spoke next, her eyes glowed green. “I’m surprised you haven’t asked me to take you to Nissaya. I could fly you there now. Before morning, you could be with Kusala at the fortress.”

“Kusala is not at the fortress,” Torg said. “I ordered him to return to Anna with the noble ones. Regardless, I cannot be in two places at once. I belong here.”

“By Jivita’s side? Or Laylah’s?”

“Both.”

“And if Nissaya falls?”

“My presence would not turn the tide.” Then he said, “Do you counsel me to go?”

“As you like to say, we shall see what we shall see . . . let us return before Laylah notices you’re missing and becomes jealous.”

Then to Torg’s surprise, the Faerie leaned up and kissed him on the mouth.

“That is one of the truly nice things about inhabiting a human body,” she said before sprinting back to Boulogne’s.

WHEN TORG RETURNED to the tavern, Laylah and Rajinii were still singing and dancing, but now his other companions had joined them. Ugga was prancing about like a fool, with Elu on one shoulder and Burly on the other. When Jord stepped back inside, Bard grabbed her hand and forced her to waltz around the room. Laylah saw Torg and leaped off the tabletop into his arms, giving him a rough, wet kiss. Instantly Torg felt a surge in his breeches that was good and bad. He wanted her with all his heart, but he didn’t want to blow up Boulogne’s and his friends in the process. So he took Laylah’s hand and yanked her outside, where they kissed again.




“Let’s find Izumo,” he said. “I know just the place.”

In the middle of the night, they made love again.

The conflagration destroyed thousands of wildflowers.

Soon after, the flowers’ karmas entered seeds that would be reborn in rich soil—if not on this world, then another.

But not quite in the manner, Torg imagined, that he had once believed.

AT THE EXACT moment that Torg and Laylah were making love, Lucius and Bonny were doing the same. The white horsemen who stood guard outside the curtained pavilion couldn’t help but smirk. Never before had they heard such a commotion. Afterward the firstborn and pirate woman were held in even higher esteem.

THE FOLLOWING DAY, Navarese returned and sat long with Lucius, describing his tactical plans in great detail. When the two generals separated, Lucius was satisfied with the outcome of their discussion. Plus, it made him feel valuable that someone of Navarese’s stature would confide in him.

But when he went to check on the Daasa, his newly formed high opinion of himself came crashing down—in a humorous sort of way. Lucius could see that the Daasa cared little about anything other than having fun. Important talks between important people meant nothing to them. Instead, they frolicked in the forest, swam in the river, teased the destriers, and cuddled with the horsemen. Even Lucius began to wonder how such light-hearted creatures could stand any chance against the enemy from the forest. But a part of him remembered all too well.

One thing was certain: He no longer desired Laylah. His jealously was gone.

Bonny was more than enough for him to handle.

And he had the scratches to prove it.
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MANY TIMES IN his life, Kusala had walked the battlements of Balak and Ott, and he knew from memory that the two great walls contained one hundred and fifty trebuchets, each capable of hurling balls of flaming pitch a thousand cubits or more. From outside the fortress, the trebuchets looked like bony insects perched atop the first and second bulwarks.

However, the battlement Hakam, the most enormous wall, was bare . . . except for one large object that was every bit as impressive as a trebuchet. It was the horn named Abala.

Kusala now stood and admired it, knowing that it had been made from the tusk of a mammoth slain in Nirodha in a time long forgotten. Abala, which meant mighty in the ancient tongue, stood upon a granite platform on the wall-walk above Hakam’s main gate. It was said that only the king or queen of Nissaya could sound the giant horn. For the breath of any other, it would remain silent.

Neither the passing of time nor the elements seemed able to harm the ancient ivory, but Abala usually remained covered with tarpaulins anyway just to keep it clean. In the time of Henepola, it had never been used, as it was planned to be sounded only when the castle was under siege. A single blast would warn Nissaya’s inhabitants that danger was afoot, beckoning them to return from their duties to the safety of the fortress.

The morning after Mala first emerged from the interior of Java, Kusala gazed eastward from atop Hakam. King Henepola X and Madiraa stood nearby, along with Indajaala, senior commander Palak, Yama-Utu, and a slew of other Nissayan officers and Tugars. The wall-walks of all three bulwarks were lined with defenders. To Kusala’s surprise, Henepola requested a special favor of the snow giant.

“It would be an honor,” the king said, “if you would perform this task for me.”

“But Father, Abala is meant for your lips alone,” Madiraa said, as amazed as the chieftain. “No others can make it sing. Are you not well this morning?”




“I feel stronger than ever,” the king said. “This is not a request made from weakness. Besides, I am not one for old wives’ tales. Abala will respond to anyone with enough air in his or her lungs. I beseech you, Yama-Utu, to sound the great horn.”

“You wish to send a message to Mala,” Kusala said.

“A message?” Henepola said. “That is one way of putting it.”

“I still don’t understand,” the princess said.

Utu came forward. “You will when I am finished.”

The snow giant stepped past the king and knelt before the horn. His thick lips seemed overlarge to accommodate Abala’s mouthpiece, but Kusala had noticed before that Utu could be surprisingly delicate when the need arose. Utu closed his eyes and took several deep breaths. Then he pressed his lips against the mouth of the horn.

No one present, not even the king or Kusala, could have blown with such might. A note louder than a clap of thunder erupted from Abala’s bell.

WOOOOOOAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHH!

All who stood near cried out, casting aside helms and clasping their hands to their ears. The sound rose and expanded.

. . . AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHHH!

Even those on the second and first walls were overwhelmed, and many dropped to their knees and nearly swooned. The sonic vibrations roared outward, racing in all directions. For an impossibly long time, the snow giant maintained a titanic intensity. But it would not last forever. Finally, Abala could not bear the pressure, and a crack formed along its body and grew until the horn burst apart.

Utu stepped back, dismayed.

“I am sorry!” he said, his expression wild with grief. “I did not intend to destroy this marvelous instrument.”

This disturbed Henepola, but apparently not for the reason the snow giant might have feared.

“There is nothing to forgive,” the king said sadly. “It is our weakness that failed on this day, not your strength. Let us pray that the fortress itself will not prove as frail as its mouthpiece.”

Afterward, Kusala and the others stood in silence, gazing eastward. Throughout the rest of the day, a steady stream of knights, scouts, and civilians flowed into the first gate. By morning of the following day, the fields outside the first wall were eerily empty. At midmorning, the massive door of Balak began its ponderous descent.




By dusk, Nissaya was closed to the world.
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“I’LL DISMOUNT HERE.”

“My liege?”

“Are you deaf?”

“No, my liege, but the height . . .”

“After I depart it would be wise for you to return to Avici. I don’t believe I’ll need you again, but if I do I’ll call.”

“My liege, I can’t leave you here . . .”

But Invictus was no longer listening. Despite being more than a thousand cubits above the mountaintop, the sorcerer leapt off the dracool’s back and floated downward, his golden robes spread like the petals of a marigold. Iriz snorted and dove to his rescue but soon realized that Invictus was in no danger. The sorcerer didn’t seem able to fly, but he was capable of falling slowly.

The dracool was terrified. She knew what had happened the last time Invictus walked into a cave on the peak of a mountain, and she had no desire to be anywhere near when it occurred again. But her curiosity overcame her trepidation, and she circled lower for one last look. The sorcerer stood on a balcony of ice, facing the entrance of a dark cave. The dracool could sense no magic emanating from within; in fact, she sensed nothing at all. But that made her more suspicious. Only a great dragon could so thoroughly mask the contents of the cave. Iriz attempted a psychic contact with Vedana to warn her, but the demon—usually accessible—was closed to her or simply not listening.

The sorcerer knelt and lifted something from the ice small enough to pinch between his thumb and forefinger. The strand of hair? Invictus tucked whatever it was inside a pocket of his robes. Then he strode forward without the slightest hesitation. Few beings other than Vedana would have dared to enter the suspected lair of Bhayatupa. But the sorcerer strolled into the dark maw as if it were the front door of a cheery tavern.

This frightened the dracool as much as the looming presence of Bhayatupa. Iriz had been a youngster when Ulaara the Black fled from the challenge of Bhayatupa. Now a creature half the size of a dracool entered the stronghold of the greatest of all dragons without fear.




Iriz did what she was told and flew toward Avici as fast as her leathery wings could carry her. Further attempts to contact the demon failed as well.

THOUGH BOTH THE sorcerer and dracool would have been surprised to hear it, Bhayatupa was not caught entirely off guard. A short time before, Vedana had read Iriz’s mind without her awareness and then warned the dragon that Invictus was coming. But Bhayatupa had chosen not to flee. He was Mahaasupanna! He could not tolerate the concept of retreat. Once and for all, the dragon would find out who was the greater. And this time, he would do it on his own turf. If he felt himself faltering, he could bring the entire mountain down on their heads and bury both of them beneath a million tons of rubble. And if that didn’t work, he had one final option: Vedana would be there to work her magic with two simple words designed to erase the dragon’s memories forever. The mentor would thwart the sorcerer yet again.

The passageway that led to his lair filled with a glowing light. Invictus had no need for stealth; he was overconfident to the point of absurdity. He might as well have been coming to catch a chameleon the length of his hand, not a dragon more than three hundred times his size. But Bhayatupa was no chameleon. Except for his one encounter with the sorcerer, he had never lost a battle against a single foe in more than eighty millennia. Invictus had surprised him the first time, but he wouldn’t now. Bhayatupa was ready.

VEDANA WAS READY too. She hid inside an open chest overflowing with black pearls, her demonic essence oozing within the spherical concretions like syrup. But she soon would have to flee her current hiding place. The treasure of Bhayatupa would not survive the cataclysm that was certain to occur.

Bhayatupa finally had agreed that her plan was the right one. The great dragon had seemed sad yet resigned. Vedana almost felt sorry for him.

“Is there no place to hide me in your realm?” Bhayatupa had said—not quite joking.

“It’s not big enough for the two of us,” Vedana said, attempting a laugh.




But the dragon only sighed. “I suppose not.”

“Look on the bright side,” Vedana responded. “There’s no guarantee you’ll lose. Perhaps Invictus will not prove your equal. Once he perishes, you and I will be free to pursue whatever we choose.”

“But you do not believe it,” the dragon said, his voice as deep as the rumblings of an earthquake.

“I believe that if anyone can defeat him, it is you,” Vedana said, her own sincerity surprising her.

“You will know when the time is right?”

“I am Vedana, mother of all demons. I will know. All you need do is accept—and the deed will be done.”

“Yes will be my answer,” Bhayatupa said. “But not until it is clear that I am otherwise doomed.”

AS INVICTUS WALKED down the passageway that led to Bhayatupa’s lair, he began to lose his temper. The crimson dragon seemed capable of making him angrier than anyone or anything else. Perhaps it was Bhayatupa’s constant bragging over his long life, or simply his blatant arrogance. Whatever the reasons, Invictus had never forgiven the dragon for his betrayal, and when he then had dared to call Invictus Adho Satta, he’d temporarily lost his mind.

“Fool! Any who stand against me will perish,” he remembered screaming. “I am Akanittha, highest of the high. I am GOD!”

And of course, he was.

Invictus knew things that only gods know. For instance, death was a lesser punishment than torture and enslavement. Excruciating pain could be used to mold the slave, much as he had used it to give rise to Mala. Soon Bhayatupa would join the Chain Man as one of his servants. Would they call him the Chain Lizard? Invictus couldn’t help but chuckle over that one, cooling his rage a little, but not enough to prevent him from accomplishing his mission, which was to make the dragon subservient. Who said that revenge wasn’t sweet? Sister Tathagata? The
Torgon? One of the pathetic snow giants? Soon all would bow before Akanittha, highest of the high.

Invictus was so deep in his musings he almost tripped and fell when he came to the end of the passageway. He entered a chamber as large as a palace, and it was filled with a strange mist that clouded his vision. With the barest of thoughts, Invictus increased the intensity of his emanations, and the mist evaporated.




Suddenly he could see Bhayatupa curled against the far wall, mountains of treasure surrounding him, his enormous eyes glowing with formidable might.

“Did you doubt that I would find you?” Invictus said.

“I cared naught.”

“And why might that be?”

“I am Mahaasupanna. I fear nothing.”

“Then you are a fool.”

“Nonetheless.”

To his surprise, Invictus was finding their tête-à-tête interesting, and it further cooled his rage. “Do you think you can possibly best me? If I remember correctly, it was I who prevailed the last time we crossed paths.”

“I was caught unawares.”

“Aware or not, it will not matter. None can stand against me—on Triken or beyond. I am Akanittha, highest of the high. How many times must I say it before you finally believe?”

“No matter your strength, compared to me you will always be Adho Satta.”

Invictus grunted. “I suppose, then, that I must make you believe. It’s a pity, in a way. If you had stood by me instead of betraying me, I would have promoted you to second in command, even above Mala. But now you will become my servant instead of my aide.”

“I think not.”

Almost faster than the eye could follow, the great dragon lifted his head high into the air and whipped it downward, his long neck cracking like thunder. Crimson fire erupted from his cavernous throat, bathing Invictus with gaseous flames. A stack of gold coins at his feet liquefied and pooled around his ankles. Then the very rock upon which he stood began to melt, and he sank into the molten stone to his knees. A stalactite as massive as a tree broke away from the ceiling and fell directly on Invictus’ head, splintering into a thousand spiraling shards. And still the dragon unleashed his flame, until the mountain itself began to quiver. Finally Bhayatupa halted his assault.

When the black smoke cleared, Invictus stood in a pool of cooling stone. He was unharmed. Even his golden robes remained intact, with only a few charred fringes.

Then he laughed, before yanking each foot out of the stone as easily as if it were dried mud. “You’ve ruined my slippers,” Invictus said.

The dragon knew then, if he had not already, that Invictus could not be destroyed. Bhayatupa’s last recourse was to attempt to bury Invictus alive.




“Pabbataa, me vacanam karohi. Nipatahi ca sammaddahi te paccaamittam! (Mountain, do my bidding. Fall and crush your enemy!)” Bhayatupa roared in the ancient tongue that Invictus knew so well.

An earthquake shook the mountain, and a huge crack immediately formed in the stone ceiling of the dragon’s lair, but before Bhayatupa could complete the spell, Invictus lifted his arms high above his head and splayed his hands. Goopy strands of molten light spurted from his fingertips, leapt up with blinding speed, and wrapped first around the dragon’s snout and wings and then his front and hind legs. In an instant, Bhayatupa was helplessly bound, and he tumbled onto his side, crashing upon his treasure with a boom.

“You wish to destroy your mountain?” Invictus said. “Though you can no longer speak the necessary words, the deed can still be done. Behold!”

The golden glow that emanated from Invictus’ flesh expanded with the force of an exploding star. The crack in the cavern’s ceiling split open as easily as the shell of an egg. Then the summit of the mountain blew apart, casting boulders as large as castles more than a league into the air. When the debris finally cleared, Bhayatupa lay upon the new summit and looked up at the sky, his treasure still intact, the precious metals and gems glittering merrily in the sunlight of a bright spring morning.

“Aaaaaah, on days like this, I love being me!” Invictus chirped, and then he clambered up the side of the dragon’s massive ribcage with the dexterity of a mountain goat. “Now for the fun part!”

Invictus cried out and lifted his arms again. Globs of golden energy sprang from the palms of his hands, danced momentarily in the air, and then swept down upon the treasure. The magical storm consumed the gems and jewels, rising, whirling, and finally condensing into a tornadic tumult of metal and stone, spinning so fast and hot that everything melted and blended together. It was beautiful and frightening. Magnificent and terrible. A god’s wrath come to fruition.

Then the tail of the liquid tornado lifted off the stone and touched down on the base of Bhayatupa’s neck. The dragon writhed and struggled like a beached whale, but Invictus’ magic held him in place. The whirlwind wrapped around the dragon’s neck, sizzling against his crimson scales and forming a long, glowing chain. Bhayatupa tried to scream, but his jaws were bound too tightly together. Flames burst from his nostrils and ears, and tears streamed from his eyes.




Ranting like a madman, Invictus remained standing on the dragon’s back.

Bolts of golden lightning burst from his eyes, scorching the heavens above.

AMONG THE SMOKE and ash that still swirled wildly in the air, a small cloud darker than all the rest poised over one of Bhayatupa’s glowing eyes. Vedana had fled the explosions just in time, and now she returned while her grandson remained entranced by his own glory. So typical of him.

“Are you ready?”

Bhayatupa could not speak, but he blinked—once.

Unable to resist putting on a show, Vedana transformed into her grandmotherly incarnation and stood on the dragon’s jaw. Then she screamed into his ear loud enough to attract Invictus’ attention.

“Antaradhaayati, Sati! (Disappear, Memory!)” she shouted. Then she vanished.

In response to her spell, the dragon’s eyes went dark—and then empty. Bhayatupa’s ancient memories had been permanently erased. There would be no torture. No enslavement. The Bhayatupa of old was no more. Now he was as stupid as a cow.
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WHEN MALA HAD stepped onto the balcony of Bakheng the previous summer in the noble city called Dibbu-Loka, Sister Tathagata had never felt such fear. The monster was disgusting to behold, but that was not the only reason for her terror. The High Nun discerned something in the Chain Man’s expression that frightened her in ways she could not rationalize. It was as if she could see Yama-Deva screaming for help from behind Mala’s eyes, a wildfire of madness pinning his sanity into a corner of his own mind. The encounter continued to haunt her long after its occurrence.

Now Tathagata understood why. Like Yama-Deva, insanity had also overpowered her, and though a small part of her still remembered whom she was, a force far greater had taken control of her mind and body. When she had eaten human flesh, her rational mind had been forced to taste it. As she moved northward through Barranca, full of wicked hunger and murderous intent, her rational mind was dragged unwillingly along like a victim of kidnapping. The undines squirmed within her flesh by the tens of thousands, each of the demonic creatures containing a tiny brain psychically interlinked like the druids of Dhutanga. The undines controlled her, but they permitted a portion of her former awareness to survive. Tathagata had been a genius, and now the monster that she had become was using her intelligence as a source of nourishment, growing into a thing of unspeakable evil.

The fiend who followed her was anything but clever. He stumbled behind her as if blind, tripping over jagged rocks more often than stepping around them. Still, she admired his persistence. Hunger drove him, but it was not so much a need for sustenance as it was a desire for disgust, which the undines considered the tastiest of provender.

More than a league before Tathagata could see more humans, she could smell them. Now it was near dusk, and she had not fed since early morning. Already her strength was declining, which enabled the annoying voice trapped within her mind to resist more forcibly.




Her new eyesight was almost as great as her sense of smell. From a mile away, she recognized a man, a woman, an older boy, and two younger girls gathered around a fire over which three large rattlesnakes roasted on skewers. Even their meager belongings were visible in the gloom: a drinking bowl, a goatskin, and a few tattered rags to use as bed covers. There also was a live goat tethered to a post a dozen paces from the fire. Their only weapons appeared to be a flint-tipped spear with a warped wooden staff and a pair of flint daggers.

Tathagata knew that her clumsy follower would make too much noise and alert the prey, but at least he still was far enough behind to not yet be a factor. She crept from boulder to boulder, crawled on hands and knees, slithered on her stomach. The goat was her main concern. Its alertness was superior to a human’s. Before being spotted, Tathagata needed to get within sprinting distance.

Just as she was preparing to leap up and give chase, a fiery agony erupted inside her skull. Tathagata grasped her temples and moaned loud enough for the goat to hear. The alarmed doe stomped her forefoot and made a high-pitched sound that resembled a sneeze. Immediately the man sprang up and grabbed the spear, while the others scrambled behind a wall of boulders.

Tathagata barely noticed. The pain grew in intensity, causing her to scream. Suddenly she stood up, waved her arms, and howled loud enough to be heard from afar.

The man crouched low and faced her, afraid to approach any closer but obviously curious. For all he knew, Tathagata needed assistance—and the sinister part of her mind recognized his emotional frailty. For the first time since leaving the Tugar camp two days before, she uttered intelligible words.

“Helllllp me,” she screamed in the common tongue. “It’s chasing me! It wants to kill me.”

The man did not go forward, but neither did he retreat. Tathagata could hear the other members of the camp begging him to flee. But just when it seemed like he might heed their pleas, the follower came into view from behind, snarling and slavering. The timing could not have been more perfect.

Tathagata screamed again, but this time it was no act. The pain returned with a vengeance. She begged it to cease, even promising to leave the humans and go on her way, if only it would depart. This caused the pain to lessen slightly. But when her hunger for flesh raised its ugly head, the pain re-intensified almost beyond tolerance.




Though she was probably not much more than a shadowy silhouette in his range of vision, the man seemed to sense something in Tathagata that made him distrustful. But when her follower came within a few paces of her, the man’s courage overcame his reluctance. He charged forward and flung the spear into her follower’s belly. Then he stopped a few paces from where Tathagata stood to see if she needed assistance. Tathagata made the most of it, ignoring the pain long enough to pounce on her prey and chomp down on his neck. Almost immediately, the pain receded, as if vitality had chased it away. In the meantime her follower yanked the spear from his belly, clambered forward, and joined her in the feast.

The other humans fled in a panic.

Tathagata left the man’s body for the other to consume and gave chase. Of them all, the older boy seemed to be the only one capable of outrunning her, but he was brave enough—or foolish enough—not to abandon his companions. When Tathagata came near, he stopped, turned, and slashed at her with one of the daggers, slicing her across the top of her suddenly swollen breasts. Tathagata caught his arm in the follow-through and bit into his bicep. Then she slapped his face hard enough to knock him senseless.

Screaming in terror, the woman and two girls continued to run, but they were making little progress. Tathagata caught up to the woman first and bit the side of her face, then approached the girls more slowly. One of them held a dagger, but she dropped it from a trembling hand and whimpered. Tathagata ate her sweet flesh with relish, giving the youngest girl time to escape.

Not long after, the boy and the woman soon joined Tathagata in the feast. Now her followers numbered three.

TWO BELLS BEFORE dawn, Asēkha-Tāseti came upon the carnage. She found two skeletons, both picked as cleanly as the one she had discovered the previous morning. There also was a tethered goat, which had raw marks on its neck from trying to pull off its restraint. Tāseti broke its rope collar with her powerful hands and set the goat free. It scrambled past the smaller of the skeletons and disappeared within a conglomeration of boulders about a quarter-mile away.

Something about the goat’s determined sprint piqued Tāseti’s curiosity. Though the warrior was in a desperate hurry to catch up to Tathagata, she allowed herself the time to explore the rocky tangle. The goat was nowhere to be seen, but something else attracted the Asēkha’s attention: the sound of whimpers. Soon after, Tāseti discovered a girl huddled in a crevice too small for a Tugarian warrior to enter. She called to her, and the girl responded, slithering out and leaping into Tāseti’s arms.




Tāseti, who was childless despite having been alive for more than two centuries, held the girl awkwardly as she sobbed. The terror she must have endured broke the Asēkha’s heart. But at the same time, Tāseti became worried that the girl would slow her down. She didn’t have time to feed or comfort her, but neither could she bring herself to abandon her.

“My name is Tāseti. What’s yours?”

The girl would not answer.

“You don’t have to tell me until you’re ready,” she said, stroking the girl’s scraggly hair. “Are you hungry?”

The girl shook her head no, then vomited. Afterward she said, “Thirsty.”

Though the water in her skin had been boiled, Tāseti was hesitant to give it to her new companion. The Asēkha called the camel over and coaxed it into sitting beside the girl to comfort her. Then she rushed back to the campsite, hid the skeletons as quickly as she could, and searched the surrounding area. Tāseti found a goatskin of water and the skewered rattlesnakes, which had withered but remained edible. The girl surprised the Asēkha by grabbing one of the skewers and taking a bite before swallowing several gulps of water.

“Monsters came,” she said suddenly. “They ate my daddy and Thuna.” The girl’s eyes leapt to-and-fro, as if she expected the fiends to return at any moment. “When they left, my mommy and Huta went with them.”

Tāseti guessed the girl had seen no more than seven summers. After what had occurred, how could she hope to have any kind of decent life?

“How many monsters?” Tāseti said, her voice purposely lacking emotion.

“Two. A really big lady monster and a little man monster.”

“You mean a big man and little lady?”

“No!”

This puzzled Tāseti. Not even a child would describe Tathagata as big. But since the previous morning, the trail signs had baffled the Asēkha. She had continued to find numerous footprints, but none had been small enough to belong to the High Nun.

“How big was the lady?”

“Bigger than you. And after she ate my sister, she got even bigger.”




Tāseti arched an eyebrow. “Hmmmm . . . well, I’m very sorry about what happened to your family,” she said, unable to come up with anything more comforting.

“Me too,” the girl said. “But why would my mommy and Huta go with the monsters? Why didn’t they try to find me?”

“I don’t want to scare you or make you feel bad, but I don’t want to lie to you, either. Your mommy and brother are no longer. The monsters have taken their bodies.”

The girl sniffed, but tried to sound brave. “You’re a Tugar. Whenever a Tugar came around, my daddy and mommy felt safe. Are you going to kill the monsters?”

“I’ve been chasing them for a long time. I’m afraid they might get away. But I don’t want to leave you here alone. Will you ride with me on the camel? Maybe we’ll get lucky and run into friends who can protect you.”

“My family didn’t have many friends,” the girl said with sad eyes. “But I will come with you, anyway. I want you to kill the monsters that hurt my family.”

As they rode off, Tāseti saw the goat emerge from the boulders. Its eyes looked sad. Then it went on its way to wherever its fate might lie.

THREE DAYS INTO their march, Asēkha-Rati and the band of noble ones had traveled less than halfway across Barranca. Now it was well past midnight, and a sliver of moon had just begun to rise in the eastern sky.

“Tomorrow night, the moon will be dark,” Rati said to one of the twelve Tugars who had remained with the company.

“As dark as our hearts,” the warrior said.

“I have never seen the noble ones so disturbed,” Rati agreed. “I’m not sure what troubles them more: the loss of six score of their order or the ruination of Sister Tathagata.”

“They’re not even meditating,” the warrior said. “They barely take food. And they remain frightened of the water. They only drink whatever water they watch us boil, and even then just a few sips. Other than what we carry with us, we won’t find fresh water for at least five days. If only it would rain.”

“We both know it rarely rains here this time of year,” Rati said. “In my lifetime, I have counted only two days of rain on the first new moon of spring.”

“How do you remember such things, Asēkha?”




Rati shrugged.

They continued their ponderous march. Tugars could easily cross twenty-five leagues of wasteland in three days, but it would take the noble ones almost a week. Barranca was a somber land, a great carpet of crumbling rocks, its monotony broken only by abrupt ranges of jagged peaks, some more than a thousand cubits tall. The wastelands that bordered the desert harbored scant life, other than a few birds, reptiles, and insects. In most ways, the sand sea of Tējo was more hospitable. People and animals thrived there, wandering from oasis to oasis, some of which covered hundreds of hectares. In Barranca, a patch of gnarled bushes or a pool of rain water trapped in a bowl of stone were the closest things to paradise.

Before dawn, they stopped and made camp on an unbroken floor that lay beneath sloping limestone cliffs. There was barely room for all, especially after the camels bullied in to escape from the rising sun. Summer was two months’ distant, but this spring was unseasonably wicked. The daytime temperatures were becoming insufferable, especially to the monks and nuns who were used to meditating indoors during the worst of the afternoon.

The Tugars built a fire away from their resting place and boiled enough water to quench several hundred thirsts. Even so, it took a third of the day for the water to cool enough to swallow. Rati admired the monks and nuns for how little they complained, but he could see in their eyes a hopelessness that had never existed before. It saddened him and fed his guilt, which grew larger with each breath. Finally, he could no longer resist the urge to address them.

“There are rumors among you regarding what occurred and why,” Rati said. “Allow me to dispel them. It was I who brought the horror of the undines into your midst.”

A senior monk named Dammawansha stood gracefully and came forward. Rati knew him well. He was second in rank to Tathagata, and far more affable.

“Asēkha-Rati, you are not to blame,” said Dammawansha through lips that were parched and peeling. “Do not mistake our dismay for reproach. Our beliefs are different than yours, but we are not without ‘common sense,’ as your Vasi masters like to say. We comprehend that evil exists in the world. We just define its causes differently.”

“Your words warm my heart, High Monk,” Rati said. “Yet the noble ones have shown few signs of recovery. If reproach is not the cause of your melancholy, what is?”




“We are disappointed . . . in ourselves,” the monk said.

“I don’t understand.”

“For all our supposed wisdom, we fell victim to the undines . . . with pathetic ease. The Tugars were immune, even the camels. But the greatest among the noble ones succumbed. Now we doubt ourselves. And doubt does not sit well with us.”

“We both know why the Tugars are immune. By birth, our bodies are stronger than yours. There is no other reason.”

“I hear the truth in your words, Asēkha-Rati. Yet doubt remains.”

They ate a small meal and slept through the heat of the day. With Tugars as protectors, there was little to fear. Just before dusk, a dozen men approached from the east. They were short and thin and dressed in dark-gray cloths wrapped around their waists and thrown over one shoulder. The men led five camels heavily laden with supplies, including more than one hundred goatskins bloated with water.

“Beydoos come,” Awamir said to Rati. “It appears that word of our peril has finally reached the ears of friends. At least for tonight, the noble ones can quench their thirsts without trepidation.”

“The Beydoos,” Rati said with relief. “Ahhh . . . finally . . . good tidings. Let us speak with them.”

The leader, five spans shorter than Rati, stared up at the Asēkha with adoration.

“Magnificent One,” he said in the common tongue, “my name is Djan, and it is an honor to greet you. I was told to ask for Asēkha-Tāseti.”

Rati grunted. “She has moved on to more pressing business. I lead this company.”

Djan bowed low. “The Tugarian warrior named Appam informed us of your need. We rode to your rescue as quickly as possible. A hundred more of us will arrive within the day. It would be our honor to escort you and your company to Wuul.”

“As my Vasi master likes to say, ‘You are a sight for sore eyes,’” Rati responded. “It will be our honor to accompany you. But where and when did you encounter Appam?”

“The great warrior arrived at Wuul two mornings ago. Seemed in a hurry. Traded for one of our camels and then departed for Anna. As soon as he departed, we left Wuul and journeyed without rest until we found you here.”

“I’m impressed by both Appam’s progress and yours. To reach us here from Wuul in such a short time is a mighty feat, though I’m afraid your return journey to the oasis will take much longer. Have you encountered any other Tugars besides Appam?”




“I have not seen one this far south in months. Anna has closed its doors, and few of your people have passed outside the Simōōn since the onset of winter. Appam’s arrival surprised us, but his request for aid did not fall on deaf ears. We have water aplenty and enough goat meat for a feast. There are even a few skins of wine for the warriors among you.”

“Bless you, Djan.”

The Beydoo leader bowed again. “Magnificent One, it is we who are blessed.”

ASĒKHA-DVIPA, APPOINTED guardian of the Tent City, stood less than a stone’s throw from the inside border of the Simōōn and waited anxiously for the arrival of his scout. The magical dust storm that encircled Anna raged on as usual, forming an impenetrable barrier around more than seven thousand hectares of desert. In the center of this mass of sand was an oasis called Vimānal, within which the current version of the Tent City of Anna had been erected.

The quarter-mile-thick walls of the Simōōn rose skyward as far as the eye could see, finally dissolving into the thin air of the upper atmosphere. Sand, dust, and debris swirled within the tornadic winds. Millions of miniature lightning bolts leapt from grain to grain, crackling with fantastic intensity. Anyone or anything that attempted to pass through the Simōōn would be shredded to pieces. Shields of armor or magic were no match for such ferocity. In Tugarian history, no living being had entered Anna by force while the Simōōn was in place. Only the famed desert warriors could pass through it unharmed.

Some observers believed that the Tugars’ dense flesh enabled them to accomplish this seemingly impossible feat. However, this didn’t explain how their clothing also emerged relatively unscathed. Because of this, most observers believed that the Tugars employed a special form of magic available only to the warriors. Dvipa knew there was some truth to these legends. After all, Tugarian magic had given birth to the Simōōn. But something far more pedestrian enabled the warriors to pass through it. The Tugars called it Samsappati Viya Sappo, which meant Slither like a Snake in the ancient tongue. The warriors were able to burrow a cubit or so beneath the sand and squirm forward, inch by inch. It was a tremendous expenditure of energy, and therefore was performed as infrequently as possible. When the Tent City relocated, the Tugars lowered the Simōōn and then created another one around their new home site. But when the whirlwind was in place, the only way in or out was beneath the sand.




Two paces from the edge of the Simōōn, the scout came into view. To the untrained eye, it appeared as if he had stridden through the whirlwind on foot. But Dvipa knew that the scout had only dared to stand where the winds were least powerful.

“Welcome, Aya. Tell me what you know,” Dvipa said. Among the Asēkhas, only Chieftain-Kusala was more impatient.

After Aya bowed, he remained bent over, breathing heavily. “Asēkha . . . the news is . . . dire. The truth is even worse . . . than the rumors. An army of fiends twenty thousand strong has passed through Barranca into Tējo and is slaughtering all in its path.”

“Twenty thousand?”

“And growing. From what little we have learned, Senasana is in shambles, and anyone the fiends have since encountered is either devoured or transformed. Before I left to report to you, I witnessed a small force of Beydoos attack the army’s flank, but it was overwhelmed.”

Dvipa paced frantically. “Kusala’s commands were clear,” he said, speaking more to himself than to Aya. “Other than random patrols, the Tugars were not to leave the protection of the Simōōn—for any reason. Regardless of what happened at Nissaya or Jivita, the chieftain wanted the few of us who remained in Anna to stay in the Tent City with its inhabitants. Under no circumstances were we to lower the whirlwind.”

“Surely Kusala could not have foreseen the horror that approaches.”

“The fiends cannot pass through the Simōōn,” Dvipa said. “And even if they could, the Tugars are immune to the undines. Those among us who are not purebred would find ample protection, even if we were breached. Anna is in little danger from this army, regardless of its numbers.”

“That may be true,” Aya said, “but if the Tugars do not march in force, the fiends will threaten everyone else in Tējo. Heat or thirst do not discourage them, and they appear to require no sustenance other than flesh.”

“Perhaps I could spare five hundred warriors from our remaining thousand,” Dvipa mused. “That should be enough to defeat the monsters and still leave us well-protected. But there is not enough time for twenty-five score to undergo Samsappati Viya Sappo. Let us return to the Tent City and alert our people. We will lower the Simōōn in the morning.”




THE DAY AFTER the battle between Invictus and Bhayatupa, the monster that had once been Sister Tathagata still was more than ten leagues south of the army of fiends that marched toward Tējo. But she knew the fiends were there and ached to join them.

Only that wasn’t really true. Rather than join them, she wanted to lead them. And she knew she had the might to do so.

Since her last feeding, the rebellious voice within her head had quieted to a whisper and no longer caused her much pain. Tathagata walked with great strides, far outdistancing her three followers, whose legs were gashed and oozing from too many awkward poundings against the snaggy rocks of Barranca. But she didn’t care. Like a god, she could make more followers whenever she pleased; all she required was living prey. Once she was finished with the desert dwellers of Tējo, she would march on the rest of the world.

Tathagata heard the moth before she saw it, a fluttering sound that she found annoying. The ugly black thing spun several times around her head and then squeezed roughly into her ear and disappeared. The itching was intense, but Tathagata could not dislodge the foul insect from its new hiding place. Suddenly she heard a voice.

“The fiends can take care of Tējo’s vermin without your help, Sis!” the moth said. “You have more important duties.”

At first Tathagata was utterly confused. But eventually she understood. And smiled. Instead of continuing northward through Barranca, she turned due east.

Toward Anna.
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ON THE SAME day that General Navarese discussed his battle plans with Lucius, the druid army began to hum. With the druid queen, Kattham Bhunjaka, well hidden and guarded in the heart of Dhutanga, one hundred thousand druids, under the leadership of Urbana, started their march toward Jivita. It would take the better part of four days to reach the Green Plains, a distance of about eighty leagues from the queen’s lair. The druids were capable of moving faster, but there was no need to hurry. Kattham desired to begin her war at about the same time as Mala assaulted Nissaya. She wanted to be certain that any Jivitan allies in the east were occupied by the Chain Man’s forces and therefore no threat to her own plans.

Urbana no longer considered herself queen of the vampires. That position was inferior to the one she now held: general of Kattham Bhunjaka’s vast army. As a parting gift, she had been presented with a great weapon: a staff of black heartwood, fifteen cubits tall, that bore a glowing jewel on its gnarled head. Through it Urbana would wield magic that would turn the war in her favor.

When the white horsemen were vanquished, Urbana and the druids would march eastward to greet the Chain Man’s army. On behalf of Kattham Bhunjaka, the former vampire would make demands of Mala and his minions: The ocean side of mountains would be ceded to the druid queen, which would give Dhutanga the room it needed to grow unimpeded, eventually swallowing up all lands west of Mahaggata and Kolankold. If these demands weren’t met, there would be another war. Her queen would bow to no one—not even Invictus.

The druids were not being subtle. From the first moment of the first day of their march, the humming began. The dark trees of Dhutanga danced to the rhythm, for the druids were their keepers. But all other beings—from the Great Apes to the smallest of insects—fled before the drove. A single druid was dangerous enough, but when the wood-eaters marched one hundred thousand strong, they were terrifying to behold.




The druids could be heard from ten leagues away. Sometime during the third day of their march, a Jivitan scout lifted her head. Then she spurred her horse southward, galloping through the forest in a rush. As she rode, she drew a white horn from her belt and blew with all her might. Other horns responded. The alarm had been sounded. Soon all of Jivita would be aware. The greatest battle in the history of the Green Plains would commence in fewer than two days. One hundred thousand druids against forty thousand white horsemen and thousands more infantry. To both sides, it seemed a mismatch.

Each horn could be heard for a mile or more, and there were hundreds of them. Within a single bell of the first scout’s sounding, Queen Rajinii and General Navarese were aware of the druids’ advance. The army of Jivita, which had been preparing for this moment for a hundred generations, poured through the northern gates. The bells of every cathedral in the White City rang in harmony, alerting the civilians. About a third of the citizenry who still remained gathered their belongings and headed toward the havens by the sea. But almost one hundred thousand did not leave, confident in their army’s ability to eliminate the threat from Dhutanga. Even Burly decided to stay. If the city was overwhelmed, someone would need to remain who could put up a fight. For the most part, Jivita had been good to him, so it deserved a little loyalty in return.

LUCIUS AND BONNY heard the horns too. The Jivitan horsemen who guarded them, numbering ten score, protectively encircled the Daasa. But Lucius ordered them to leave.

“Go now to your queen,” Lucius said.

“We hesitate,” a captain said. “We have grown to love the Daasa.”

“Do not fear for us,” Lucius said. “Fear only for our enemies.”

And then Lucius turned and sprinted into the forest. Bonny and the Daasa followed, and they vanished from sight.

THE NEXT MORNING, Torg, Laylah, Bernard, Navarese, Sir Elu, and Rajinii were the last to ride out of the northern gates. The queen, her Svakaran bodyguard, and the sorceress were resplendent in white armor, though the belts of their scabbards and the spikes on their gauntlets were bright emerald. Torg wore no armor, only a black jacket and tight-fitting breeches. The two thousand mounted Tugars—strategically scattered—also disdained armor. Their flesh sufficed.




Archbishop Bernard wore white robes beneath a green chasuble. After taking half a day to emerge from the gates, the bulk of the army encircled him and his companions. Then Bernard spoke, his voice as piercing as a trumpet.

“As you know, I am no soldier. While you brave men and women ride into the face of peril, I will retreat within the safety of the gates. But though I am poor with sword or bow, I do not plan to play a placid role. Instead, I will pray so loud that Ekadeva will have to hold his ears!”

Thousands of swords rose as one, glittering in the bright sunlight.

“But even if I whispered, the One God would hear,” Bernard said. “He does not relish the violence that is about to occur, but neither does he condone evil. His might rides with you, brave soldiers. And rest assured that any of you who do not survive the coming battle will go to a better place than the here and now.”

Bernard turned his mount and started back toward the gates. All who watched him pass lowered their heads.

Torg heard Navarese speak next. “Ekadeva is indeed on our side. But the One God need only lend his blessing, not his strength—for the army of Queen Rajinii is without peer. Were the druids five times their number, they could not stand against us. Prepare to ride, white horsemen. Your destiny awaits!”

Swords clanged and horses snorted. The queen urged Arusha toward the center of the circle.

“We fight for the glory of Ekadeva,” she shouted, prompting thunderous applause. When it finally quieted, she said, “But we fight also for Jutimantataa, the City of Splendor. Your queen loves Jivita as much as you. Therefore I ride to its defense. Will you join me?”

There was another roar of applause, this time even louder. Chanting followed:

“Ciram jivaatu Rajinii. (Long live the queen!)”

With Rajinii leading the way, the first of forty-five rows surged forward, three squadrons per row spread half-a-league wide. The Jivitans usually relied on heavy armor—both for rider and horse—and compact formations, but the army that marched on this day was designed to fight druids, emphasizing speed and mobility over brute force. Only twenty-seven of the one hundred and thirty-five squadrons were adorned in full armor with lance and sword. The rest were archers wearing only skull-caps and shirts of mail beneath their tunics, with their horses bare other than saddle and reins. Each archer carried a longbow, and attached to his or her belt were three sheaves containing a total of seventy-two arrows fledged with goose feathers. Each barbed head was coated with a special pitch that burned long after the arrow found its mark. All told, the archers bore more than two million of these arrows. Without them, the Jivitans would have stood little chance against the druids, who were difficult to slay with spear or blade.




Five thousand heavily armored infantry formed the last line of defense against the invasion. If the battle went well, the foot soldiers would see little action, but they still were well-armed, carrying javelins twice as long as a man, their iron spearheads also dipped in pitch that could be set aflame. Five thousand others served as attendants, transporting food, water, and medical supplies. The Jivitans did not expect a long engagement—in fact, they believed the battle would be over within a day—but thirst and hunger still could play a role. General Navarese had left nothing to chance.

The Jivitan army was unsurpassed on the field of battle, and the greats among them made it even more formidable. Rajinii carried a longsword, but her most powerful weapon was her staff and its magical head of jade. Arusha, barded with sallet and bevor, bore the queen proudly. Twenty necromancers—twelve women, including Manta, and eight men—were scattered throughout the ranks, each bearing a similar staff, though less in might. Laylah wielded Obhasa and a Tugarian short sword. Her stallion, Izumo, also wore sallet and bevor. Jord was no longer with them, but for good reason: Bhojja now stood in her place and carried Torg on her bare back. He wielded only the Silver Sword. And last, but not least, were one hundred score Tugars, each bearing uttaras, short swords, daggers, and slings. If the druids underestimated this threat, they would do so at their peril.

The queen leaned over to Torg, her long black hair flowing beneath her helm. “We will prevail, but I do not believe I will be among the survivors.”

“Are you so certain of your demise?”

“Don’t worry, Torgon,” Rajinii said. “These are my words, not the sorcerer’s. I will not fall without a fight.”

“The bravest can say no more,” Torg responded.

The Svakaran was the next to speak, flipping up his visor and bringing unintentional humor to the moment. “Be of light heart, your highness. With Elu at your side, no harm will come to you.”

Rajinii’s laughter could be heard even above the pounding of hooves and clanking of armor. But her mirth was born of love, not derision.




Laylah spoke next to Torg. “General Navarese wants the queen to retreat to the rear of the army. I’m surprised you haven’t demanded the same of me.”

Torg smiled. “There are powers within you that have yet to be awakened. Perhaps the druids will ignite them.”

“So that I can use them to protect myself against my brother?”

“If it comes to that . . .”

Afterward, they rode in silence.

No more needed to be said.
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ON THE SAME morning that the white horsemen rode to confront the druids, the great army of Mala arrived at Nissaya. The Chain Man was the first to come into view, striding boldly up Iddhi-Pada with Vikubbati in hand.

Behind him followed a row of horsemen, some human, some not; and alongside them strode a troll, a Kojin, and a druid. Dracools appeared in the sky, though they stayed high above out of respect for the Tugars and their slings. And behind this menagerie of creatures came a legion of golden soldiers flanked by cavalry, their helms and shields glistening in the bright sunlight.

Trolls came next. Mogols followed and then more golden soldiers, along with witches and wild men, Stone-Eaters, and more Kojins, and every conceivable form of monster, demon, and giant.

Two hundred thousand strong.

Unexpectedly, the golden soldiers encircled the entire fortress, standing side-by-side half a mile from the first wall, far out of range of arrow or trebuchet. Even the cavalry was ordered to dismount and join the others, leaving their horses to an uncertain fate. But Mala and his monsters gathered in the fields in front of the gate of Balak. By dusk, wagons had been drawn close, tents had been pitched, fires were blazing, and the greatest army to ever walk the world was settling into place. In the morning, the battle would commence.

However, Mala was not as pleased as he had long imagined he would be. It wasn’t that things weren’t going as planned. Nor was he intimidated by the sight of Nissaya. What bothered him now, robbing the occasion of its rightful gratification, had occurred four days before—and it still bothered him. He had been observing a crew of cave trolls and Stone-Eaters repair a portion of Iddhi-Pada when he heard the blaring of a horn.

Everyone within his range of vision had gone still. Even Mala had been dazed.




The blast had come from Nissaya, of that he was certain, but who or what among the black knights had had the strength to blow with such might? Not even a Kojin could do such a thing. In fact, what bothered Mala most was that he could think of no one else capable of it other than Invictus, Torg, or himself.

Except . . . for another snow giant.

Was it possible?

No! Himamahaakaayos were too timid and cowardly to come all this way.

Even while the crescent moon set at midnight, Mala continued to ponder this unexpected turn of events. And the more he contemplated, the more frustrated he became. He could hardly wait for morning, as much to solve this puzzle as to finally confront the enemy.
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EVEN AS THE magical chain encasing Bhayatupa’s neck began to cool, so too did Invictus’ rage. For whatever reasons, he still clung to fond memories of his childhood spent with Vedana, and when his grandmother attempted to cross him like this, a portion of his mind admired her for it. He had grown beyond her, but the fact remained that he owed her.

“First Laylah and now Bhayatupa,” Invictus said out loud. “Grandmother, you are more formidable than I have given you credit. You certainly have a way of making things more difficult than they need to be. Once these wars are over, I’m going to have to punish you. Do you doubt that I can?”

As Invictus spoke, his body bobbed up and down as if standing on the deck of a ship in a slowly rolling sea. Through the clearing haze, Invictus stared down at the dragon’s massive chest as it rose and fell beneath him with each breath. Bhayatupa lay on his side, as if taking a nap. The multicolored chain that encased the length of his neck glowed without cessation, searing the crimson scales.

The Sun God grunted, but a knowing smile crept upon his face. Perhaps he could find a use for the broken beast. At the least, Bhayatupa was faster than a Sampati and more comfortable to ride than a dracool.

Like a veteran sea voyager, Invictus strode on top of the dragon’s heaving torso. He clambered over the chain and finally stood on the hinge of Bhayatupa’s jaw. The dragon’s visible eye, which was more than two cubits in diameter, was open but glazed.

Invictus placed the palm of his hand on the cornea. The dragon did not react. “A pity,” Invictus sneered.

Then Bhayatupa blinked.

“What have we here?” Invictus said. “Are you awake?” Then he leapt off the dragon onto the tattered summit of the mountain.

“Rise.”

Immediately the dragon responded, first lifting his head off the stone and then standing, albeit groggily, on his four magnificently muscled legs. Invictus cackled.




“You can understand me,” Invictus said, staring up at the huge beast. “How interesting. If only Mala were here to share this moment.”

Bhayatupa did not react, but the chain that encircled his neck continued to glow, casting a fragrant stink.

“Bow your head,” Invictus said. “I wish to mount you.”

Bhayatupa did so without hesitation, and Invictus climbed aboard. In physical relation to the dragon, Invictus was about the size of a cricket on the back of a large iguana.

“To Avici,” he shouted.

Bhayatupa made no sound, but his great wings swept downward.

“To Avici,” Invictus repeated. “I will show you the way, if your mind no longer remembers.”

Faster than any other creature had ever flown, the dragon carried Invictus eastward.
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THE GIRL COMPLAINED less than most children, but she still was slowing Tāseti down. The additional weight meant little to the camel, but the Asēkha was forced to stop far too often to cater to the girl’s frequent bouts of nausea and diarrhea. At least she finally knew her name: Nimmita, though she preferred to be called Nimm.

When not vomiting or squatting, Nimm talked nonstop. Tāseti patiently listened to her ramblings, and during rare periods of quiet she entertained the girl with Tugarian fairytales. But Nimm’s constant distractions caused Tāseti to veer off the trail more than once, forcing her to retrace her steps.

“How can she be moving so fast . . . she’s gaining!” Tāseti said in sudden frustration.

“Who is? My mommy? She was always the slowest. Daddy used to get so mad at her. Why would she be going fast now?”

A horrific thought occurred to Tāseti. She probably would catch up with the remainder of Nimm’s family long before she would encounter Tathagata. Could the girl bear to witness more slaughter?

As if reading Tāseti’s mind, Nimm began to sob. “You’re going to kill my mommy and brother, aren’t you?”

“If I kill them, they will be at peace.”

“Will they become monsters in their next lives?”

“No . . . when they are reborn, they will be strong and happy. They risked themselves to save you. When people are brave in their final moments, it carries over to their next existence. But they will not be able to go to that better place until I release them from their torment.”

“I’m scared . . .”

“You won’t have to watch. I’ll hide you in a safe place until it’s over.”

“I don’t want them to be dead.”

Tāseti sighed. “I know . . . I know. A terrible thing has happened that cannot be undone—at least in this lifetime. You will carry pain with you always. When really bad things happen, some people never recover. But a few manage to become stronger.”




Nimm did not respond.

Just before noon, Tāseti and her young companion rode over the crest of a sharp ridge and caught sight of the first of the three fiends that followed in Tathagata’s wake. About a mile ahead, Nimm’s mother, or what remained of her, was struggling to traverse a particularly nasty stretch of bleached rocks that eerily resembled a pile of bones. Dozens of black flies swarmed above the fiend’s head, but she paid them no heed.

“I can’t stand to see mommy this way,” Nimm said. “Please help her.”

Running the fiend down and then backtracking to retrieve Nimm was yet another waste of time, but Tāseti had no other choice. She left the girl beneath a shaded overhang and gave her the goatskin of uncontaminated water she had taken from the family’s campsite. Disturbingly, it now contained less than a third of its original contents. To make matters worse, the daytime temperatures were exceeding one hundred degrees. Tāseti wondered how she had gotten herself into such a mess. If only she could encounter someone trustworthy enough to take the girl off her hands, she could concentrate on the more serious business of catching up with Tathagata.

Nimm took a longer drink than she should have and then curled up in the shadows. Tāseti set the camel free to graze among some thorny bushes growing out of the side of the rock wall. At least the beast would get a little rest and sustenance. Besides, it had taken a liking to the girl.

Tāseti took one sip from the boiled water of her own goatskin and then sprinted down the side of the ridge toward the jagged plain, carrying only her uttara. Tāseti wasn’t in the best of shape herself, having gone almost four days with little water, food, or sleep. But the cumulative benefits of the Cirāya had kept her strong, and she raced toward her quarry without hesitation, closing the gap in a surprisingly short time. Though she made no attempt to disguise her footsteps, the fiend seemed not to notice her approach.

With a swish of the uttara, the head separated from the body, flipped twice, and came to rest on a spire of stone with a squishing sound that made even the battle-hardened warrior shudder. The face was diseased and ravaged, but now it looked at peace. Tāseti dragged the body into a deep crevice and tossed the head in with it.

When she returned, she found the trusty camel in the same place she had left him.




But Nimm was gone.

THE MORNING AFTER Tāseti slew the fiend that had once been Nimm’s mother, one thousand Tugars and fifty Vasi masters stood in a circle along the inner ring of the Simōōn. The titanic whirlwind spun right-to-left with constant ferocity, churning up a lethal wall of sand, debris, and lightning that encircled Anna.

Dvipa, the lone Asēkha among the gathering, raised his arms and shouted words in the ancient tongue. “Maayaavaatamandala, nivattehi te atthitam. (Magical whirlwind, cease your existence.)”

One by one, the Tugars and Vasi masters repeated these words, until everyone in the circle had said them thrice. Then Dvipa, the masters, and warriors each rose on the toes of their right foot and began to spin left-to-right, slowly at first, then faster and faster, until their bodies became tornadic blurs. Miniature whirlwinds formed around them, and in unison the warriors glided a few paces into the Simōōn. The counterforce, a blend of physical strength and magic, began to weaken the barrier, draining it of the same might that had similarly created it.

In less than one hundred breaths, the Simōōn ceased to exist, taking considerably less time to dismantle than to build.

“It is done,” Dvipa said. “Aya, it is your command to lead twenty-five score against the fiends. The rest of us will remain to defend Anna.”

AT THE SAME time the Simōōn was lowered, what had become one of the most frightening creatures in the world passed from the eastern border of Barranca into Tējo, her great body lurching and reeling as if walking on the surface of a stormy sea. Within the bloated skull, an internal battle waged between the remnants of Sister Tathagata’s sanity and the demon Vedana, who had recently taken up residence in the fiend’s fetid ear canal.

“Sis” was becoming more of a problem than the demon had believed possible. Though the original Tathagata was now locked away in an obscure portion of a ruined mind, the High Nun of Dibbu-Loka refused to stop chattering. Vedana, incarnated as a black moth, found the prattle extremely annoying.

“I thought you and your robe-wearers liked things quiet,” Vedana said. “You’re yapping more than a Duccaritan auctioneer.”

“Karma can change a person’s fate as swiftly as the twitch of a camel’s tail.”




“Yeah, yeah, yeah . . .”

“Each day, the wise do two things: inhale and exhale,” Tathagata said.

“Shut up.”

“Every life has suffering. Sometimes suffering awakens us. Even you can be awakened.”

“Why would listening to you awaken me?” Vedana said. “You make me want to take a nap.”

“Gain freedom by knowing this simple truth: No one can be ruled inwardly from the outside,” Tathagata said.

“Argggghhh!”

As the battle raged, the body that had housed Tathagata’s karma for more than three millennia marched across the sand, immune to heat, thirst, or exhaustion. Four times during the previous two days it had fed on human victims, devouring twenty to the bones while infecting six more followers. Now a group of fiends trailed behind her, but none of them could walk as fast or as relentlessly as she. Tathagata had grown as tall, broad, and mighty as a snow giant, and her jaws were large enough to snap a full-grown man in half with a single chomp. Yet all of this paled in comparison to the magnitude of her desire for Tugarian flesh. If she were given the chance to digest the indigestible, her size and strength would increase even more. If she could feast on desert warriors, she would become more powerful than a great dragon. None save Invictus could stand against her. The possibilities enthralled the undines that swarmed within her flesh.

ON THE SAME morning that Tathagata first entered Tējo, the Tugarian warrior named Kithar approached Wuul. Though the massive oasis always harbored a large contingent of nomadic travelers, this day was particularly crowded—and abuzz.

Since separating from Tāseti and Silah five days earlier, Kithar had traveled nonstop toward Wuul, resting only during the hottest portions of each afternoon. His journey had been exhausting but uneventful, and the few people he had encountered were wanderers barely able to fend for themselves, much less lend aid to Rati and the noble ones. To this point, the Tugar’s efforts had been in vain. But now that he was at the oasis, he finally was in a position to make something happen.

Wuul covered more than five thousand hectares, and at its center was a wide pond formed by a natural spring that had not gone dry for half a century. On the sparse outskirts of the oasis, the sand first surrendered to shrubs, palmettos, gourds, and creosote, but eventually it gave way to a variety of trees, including bethoum and date palms. The trees were most dense nearest the pond, forming a living palisade around the blue-green water. It often was said that anyone who walked without awareness would stumble into and “drown in the waters of Wuul.”




A raucous assemblage of desert dwellers had gathered in a clearing not far from the pond. A band of Kurfs roasted a wild ass over a fire, attracting the attention of scores of other tribesmen, all of whom wanted at least a few nibbles. Kithar saw and heard plenty of good-natured laughing and shouting, but also some jostling for position that had the potential to turn ugly.

When Kithar approached the sizzling carcass, all went quiet.

“A word!” Kithar said.

Though outnumbered at least one hundred to one, the Tugar still commanded respect. Few would dare to incite the wrath of the Kantaara Yodhas by challenging a warrior. But among the tribesmen, the Kurfs were the boldest and most dangerous. The leader of this particular group approached the Tugar and knelt at his feet.

“The first helping is yours,” he said in a tone that didn’t sound pleased.

“I am not a thief or beggar,” Kithar said with irritation. Then he turned to the others. “An Asēkha leads a large company that is making its way toward Wuul,” he shouted. “I request aid in arranging a caravan to travel west to greet them. They need water more than food, but both will be appreciated. Who among you will come forth?”

A Beydoo woman half as tall as Kithar rushed to the front.

“Kantaara Yodha, your request has already been granted,” she said excitedly. “Two mornings ago, another of your people came to Wuul and beseeched similar help. My husband, Djan, and more than five score Beydoos set out almost immediately.”

Kithar felt a surge of relief, allowing himself to smile for the first time in days. “How much water did they carry?”

“Enough for many score! The Tugar was pleased, and he left for Anna with a contented look on his face. Djan is a capable man. Do not concern yourself further, Kantaara Yodha. All is well.”

“This is excellent news. Thank you, kind woman. Your people will not go unrewarded, of that I promise.”

Much to the relief of the hungry gathering, Kithar then wandered off and found a shady place to sit. He had choices to make: Should he remain at the oasis and wait for Rati’s arrival, or rest through the heat of the day and then continue to Anna?




His decision was made for him. Just before noon, as Kithar was starting to doze, a heavily armed Kallik bandit approached him.

“May I speak, warrior?”

“Quickly,” Kithar snapped.

“Just three days ago, I was twenty leagues north of Wuul,” the bandit said. “And while there, I heard rumors of an army of monsters invading the desert from the direction of Senasana. I witnessed nothing myself, but I spoke to those who claimed to have seen this army slaying everyone in its path.”

“Why do you tell me this?”

“A Tugar would not believe this of a Kallik, but I care for the people of Tējo.”

“In other words, if the monsters kill everyone, there’ll be no one left to rob.”

The bandit shrugged. “All evils are blamed on the Kalliks.” Then he slipped away.

Kithar pondered this news, then went about asking others if they had heard of this army. To his dismay, several said yes—and some believed that the army was headed toward Wuul. After what had happened to the noble ones, it was not difficult for Kithar to believe these stories. He had no choice but to remain at the oasis and organize its defense.

AS SOON AS the Simōōn was lowered, Aya and twenty-five score Tugars set off into the desert toward Barranca. The rhythmic pounding from a dozen barrel-sized drums bade them farewell. Despite temperatures that would far exceed one hundred degrees, the warriors wore black silk jackets tucked into their breeches and no headpieces. Each bore a uttara, short sword, dagger, and sling along with a shoulder bag containing water, dried goat meat, and Cirāya. Their intent was to move fast and strike hard. Before they were done, no fiend would retain its head.

At the start of their journey, the warriors were twenty-five leagues from the border of Barranca, a two-day march over a wilderness of sand. When in a hurry, Tugars covered more ground walking than riding because they were relieved of the burden of fending for camels during periods of rest.

As the noonday sun burned overhead in a clear blue sky, the warriors approached a temporary end to the sand. Spears of rock erupted from the desert floor, forming an irregular palisade. Spiny-tailed lizards clung to the natural wall, beyond which was a gravel plain containing stands of acacia and palmetto. Several dozen stunted trees grew near a spring-fed pond, the water green but drinkable. The Tugars massed beneath the trees and ate a small meal. Then they slept through the worst of the afternoon’s heat before continuing the march that would last all through the night and early morning before they rested again.




When the sun finally vacated the sky, the temperature dropped almost thirty degrees. The hot wind became chilly, but the Tugars were unfazed. They exited the gravel plain and entered another sea of fine yellow sand. All around them desert winds created freakish sounds, winding through what felt like an endless series of dunes, some more than five hundred cubits tall.

For the first time since leaving Anna, the Tugars encountered other desert dwellers. A dozen tall but slender warriors clad only in loincloths walked beneath a sliver of moon. One bore a brace of jerboas, which they would cook and eat, tails and all, and two others carried an antelope skewered on a branch. The Kurfs were headed toward the tiny oasis the Tugars had vacated earlier that day. When they saw Aya and his army, they raced over and knelt in the sand.

“Kantaara Yodha, I am yours to command,” their leader said to Aya.

“Give me news from the west,” Aya said.

“We have heard strange rumors, but have seen nothing unusual.”

“Rumors?”

“Some say an army of monsters has invaded the desert. Others say there is a giant that gobbles up men, women, and children. Still others scoff at both tales.”

“We are aware of the army, but this is the first we have heard of a giant. Let us hope there is no truth to that. You have nothing more to add?”

“Our journey has been uneventful, but it sounds like yours will be wrought with peril. Still, in the desert they say that whatever faces the wrath of the Tugars is to be pitied.”

Nothing faced the Tugars’ wrath for the rest of the night. They walked in silence beneath a moonless sky, the waxing crescent having long since set. Few creatures noted their passing. In unison, the warriors stopped and watched an epic battle between a puff adder and a mongoose. The mammal ultimately won, eliciting cheers from the Kantaara Yodhas and prompting Aya to shush them.

“We know naught what wanders in the darkness,” he scolded. “No more noise.”




By late morning, they were halfway to their destination. They huddled beneath boulders surrounded by a sparse field of grass. Another spring was hidden within the rocks, much smaller than the previous one but with clear water that never seemed to dissipate even during the fiercest of droughts. The warriors drank until their stomachs were swollen and refilled their skins before eating another small meal and then lying down to sleep. But unexpected visitors interrupted their rest: two score Beydoos, all men, their dark-gray clothes tattered and bloodied.

The leader rushed to Aya. “Magnificent One,” the much-smaller man said to the Tugar. “Horrors are abroad! My people have been hard-set. An army of monsters, thousands and thousands, attacked our encampment. They slew more than ten score of us, including our women and children, and they ate their flesh like the Jaguarundi feeds on the Addax.”

“Soko me appamaano (My sorrow is boundless),” Aya said. “The Tugars would have arrived sooner, if we were able. How long ago did these events occur? And where?”

“We were assailed yesterday eve, just ten leagues to the west.”

“Then the fiends have already entered Tējo,” Aya mused.

“Yes. But the tidings are worse than that.”

“What could be worse?”

“Most of the fiends, as you call them, resembled citizens of Senasana, fish folk from the Ogha, or farmers from the Green Plains. But others were among them: Beydoos, Kurfs, Kalliks, and Takans. The army grows. And our people, including some of our children, march with it.”

Despite the Beydoo’s dire words, the Tugars stayed put. The heat of the midafternoon could weaken even the stoutest of warriors, and Aya wanted his contingent to be as fresh as possible. If the army of fiends was indeed twenty thousand strong, it would be no easy task to defeat, even for the Kantaara Yodhas. And it was possible that the fiends were scattered beyond a core group, which meant days or weeks of searching and destroying. Given time, was a single fiend capable of infecting others and creating yet another army? The monsters were a cancer that had to be eradicated completely, or they would sprout again and again, perhaps where least expected.

One hundred slow breaths before dusk, the Tugars departed their resting place among the boulders, having no choice but to leave the Beydoos to fend for themselves. Though Aya did his best to maintain discipline, his warriors were anxious to confront the enemy, and they quickened their pace to a jog, which was tough work on the spongy sand. Now they were less than twenty leagues from where Aya had first seen the fiends in the heart of Barranca, but that was six days past. Even moving slowly, the army of monsters would be far distant from where Aya remembered. But soon it became apparent where the fiends were headed. From the southwest, hundreds of panicked desert dwellers scrambled into the heart of Tējo.




“You are not enough,” a Takan woman screamed at Aya, without slowing her retreat.

“All the Tugars in the world are not enough,” her male companion said.

“My own daughter tried to eat me,” a grandmotherly type said to Aya. Then she sprinted off faster than most of the others.

“These people flee into the desert without sufficient water or food,” a Tugar warrior said to his leader. “They will die there just as surely as at the hands of the fiends. Should some of us remain behind to aid their retreat?”

“They have gotten this far without our help,” Aya said. “Do not underestimate their ability to survive. No . . . we stay together.”

THE DAY AFTER Kithar reached Wuul, the Tugarian warrior named Silah strode north along the eastern border of Barranca in the late afternoon. In terms of finding help, she had had less success than Kithar. The few she encountered were in no condition to lend aid, though many told her disturbing stories of an army of fiends invading Tējo from the north.

To her left, a line of smoke rose into the desert sky. From the color and quantity, Silah discerned that this was no ordinary campfire. Someone or something must have ignited a large patch of brush within Barranca; there wasn’t enough wood in all of the wastelands to build a fire of such intensity.

A tall limestone ridge blocked her view. She briskly scaled the rock face, slid through a crevice, and stepped onto a dusty ledge. What she saw far below—with her superhuman eyesight—caused her to gasp. Ten tribesmen, Takans from the looks of them, were huddled on a bald within a burning patch of acacias. Just outside the fire were a dozen fiends of various shapes and sizes, including one that appeared to be a child of no more than five summers. The fiends were unable to breach the burning bushes, but the flames were diminishing, and soon the monsters would be able to find an opening.

Silah scrambled down the interior of the ridge and sprinted across the jagged floor of Barranca. The Takans were at least two miles away. Silah ran until her lungs burned, but she was losing her race against time. She screamed with all her might, hoping to distract the predators, but they seemed not to hear, too intent on their prey to heed her approach. Even from a quarter-mile away, she could see that one of the fiends had stumbled through the flames and was tussling with the people inside.




While still in a sprint, Silah brought out her sling, loaded a bead in the leather pouch, and whirled it above her head. Her aim, as usual, was magnificent. The nearest fiend fell, its skull pierced from back to front. Six more shots, in succession, dropped six more monsters, though it was only a temporary slowdown. Soon after tumbling to the ground, they staggered to their feet to resume the hunt.

However, the beads accomplished what her shouting had not. Now the fiends were aware of her. Silah slowed her pace enough to catch her breath, tucked her sling back into her belt, and removed her uttara. In the sunlight of late afternoon, the blade gleamed like red death.

The fiends were disgusting to behold—bruised, bloodied, and in most cases, partially eaten. But a Tugar never shied from a fight. Silah had undergone fifty years of training. Even against monsters, battle brought exhilaration instead of fear.

One of the fiends, formerly a powerfully built teenage boy, had separated from the others and was the first to greet her. From five paces away, Silah leaped, locked her elbows, and whipped the striking area of her blade into the lumpy protrusion at the front of the boy’s neck. With astounding ease, the uttara cut through cartilage and bone. The force of the blow caused the fiend’s head to spring high into the air. Black blood spurted from the severed neck, while its body crumpled forward and struck the gravel with a thud. Silah barely noticed. There was more killing to be done before she would have time to examine the carnage.

Ten more fiends came toward her, though they slowed their approach. Discretion, apparently, was a part of their adaptability. The next within striking distance was a wiry woman who was naked except for a black head-covering. Bite marks were visible all over her body, and one of her small breasts had been ripped completely off. Silah tightened her two-handed grip inward as her uttara swung downward. The blade sundered the woman’s skull and drove past bone, flesh, and gristle all the way to the sternum. For less than a second, the uttara became entangled in muscle and sinew, forcing Silah to twist it slightly before yanking it free. This short delay gave the next fiend just enough time to reach her and bite her left forearm with jaws as strong as a desert Lyon’s. But they were still no match for the dense flesh of a Tugar. Silah caved in the man’s chest with a kick. He tumbled backward and lay temporarily still.




The nine who remained, including the child, fanned out in front of her, a move she had not expected. Apparently the fiends were able to think and learn, at least in rudimentary fashion. Even so, they remained easy marks.

Silah’s vision drifted slightly out of focus, enabling her to watch all of her adversaries’ movements—their eyes, arms, hands, legs, and feet—rather than focus on anything specific. She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, steadying her breath and clearing her mind. Her body and sword became one.

The largest of the men came first. Silah assumed a stable stance, rotated her hips, and swung the blade in perfect alignment, removing his head from his body with one clean stroke. Two more men and a woman came next. Silah stabbed the men in their hearts to slow them down, decapitated the woman, and then finished off the first two.

Four fiends remained, not including the one still engaged in a snarling battle with the Takans and the other whose chest she had crushed with a kick. Three went easily, but the Tugar hesitated when it came to the child. Instead, Silah raced past her, leapt over the smoldering bushes, and entered the bald.

Two “normal” men were struggling to hold the fiend’s arms, though he thrashed, snarled, and snapped at their faces. An injured woman was crumpled on her side, and she trembled and moaned. Two other women knelt beside her, wrapping a strip of torn cloth around her forearm to slow the bleeding from a ragged bite on her wrist. The five other Takans stood uselessly to the side, overcome by terror.

“Release it and step away,” Silah ordered.

The men did as they were told, and the warrior ended the fiend’s existence. One of the women, who was attempting to help the injured one, screamed, “Silah, stay back!”

The Tugar was amazed, wondering how the woman knew her name. But then the warrior realized, with horror, that she shared her name with the child who had become a fiend. The girl approached, her face twisted in a snarl. The sight smote Silah’s heart, freezing her just long enough for the woman—the mother—to run sobbing toward the girl and lift her in her arms. But Silah the Fiend cared nothing for tears. She bit down on her mother’s neck and swallowed the juicy mess. The mother wobbled and then collapsed, tumbling into the smoldering brush, with her former daughter still in her arms.

“Somebody kill her,” one of the men screamed. Silah the Tugar took three large strides, lifted Silah the Fiend by her hair, and removed the child’s carnivorous head. When the mother began to rise, the Tugar ended her existence, as well.




During the commotion, the fiend with the caved-in chest had managed to crawl within five paces. Though his torso was twisted, he still was intent on feeding. Silah removed this threat with a single stroke.

The survivors were in various states of shock. The bravest among them huddled near the bleeding woman. Several others simply wandered off. Silah towered over the injured victim.

“I must eliminate her. Whenever a bite draws blood, even a small amount such as this, there is change, though some take longer than others.”

“No,” one of the men shouted. “When I tried to stab one of the monsters, I cut her accidentally.” Then he stood and drew a dagger from his belt. “She wasn’t bitten.”

“Those are teeth marks.”

He waved the dagger menacingly. “She wasn’t bitten. If you touch her, I will kill you.”

“Sujana,” another man said. “Put away your blade. All of us together are no match for this warrior. Besides, she speaks the truth. Your wife is lost. Stand aside and allow the Tugar to end her life before her true misery begins. You will reunite with her in your next existence.”

“I cannot bear it,” the man said with a last gasp of defiance, but then he lowered the dagger and dropped it, his spirit crushed.

As if in response, the injured woman rose up on her knees and snarled. The survivors backed away, giving Silah the room she needed. A whizzing stroke put Sujana’s wife out of her misery.

Silah flicked the blood off her blade and slid her uttara back into its scabbard.

“Soko me appamaano (My sorrow is boundless),” she said to the Takans.

Sujana fell to his knees. In a gruesome display of love, he cradled his wife’s head in his lap.

“What do we do now, Kantaara Yodha?” one of the women said. “Is any place safe?”

“Make for Wuul,” Silah said. “There will be men and women there who can fight. In the meantime, I will continue north.”

As Silah turned to leave, she was surprised to find that she had a visitor. A chestnut gelding cantered over and bowed his head, his back and flanks lathered.




“Chieftain!” Silah said, remembering him well. “How came you here?”

The gelding nickered but had no other answer.

AS IT TURNED OUT, Nimm wasn’t lost, after all. Instead, the girl had crawled deep into the cave, trying to get as far as possible from the sight of her mother’s death.

Tāseti searched about in a near panic before finally hearing the girl’s squeaky voice coming from the far reaches of darkness. “Did you kill my mommy yet?” Nimm said, poking her head out of an impossibly small hole.

“She awaits you in her next life,” the Asēkha said.

“Do I have to look at her?”

“No, little one. Remember her the way she was before. I think that’s what she would have wanted. Will you come out?”

“I found water,” Nimm said matter-of-factly.

“What?”

“It’s only a trickle, but it tastes real good.”

Tāseti was far too large to squeeze into the tunnel, but claustrophobia and darkness did not seem to faze Nimm. Tāseti handed the girl the untainted skin and had her fill it. Then she filled her own skin from the good one and had Nimm refill hers again. After that, they watered the camel, ate a small meal, and resumed their search.

That had been two days ago. Now she and the girl were emerging from the eastern rim of Barranca at the same time that Silah was saving the Takans less than three leagues to the south.

Tāseti already had killed six more fiends, including Huta, the girl’s brother. Every time Tathagata slowed her progress to feed, Tāseti was forced to stop later on and clean up the mess, which, combined with taking care of Nimm’s needs and finding time for the camel to forage, made it increasingly difficult to gain ground on her quarry.

Occasionally, Tāseti had found footprints twice as large as her own. Not only was Tathagata continuing to eat, she appeared to be physically growing. This must have made her far more dangerous than the people she infected.

With Barranca at her back, Tāseti dismounted and studied the signs. A pool of black blood speckled with worms was splashed on the cream-colored sand, but already it was dry and partially obscured. Though Tathagata was leaving behind a grisly trail of gore, the fiend now would become more difficult to track. The windblown sands of Tējo quickly covered footprints.




From the look and texture of the blood, Tāseti guessed that Tathagata had passed this way around noon.

“Still half a day,” Tāseti whined. “No matter how hard I try, I cannot catch you, Amanusso-Pabhavo (Demon-Spawn)!”

“It’s because of me,” Nimm said timidly.

Tāseti did not respond.

“You can leave me here and come back when you’re done,” the girl said, trying to sound brave. “As long as I have water and some of that cactus, I’ll be okay. If I see any more monsters, I’ll hide in a cave. If I crawl in deep enough, they won’t be able to get me.”

Tāseti felt an unexpected swell of affection for the girl. “I’d prefer you stay with me, if that’s all right.”

Nimm smiled. “My mommy always taught me to say thank you. So . . . thank you.”

“Let’s keep moving,” Tāseti said. “We have a monster to catch.”

Then the warrior, the girl, and the camel entered the desert.

THE FARTHER southwest the Tugars journeyed, the more refugees they encountered. Several hundred had grown into several thousand. The bravest among them offered to join the Kantaara Yodhas. But Aya refused.

“If you truly wish to help, then follow the others into the desert and assist whoever you can.”

Near dawn, the Tugars encountered the first of the fiends, a once-beautiful woman stumbling along the steep side of a dune. When she saw the Tugars standing on its knife-like crest, she crawled upward as if determined to devour them all. Aya motioned to a warrior, who stepped down and cut the fiend in half.

“One down, twenty thousand to go,” she shouted to the others.

“Ema! Ema!” they called back.

“Let’s hope it’s twenty thousand . . . and no more,” Aya whispered.

In the final breaths before the rising of the sun, at least one hundred more of the fiends ran straight into Tugarian blades. It only got worse. When the warriors surmounted the towering crest of a fossil dune twice as tall as its neighbors, they looked down upon a playa several leagues in diameter. The flat surface of the dry lakebed swarmed with fiends.

Not twenty thousand, Aya surmised, but thirty thousand or more.

The Tugars could see no normal people anywhere near. Without the scent of prey to enrage them, the fiends moved sluggishly. At first, the enormous dune cast a shadow over most of the playa, but when the sun crept over the crest, the lakebed blazed to life. Like a single organism, the monsters turned in unison and gazed at the coming of day. The bright sunlight silhouetted twenty-five score Tugars. The fiends screamed and then charged.




Aya grunted. “We shall meet them on the crest. If we are overcome, fall back to the next dune, and the third. Kill any and all who come near, from youngest to eldest. And don’t get fancy. Take only their heads.”

They stood and waited for the battle to begin.

APPAM WAS WEARY. It had been ten days since he had left Tāseti and the noble ones and set off on his own to the Tent City, and he had moved with great haste. Finally, Appam came within sight of the oasis that contained the most-recent version of Anna. The Tugarian warrior, who was one hundred and seventy years old and fifth in line to ascend to the rank of Asēkha, was amazed by what he beheld. The Simōōn had been lowered, leaving the Tent City vulnerable to attack, though the desert warriors had formed Mandala (The Circle) and were beginning its regeneration. Still, only the slightest wisps had begun to rise from the sand, and Appam could see that it would take several more days to recreate the magical barrier.

Appam recognized Dvipa immediately. The Asēkha was shouting instructions as he strode from Tugar to Tugar, each warrior spinning right to left with blurring rapidity. A Simōōn could be re-grown only under the direction of one of the Viisati (The Twenty). When all ten thousand warriors worked together, the magical barrier would rise in a day. But with just twenty-five score, it could take a week. Appam guessed they had begun the process two days before his arrival.

Dvipa saw Appam and rushed toward him, clasping his forearm. “Warrior.”

“Asēkha.”

Dvipa smiled. “One day soon, you will preside in my place, my son.”

“Father, I desire to attain your rank, but not at your expense.”

Dvipa laughed. “I was born to be an Asēkha, but you were born to lead them.”

“You underestimate yourself, Father. Why else would Chieftain-Kusala have left Anna in your hands?”

“He did so because he knew I would fret over every detail.”

It was Appam’s turn to laugh. “I’m surprised you haven’t already lectured me that my jacket needs washing.”




Dvipa grew serious. “You have traveled far—and hard.”

“I left the havens just ten days ago.”

“Ten days? I’m impressed! But why have you come in such a hurry?”

“The second in command is escorting the noble ones to Anna under orders from Chieftain-Kusala. They are in need of our assistance.”

“Tāseti in need? I cannot believe it.”

“Five hundred noble ones, Father. And less than a score of Tugars as escorts. Do you believe it now?”

Dvipa sighed. “I will send aid, but I can spare less than you might have hoped. We are rebuilding the Simōōn.”

“I see that, Father. But why was it lowered in the first place?”

“As my Vasi master likes to say, it’s a long story.”

“Regardless,” Appam said, “you should cease your efforts until the noble ones arrive. Otherwise, you will just have to lower it again.”

AS DVIPA AND Appam discussed the Simōōn, the fiends were scrambling up the dune twenty-five leagues to the west. Besides their hunger and rage, the fiends’ greatest strength was their endurance. Though awkward, they also were tireless. The demonic undines that swam in their blood and swarmed in their flesh gave them above-average strength but superhuman stamina. Ordinary wounds temporarily slowed them down but did not kill them. If their legs were severed, they would crawl with their arms. 

With two-handed grips on their uttaras, the warriors stood ready. This battle would not be about finesse. Brute strength would be the Tugars’ greatest ally, and they had plenty of it. Aya, who was second in line behind Dalhapa to ascend to the rank of Asēkha, found himself wishing that Rati were with them, if only to count the fallen. Each warrior would have to kill at least three score fiends. Not impossible, but a wearisome task, especially in the desert heat with limited supplies of food and water to replenish their strength.

The undines could not infect the Tugars, nor could they be severely injured by bites, but it was conceivable that individual warriors could be trampled and suffocated beneath a pile of fiends. It would not be a pleasant—or honorable—way to die.

The dune served the same purpose as the bulwark of a fortress. As the fiends scrambled up its grainy side, many lost their footing and tumbled back, careening into others as they fell. Those who did reach the top were easy marks for the warriors, who took their heads and kicked their bodies back down the dune, adding to the confusion below. Within minutes, several thousand fiends were dead, and the rest already seemed to be losing their desire to surmount, as if the Tugars weren’t worth the effort when less-formidable prey was available elsewhere.




Aya grew concerned over the enemy’s hesitance. “Retreat,” he ordered.

“There is no need,” a warrior shouted back. “We are in no danger.”

There was no time to explain. “Retreat! And make lots of noise.”

Then Aya sprinted down the backside of the dune, screaming as loud as he could and spraying sand with every stride. Though confused, the Tugars followed their leader, shouting and yelping. The fiends were enraged, and they charged after their prey with renewed enthusiasm, crawling over the now-abandoned crest and starting down the other side.

The next dune was about five hundred cubits away. Aya halted in a hollow between the sand mountains. Some of the fiends were quicker than others, and they were the first to be dispatched. Two thousand more fell before their concentrated weight forced the Tugars to retreat to the crest of the second dune.

“Jump and scream! Curse at them. Do anything to make them angry.”

“Waggle your big cocks at them,” a female warrior shouted.

This caused a spate of laughter.

“Don’t get overconfident,” Aya said. “This is far from over.”

Newly enraged, the fiends clawed their way up the second dune, only to meet the same fate. Though not a single Tugar had fallen, as many as five thousand more fiends were eliminated before they again lost their desire, forcing Aya to call another premature retreat. It worked in similar fashion, and by the time the Tugars crested the third dune, almost half of the monsters were destroyed—and it was not yet noon. But the survivors now lingered in the hollow between dunes, unwilling to attack again, and the Tugars knew it would be hazardous to leave the crest and enter the dense throng.

Though it had gone well to this point, they suddenly found themselves in a stalemate. Then without warning, the fiends turned away, no longer interested in continuing a losing battle with their black-clad foes. Instead, they marched southward between the dunes.

In the direction of Wuul.

ON THE SAME morning that Appam reached the Tent City, Rati and the noble ones finally passed through Barranca and entered Tējo. The sand ocean beckoned to the Asēkha like home.




Their Beydoo escorts had proven to be more beneficial than Rati had dared to hope, working tirelessly to help the monks and nuns endure the crossing of the wastelands. In response, the noble ones had come to adore the diminutive tribesmen. Dammawansha, senior among his people now that Tathagata was missing, began giving lectures to the Beydoos during the hottest portions of the afternoon, though Rati wasn’t sure how much of the monk’s wisdom they were able to absorb.

“Air is blown into the hole of the flute. Beautiful music is the result,” Rati heard the monk say to the fascinated Beydoos. “The structure of the flute and the breath of the performer bring the music into existence. When the breath stops, so does the music. Is life not the same? It comes into existence, plays beautifully, and vanishes.”

Dammawansha paused for dramatic effect and then pressed the palm of his hand against his heart.

“Do you not see the paradox? Paths must be followed, but there are no followers. Deeds must be accomplished, but there are no deed-doers. Why? Because the concept of self is an illusion.”

He stood and pressed his palms together, touching his chin with the tips of his fingers.

“The ultimate goal of existence is to achieve clarity. But do not despair or feel cheated—for this is wondrous news! There need be nothing else. Clarity is more beautiful than any music and sweeter than any pleasure. Clarity is where true blessedness is found, all questions are answered, and all mysteries are solved. Watch your breath with mindfulness . . . and see the truth for yourself.”

Later that day, before they began another march, Rati approached Dammawansha.

“Answer me this,” Rati said to the monk. “When I swing my uttara, the blade does not shimmy. I find such perfection more beautiful than clarity. What say you?”

Dammawansha smiled. “Instead of asking me, ask your blade. Or even better, ask the air through which the blade passes.”

THE KANTAARA YODHAS harried the army of fiends until dusk and beyond. Though bloodthirsty and deranged, the monsters had an annoying ability to learn from their mistakes. Rather than risk any more of their number in suicide attacks on the desert warriors, they now bunched together like a dense school of fish, making it far more difficult for the Tugars to slaughter them en masse.




As the fiends moved southward along the border of Tējo, the warriors encircled them, keeping pace and attacking whenever an opportunity presented itself. Any monster that wandered or stumbled was dispatched, but the process of killing had slowed down considerably since the initial battle among the dunes. From morning until noon, the Tugars had killed fifteen thousand, but from noon until dusk they had slain fewer than five hundred more.

“The longer this goes on, the more it favors our enemy,” Aya said to the nearest warriors. “Even Tugars will tire eventually, but these monsters seem never to grow weary.”

“We could form wedges and punch into them easily enough,” a warrior said. “It would force them into smaller groups.”

“If we use that tactic, the risk will increase,” Aya said. “Any trapped within the mob would be difficult to rescue. But I agree that we will have to become bolder, if things do not change.”

“Another thing to consider,” the warrior said. “If the fiends march without rest, they could reach Wuul in two days.”

“Which would not be good,” Aya said. “Send a pair of scouts ahead to spread words of warning.”

“It will be so.”

At darkness, the fiends did not slow their march. If anything, they quickened their pace. Shortly before midnight, a lone Tugar appeared unexpectedly from the south.

“Abhinandanena te garukaromi (I greet you with great joy)!” Aya said above the clamor of barks and growls. “But why are you not at the havens, Silah? How came you here?”

“My story is long, but not pleasant,” Silah said. “Eleven days ago, Tāseti and Rati arrived at the havens with orders to transport the noble ones to Anna. But during our travels, things went awry.” Then Silah described the infection of the noble ones and the ruination of Sister Tathagata.

“I was met by one of your scouts in the late afternoon, and he told me of your plight,” she continued. “I fear the timing could not be worse. Rati and the noble ones are also headed to Wuul. I lent Yoen a desert gelding and sent him on his way to warn Rati. But I believe they will have no choice but to continue to Wuul, regardless of the threat of the fiends.”

“We do not seem able to slow them,” Aya said. “We are yet to lose a warrior, but the risks are becoming greater. They are wearing us down, forcing us to march without rest. Our skins are nearly empty, and we’ve had little to eat. Without Cirāya, we would already be failing. Even before this battle began, we had journeyed long.”




Silah nodded. Then she walked within a few paces of the fiends and drew her sword. The monsters on the exterior snapped and snarled, but they also pressed even tighter against the others, as if cautiously afraid. The warrior returned to Aya.

“You haven’t been able to slow down the fiends,” Silah said. “But might it be possible to redirect them?”

“Away from Wuul? I doubt it. I believe they intend to go there.”

“Not away from Wuul, just slightly more eastward. Remember the limestone ridge that rises out of the sand north of the oasis? A pass runs through its spine, its sides loose and treacherous. If we could guide them into it . . .”

THE TUGARIAN SCOUT named Yoen took an instant liking to Chieftain. The desert gelding, though thirsty and weary, refused to surrender to exhaustion. By morning of the following day, Yoen found Rati and the noble ones setting up camp within a natural concourse walled off by boulders. Several hundred Beydoos were with them, stretching canvas tarps between the rocks to create more shade. Though the sun had barely risen, it already was more than one hundred degrees. This day, Yoen believed, would surpass one hundred and twenty.

The Asēkha was overjoyed to greet the scout, but Yoen’s news diminished his enthusiasm.

“You are not the only ones who have dealt with the horror of undines,” Rati told Yoen. “Of the five hundred monks and nuns, one hundred and thirty perished before we could quell the assault, including the High Nun, who fled toward Barranca. Have you heard of her whereabouts? Or of Tāseti’s?”

“I know nothing of either, though Silah informed me of Tāseti’s mission as well as your perils,” Yoen said. “I have come to warn you of the army of monsters. It appears to be headed to the same place as you.”

“That is not the news I wished to hear,” Rati said. “Regardless, there is nowhere else for us to go. Without the aid of the Beydoos, we might not have gotten this far. But even with their help, there is no turning back. To keep such a large number alive under these conditions, we need more water and food. Only Wuul is close enough to supply both.”

“You are Asēkha,” Yoen said. “Bhavissaama anuvattatum (Thy will shall be done). Onward to Wuul.”




AT THE SAME moment that Yoen encountered Rati and the noble ones, the Tugars made their first serious attempt to force the army of fiends to veer to the southeast. The warriors were thirsty, hungry, and weary, but they followed Aya’s orders without complaint.

Though a few continued to encircle the fiends, the majority of the Tugars massed on their western flank. It was a subtle gathering, made without command. If the fiends noticed anything unusual, they showed no sign.

In unison, a square-shaped formation of twenty-score warriors charged against the bunched-up monsters, pushing with all its strength and hacking recklessly at any fiend within reach. In response, the monsters snarled like wolves but were unable to engulf the warriors. Like a massive flood diverted by an upslope, the fiends veered slightly to their left and resumed their march.

Again and again, the Tugars smashed against them, not stopping until Aya and Silah were satisfied that the fiends had been redirected along the proper path.

“If they don’t turn after this, they will go down the middle of the pass,” Silah said. “We should send at least five score ahead to prepare the ambush.”

“Make it so, Kantaara Yodha,” Aya said respectfully.

The fiends did not turn. Left to their own devices, they walked in an amazingly straight line the rest of the day. The Tugars continued to record kills on the perimeter but had managed to slay fewer than one thousand since the initial battle on the dunes, barely putting a dent in what remained of the monsters.

Though it was only the middle of spring, Aya could not remember an afternoon so suffocatingly hot. His warriors were drained, the long chase taking its toll physically and emotionally. Some had run out of water, food, and even Cirāya. At this rate, they could not hold out much longer. But one thing kept them going: The pass where they planned their ambush now was less than three leagues away. If they could hold until then, there was hope.

ILLĪ, THE SECOND of two scouts Aya had sent out, reached Wuul that afternoon. What she found surprised her pleasantly. Kithar, whom she had not seen since he left for the havens the previous summer, had organized an impressive defense of the oasis, banding together a variety of tribesmen that even included several Kalliks. If the fiends attacked the inhabitants of Wuul, they would encounter a stout foe.




Though Kithar opted to remain at the oasis, Illī hastily arranged to return from whence she came with five camels heavily laden with water-bloated skins. A pair of trusty Beydoos volunteered to go with her. Without knowledge of Silah’s plan, Illī set off for the pass, which was the quickest return route from Wuul.

AT DUSK OF the second day since the battle had begun, the fiends came within sight of the pass. Aya feared they might somehow sense the ambush. Instead, they marched straight for the gap without slowing.

Limestone walls that leaned drunkenly outward toward the summit of the ridge enclosed the pass, which was only five hundred cubits broad and long. Entering the pass required caution, even at the most benign of times. Loose rock clung precariously to the sides and littered the floor. The one hundred Tugars who had separated from the main force earlier that day now were cleverly hidden among the boulders. According to legend, the Kantaara Yodhas never left footprints. This wasn’t entirely accurate, but it was true that their steps caused little disturbance, and they were experts at covering their tracks.

Now, the fiends’ tactic of bunching together worked to the Tugars’ advantage. The entire army was small enough to squeeze into the pass at the same time. If all went as planned, the desert warriors could bury most of the fiends beneath tons of sand and rock before they even realized they were under attack.

As the sun ran for cover on the western horizon, the fiends entered the pass. From where he stood, Aya was not in position to give commands. Instead he trusted that the warriors already in place would begin the onslaught at the proper time. If the Tugars unleashed the rockslide too soon, most of the fiends would be able to back out of the narrow gap, but if they started it too late, many of the monsters would escape through the far end.

The Tugars who had remained with the fiends, four hundred in all, gathered at the army’s rear flank. If some of the monsters attempted to retreat, they would be met with certain death. Aya watched the fiends flood into the gap, counting his breaths in anticipation.

Silah tapped him on the shoulder and pointed to the top of the ridge. On one of the walls, a smoky plume of dust lifted into the night air. A low rumble followed. On the opposite wall, something similar occurred. A moment later, both walls seemed to explode. As hoped, this engulfed the majority of the fiends, but the chaotic collapse was far more severe than Aya had believed possible. Clouds of dust blew outward with the force of a sandstorm, causing the Tugars to shield their faces. It seemed to take forever for the air to clear. The warriors were stunned by what was revealed. The pass was clogged with rubble halfway to the top of the walls.




A hundred score fiends had somehow avoided the conflagration and were in full retreat, but now they were scattered. The Tugars went about the gruesome task of hacking off their heads. Immediately afterward, the warriors scrabbled upon the rubble and searched for Tugarian survivors. Of the one hundred who had hidden in the pass and started the avalanche, twenty were missing.

Though the Tugars were exhausted almost beyond their ability to stand, they found the strength to tear through the debris. Sadly, they uncovered far more fiends than warriors. Their despair over their fallen brothers and sisters grew more desperate with each breath. Upon finding lifeless bodies, several warriors burst into tears. In the end, only five more Tugars were saved. Five others were found dead. The remaining ten were never uncovered. It was the greatest loss of Tugar life in a single event since the war against Slag more than eight centuries before.

Silah was the most devastated of all.

“If I had only known,” she repeated over and over.

“But you did not,” Aya said. “Nor did I or any other. And yet, even if we had known, we would have risked it. What else could we have done?”

Now they had no water and were still a full day’s march from the oasis. Though it hurt him deeply, Aya was forced to call off the search for other survivors. If they didn’t start toward Wuul soon, they would lose more than fifteen.

On their way to Wuul, they discovered the tracks of several hundred fiends that had made it through the pass and appeared to be headed toward the oasis—with a considerable head start. But the Tugars were in no shape for a chase. The inhabitants of Wuul were on their own.

At dawn, their hopes were renewed. Illī, the Beydoos, and the camels appeared at the crest of a dune. The water they brought came none too soon.

As for the fiends who escaped the rockslide, they did not survive their assault on Wuul. Kithar’s makeshift army put up a remarkable fight—and when Rati, his Tugars, and their Beydoo escorts arrived as reinforcements, it became a rout.

Despite the apparent victory, other fiends haunted the desert for days to come.




Including one in particular.

TATHAGATA STOOD on the dagger-sharp crest of a towering fossil dune. The squirming mass of undines that inhabited her body sensed the destruction of the army of fiends, causing her to scream with despair. Immediately the moth in her ear seized the opportunity to incite more hatred.

“The Tugars must pay for this blasphemy!”

Instead of screaming, the monster snarled.

“And imagine how big you’ll grow when it’s Tugarian flesh you’re eating,” the moth whispered.

What remained of the High Nun’s sanity whispered back, barely audible. “We eat and are eaten. But life goes on.”

“Don’t listen to her!” the moth said. “She is weak and stupid. You are strong and wise. Listen to me . . . instead. Vengeance is sweet.”

“Even horror can bring awakening,” sanity responded.

But the monster that Tathagata had become paid little heed to sanity. The moth’s proclamations rang truer. Vengeance would be sweet. The Tugars would pay. Perhaps, when she was finished with the warriors, all others would pay too.

On the same morning that Mala’s army arrived at Nissaya, Sister Tathagata arrived at the Tent City.

Only she was bigger, stronger, and a good deal meaner than she used to be.

To make matters worse, the Simōōn was not in place to stop her.
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LUCIUS LED THE Daasa a league into Dhutanga, calling a halt before they penetrated deeply enough to be at serious risk from the will of the black trees. In this location, an ordinary blend of hardwoods and conifers continued to dominate their surroundings. As dusk approached, the Daasa leapt into the roiling foam of Cariya, the deadly currents and hidden boulders providing more opportunities for play. Once again, their behavior charmed the firstborn, causing him to dread the upcoming battle more than ever. Though they were formidable in their “meanie” state, it was probable that many of the Daasa would not survive their encounter with the druids. Losing just one more would break Lucius’ heart. How could he bear the death of hundreds or thousands?

Part of him wanted to cross back over the river and flee eastward to the Mahaggatas. Within those dense mountains were countless places to hide until the wars were over. When Invictus prevailed, it still might be months before Mala deemed them important enough to hunt down. Months! How blissful that would be. The Daasa might even make new homes in the forests of the valleys, becoming as innocuous as deer.

Bonny approached silently, startling him.

“I have never seen you look so troubled,” the pirate woman said. “And that’s saying something. I know you are not scared, but are you having second thoughts?”

“Can you read my mind?”

“You are the love of my life. That’s just about the same thing as being able to read your mind.”

Lucius kissed her on the mouth. “You’re right on both counts. I’m not afraid, but I am having second thoughts. The Daasa will be outnumbered against a terrible foe. How many will perish?”

“Such is war,” Bonny said.

“This is my war, not yours or theirs.”

“The Daasa didn’t ask to be enslaved. I didn’t ask for a golden soldier to rape my mommy. So, yes, it’s our war, too—and I would fight even if I had never met you.”




“Bonny . . . I’m sorry. You didn’t tell me your mother was raped.”

“There are some things better left unsaid, even to the man you love.” Then she stepped back and glared at him, her eyes ablaze. “Lucius, it will feel good to do some killing. To be honest, I am looking forward to it.”

“Will it feel good to the Daasa?”

Bonny’s eyes remained full of fire. “It will hurt them. It always does. But they have some avenging to do too.”

In the middle of the night, Lucius and Bonny wandered to a distant place and made love. To Lucius, it felt like their final encounter. Though he had never been a soothsayer, he couldn’t shake a sense of impending doom. It had taken his entire life to find freedom and happiness; yet he had been permitted to enjoy it for just a few short weeks. Life could be so unfair. Watching some of the Daasa die would be bad enough, but watching Bonny die? He didn’t believe he could survive it.

As she slept naked beside him, returned again to her “nicey” state, Lucius lay on his side, head propped on his elbow, and studied her. Everything about her brought him pleasure, from her round, pretty face to her muscular body. Laylah would be in danger tomorrow, as well; yet Lucius found himself thinking only of his new love. He managed an ironic laugh, which woke her.

“What is it, sweety?” she said, with a sleepy smile.

“No matter what happens tomorrow, there is something I need to say. You told me earlier that I am the love of your life. Well, it’s time for me to say the same to you. There are no doubts anymore. And there never will be again. I love you, Bonny, with all my heart. I would take you across the sea with me and never return, if I could.”

Tears slid from the corners of her eyes, but she said nothing in response.

Before dawn, the sound of humming awakened them. Though it was low and distant, it was extremely unpleasant, as if designed to instill madness. Lucius felt the now-familiar feeling of his face beginning to flush and swell, and it took a considerable amount of effort to resist changing to his “meanie” self. He looked over at Bonny and saw that she too appeared agitated.

When they returned to the Daasa, they found the pink creatures milling about nervously. Lucius feared they might charge off, without warning, in the direction of the sickening sound. But when he calmly went about the business of preparing a small meal, his behavior seemed to encourage the Daasa and relax them.




“The druids are probably ten leagues from here,” Lucius said to Bonny in a monotone voice. “What’s going to happen when the Daasa actually see them? Will I have any control?”

“I don’t know for sure,” Bonny said. “But somehow I think it’ll be all right.”

Before returning to Jivita, the white horsemen had provided Lucius and Bonny with ample supplies. While the Daasa foraged for nuts, bark, and spring berries, Lucius and his lover ate potatoes and onions fried in pork fat, followed by dried blackberries to sweeten their breath. Afterward they went their separate ways to relieve themselves. When he was finished, Lucius knelt down on the west bank of Cariya and filled his skin. A pair of Daasa sidled up next to him and licked his face, causing him to splutter and laugh.

“If you had any idea what’s about to happen, you wouldn’t be doing that,” he said. The Daasa were not dismayed. Instead, they rolled onto their backs and invited Lucius to scratch their bowl-shaped stomachs. He laughed again.

Lucius met Bonny by the fire. Both packed their gear and broke camp, trudging westward through the forest, with the Daasa following happily along, scrambling up and down trees, wrestling with each other, and making a considerable commotion. Lucius wished he could quiet them down, but whenever he tried, they became even more raucous. However, by noon the humming sound had grown loud enough to drown out the Daasa and all other living things. Lucius began to despise it.

Eventually, the humming became a tangible force, creating fear, frustration, and disorientation. Was it possible the sound could grow even louder? If so, the druids might win the war without having to fight.

In the early afternoon, Lucius called another halt, sat down on the trunk of a fallen poplar, and covered his ears with his hands. He felt hot all over and out of breath, and he found himself struggling with an increased desire to change. He believed that once he transformed into the “meanie” state, he would become a reckless killing machine, lacking the discipline to make rational decisions, so he needed to hold back until the last moment. But the druid cacophony was testing his resolve.

Bonny, who seemed to have better control over her transformations, put an arm around his shoulder. “You are doing fine, Lucius,” she said in a loud voice. “You should have seen the way I struggled with it, early on.”




“When was the first time?”

“Thankfully, not until I had seen twenty winters. If it had happened to me as a child, I might have killed my mommy and anyone else who tried to tell me what to do. But growing up, I never did change. Did the Mahanta pEpa hold me back like it did the Daasa? I’m not sure. Maybe those with human blood are beyond the Great Evil. But I think people like you and I have to be up close to a lot of the Daasa before we finally transform.

“It wasn’t until I began to hang out with friends by the slave pits that I had these strange feelings. Once, I got sloppy and left a tavern too close to nightfall. A Mogol warrior grabbed me from behind and dragged me into an alley. He was about to have his way with me when I changed. As you might imagine, he is no longer among the living. That was fifteen winters ago.”

“I’m sorry again, Bonny.”

“Don’t be! I liked being able to fight back. Killing him was . . . fun!”

Lucius grunted. “Afterward, the transformations happened more frequently?”

“Yes, though at first only when I got mad. After a while, I was able to control when, where, and how. But it took practice. Even now, if I get real mad or scared, it’s hard not to give in—though the more you do it, the more you crave it, even if it does hurt.”

Lucius grinned at her. “I know one of the ways you crave it.”

She laughed and slapped his arm. Then her face grew serious. “You know . . . you are learning to control it already, finding ways to distract yourself when the feeling comes on.”

Lucius sat up straight. “I do feel a bit better, I admit—though being around you always makes me feel good. I think the first moment I met you, I knew you were the one.”

“Well, you had a funny way of showing it back in Duccarita!”

After that, they ate bread, cheese, and more blackberries. Once again, the day had become unseasonably hot, even beneath the trees. The Daasa lay down all around them and took naps. Bonny soon joined them, and even Lucius succumbed to drowsiness, despite the intense buzzing that caused the branches to tremble.

While asleep, he dreamed he was back in Uccheda, disciplining Urbana for her rough treatment of Laylah. But this time, the vampire didn’t lower her head and pretend to be intimidated. Instead, she smiled wickedly, bared her fangs, and pounced on him. He sat up in a rush, unaware of where he was. Not until Bonny comforted him did he regain his bearings.




“It’s nearing dusk,” she said. “Either I’m going crazy, or the humming’s gotten even louder. I guess we should be going, huh?”

Lucius stood and took a long drink from his skin.

“I can think of few things I’d rather do less. Now I wish I had asked for some Jivitans to come along as escorts. It would feel less lonely, somehow, to have others with us to share this burden.”

“They’ll be sharing it—just not where we’ll be able to see them.”

“If we do see any Jivitans again, it will mean there is hope.”

They left a relatively flat area of forest and entered a meandering succession of hills, hollows, and coves. Though they were traveling due west instead of north, they began to encounter sparse stands of the horrid trees that dominated Dhutanga’s interior. The Daasa avoided these trees as if their bark was poisonous. Even Lucius could sense the evil consciousness that resided within the black wood. It reminded him of the Hornbeam.

“This place could get downright spooky at night,” Bonny said.

“I don’t like it either,” Lucius agreed. “Even the Daasa seem out of sorts. Imagine how bad it would be if we were forced to go farther north.”

“I’d fight the entire druid army myself before I’d do that.”

The humming was louder than ever, assaulting their senses like thunder that never ceased. Abruptly, they came to a crest that overlooked a deep, winding cove choked with shadows. Lucius, Bonny, and the Daasa lined the crown. Lucius peered down into the dark depths. What he saw chilled his heart.

Tens of thousands of crimson fireflies, traveling in close-knit pairs, filled the cove. At first, Lucius was thoroughly confused, but then he comprehended what he was seeing. The druid army was advancing through the cove, and the fireflies were their glowing eyes.

Several of the Daasa began to transform. Lucius sensed it before he saw it. In his mind, he shouted, “No!”

The Daasa contained themselves and slunk back. The rest also obeyed his silent command. Despite his horror at seeing the druids, Lucius felt a swell of pride.

“If I can control myself, I can control them,” he thought. As if in response, Bonny touched his hand and smiled.

However, Lucius’ momentary pleasure was quickly erased. A being appeared among the druids that was far greater than any of the wood-eaters, its head as broad as his arm was long. Despite its enormity, Lucius could not see it well enough to identify it. But the focus of the creature’s attention soon became clear. The monster stopped and looked up. Lucius didn’t believe it could see him clearly, but he had little doubt it sensed something.




Without warning, the humming stopped, and the woods went still. At first, the silence hurt worse than the noise. Lucius’ ears continued to throb. When his hearing finally adjusted, he felt exposed, as if the titanic waves of sound had provided a sort of camouflage.

From below, a hideous voice broke the disconcerting tranquility. “I know you. Do you know me?”

Lucius shivered. He did know that voice, though it had changed since he last heard it, becoming deeper and more guttural.

“Tyger got your tongue, general?”

Somehow, Lucius knew that he should not respond, though the will that now inhabited Urbana’s body tried to compel him to reveal himself. Again, he had to fight the urge to transform. But he did so successfully.

“Very well . . . we will meet again,” the creature said. “I will leave you, for now. There is no need to hurry, little man.”

Then she cackled. “Or should I call you, little freak? For you are less, even, than a man.”

At that point, he almost cracked, but Bonny grasped his bicep and squeezed hard. Her touch rescued him, giving him the strength to remain hidden.

“Bye-bye!” the voice cried out. And then the humming resumed.

When Lucius looked down at his war club, it was glowing as brightly as the largest firefly to ever live.
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FROM THE BATTLEMENT of Balak, Chieftain-Kusala watched the Chain Man’s forces expand before his eyes. The combined strength of Nissaya, Jivita and Anna was only half this army’s size, but the numbers were not what concerned him most. By themselves, the golden soldiers were no threat to the fortress. The monsters that marched beneath Avici’s banner were another matter.

Kusala had learned firsthand how difficult it was for Asēkhas to stand against Warlish witches; yet creatures were on the field that were even more dangerous. And that didn’t even take Mala into consideration. Though Kusala was more than half a mile away, he could see the ruined snow giant clearly in the dimming light, stomping around like he owned the world. The Kojins followed him like adoring servants, and wherever he went, the other monsters came to strict attention. There was no dissension within his ranks. After all, it was difficult to squabble with something as massive as Mala.

Other than several elephants being used as pack animals, there were only two larger creatures among the gathering: a pair of three-headed giants, each thirty cubits tall. Even these terrible monsters seemed to grow timid when Mala approached. The right hand of Invictus knew no fear.

Kusala remembered standing only a few paces from the Chain Man on the balcony of Bakheng. Then, the chieftain had feared Mala less than he did now. Even from a distance, the enormity of the Chain Man’s power was palpable, though it seemed focused not on the dreaded chain that encased his torso but on the trident he gripped in his right hand. As darkness deepened over the Green Plains, the three-pronged spear glowed like molten rock, casting more light than a bonfire. Kusala didn’t like the looks of it. It caused him to shiver in a way that nothing had before.

“He is beyond me.” The deep voice came from behind, startling Kusala out of his reverie. Yama-Utu stepped out of the shadows. “Did you hear me?”




“I heard you clearly,” Kusala said. “But I’m not sure I understand you.”

Utu grunted. “Until now, I have clung to the hope that the monster dwelling within my brother’s body could be destroyed. I believed that you and your kind would distract his army long enough for me to face him, and that I could slay him like I did the Kojin. This was not a pleasant thought, of course. But I did not doubt my resolve . . . until now.”

“What has changed?”

“You understand better than you let on. You can see him too. And feel him.”

Kusala grimaced. “I once faced Mala on Bakheng. And I saw him again in the mountains north of Gamana. Both times, I knew that he was dangerous, but neither time did he seem invincible. Now I’m not so sure. So . . . yes . . . I understand better than I let on. But my question remains: What has changed? Is it the trident?”

“He bears three great weapons. The chain that enslaves him, the trident in his right hand, and the ring on his left.”

“I see no ring.”

“Nevertheless, it is there—and it is as powerful as the trident.”

“Do these weapons make him invincible?”

This time, it was Utu’s turn to grimace. “Yes. But not for the obvious reasons.”

“Please explain—in plain language,” Kusala said. “Solving riddles is not my forte.”

“Snow giants can sense the presence of magic much as someone like you can feel heat. You could stand near one of these torches with little discomfort. But how close could you stand to a bonfire? Or worse yet, a wildfire? And yet, that does not begin to describe the extent of his power. The real question is, how close could you stand to the sun?”

“Mala’s magic is that strong?”

“It’s not Mala’s magic I fear. Though Invictus waits and watches from the shadows, it is his strength that flows through my brother’s sinews. The weapons will serve only as conduits—but effective ones. Even before Yama-Deva was converted, he was greater than me. But I had hoped my obsession would give me an edge. I could strike with a rage so sudden, my brother would be whelmed. Now I see that my hopes were false.”

“Are you saying we have no chance? If that’s the case, we might as well throw down our arms and raise the doors.”

“Hopelessness and surrender are not always the same,” Utu said. “Mala is beyond me . . . I do not have the strength to slay him. But I shall make the attempt, nonetheless.”




Kusala released an uneven sigh. “Does Mala know you’re here? Can he sense your magic as you sense his?”

Utu permitted himself a brief smile. “That is an excellent question. There is hope for you yet, Kusala.”

A voice from the shadows startled them.

“Are you ever going to invite me into this conversation? Or must the king of Nissaya remain in the dark?”

Neither the chieftain nor the snow giant had sensed Henepola’s approach. The king seemed relaxed, almost to the point of casualness. He wore black robes and a crown of black diamonds, but his white hair shone beneath the crescent moon, and his staff of Maōi shimmered.

“You have not yet donned your armor, sire,” Kusala said.

“It won’t be needed until morning,” Henepola said. “And Mala will want to have a little talk before he attacks. But don’t deflect my question, chieftain. What are the two of you discussing so earnestly?”

Kusala started to answer, but Utu interrupted. “I have informed the chieftain that I cannot defeat Mala.”

“I could have told him myself and saved you the trouble,” Henepola said. “You should be back in Okkanti, delighting in the snowflakes.”

Utu snarled and rose to his full height, but the king waved his hand and laughed. “Do not take offense! My newfound sense of humor can be jarring. It’s just that I foresaw the hopelessness of resistance long before you. But I believe I overheard you saying to Kusala that, despite your despair, you are not inclined to surrender.”

“It appears you heard a good deal of our conversation,” Kusala said. “Have you perfected the art of invisibility?”

“Only demons, ghosts, and Tugars are capable of such feats,” the king said with a wink. “But I am able to blend into my surroundings almost as well as a Kantaara Yodha.”

Kusala snorted. “Even better, it seems.”

“I will not surrender,” Utu said, responding to Henepola’s earlier statement. “Do you have a point to make?”

“No . . . but I do have something to show you.”

Kusala rolled his eyes. “The last time you said those words to me, it turned out to be quite unpleasant.”

In response, Henepola’s face seemed to catch fire. “This also will not be pleasant. Nonetheless, it is worthy of the snow giant’s consideration. Will the two of you come with me into the city? It’s a long walk, but I doubt any of us will be getting much sleep tonight. If nothing else, it will help pass the time until morning.”




THE UNUSUAL TRIO started down one of the numerous stone stairwells that flanked the inward face of Balak. Tugars started to follow, but Kusala waved them off. Though the stairs were deep, the snow giant took them four at a time and reached the base of the bulwark long before the king and Kusala. Waiting for them at the bottom, as if on cue, were Madiraa and Indajaala, both of whom wore no armor.

“So, you’re part of this conspiracy, as well?” Kusala said to the princess and conjurer.

Neither found this amusing.

“What you’re about to be shown is no laughing matter,” Madiraa whispered. “Except for my father and Indajaala, only a select few have seen it.”

“To be honest, I have never seen it,” Indajaala said to the princess. “You and the king have spoken of it many times, and I have stood outside the door, but it has never graced my eyes.”

“The Torgon saw it . . . once,” Madiraa said to Kusala. “And rest assured he was suitably impressed.”

“As are all,” the king agreed.

“For Anna’s sake, what are you talking about?” Kusala said.

“You’ll see,” Henepola said.

“I must admit that even I’m intrigued,” Utu said.

“That’s good to hear,” the king said. “Because the thing I wish to show you is intended for you.”

They crossed the deadly moat on the main drawbridge. Kusala looked over the side at the black water, which hid thousands of razor-sharp spikes. Like the door of Balak, the door of Ott also was closed. The only way to surmount Ott was via rope ladders, hundreds of which were draped over the exterior of the bulwark. The wall was so tall, smooth, and sheer, even Utu had to use one of the ladders to ascend it. The ropes were strong enough to hold fifty men at once, but the snow giant’s feet were so thick he had difficulty squeezing them between the rungs.

The door of Hakam remained open, making it easier to deliver food and weapons to the lesser bulwarks. This door also required half a day to shut, but its twenty portcullises could be lowered far more quickly. Besides, the thought of Balak and Ott being breached was inconceivable.

Henepola led them into the interior of the fortress. To Kusala’s surprise, the king veered away from the main keep. The torchlit streets swarmed with frantic civilians. The king’s guard led the way, clearing a path through the startled throngs. They hurried down a side street past a courtyard crammed to capacity with civilian refugees. Beyond the courtyard was a string of eateries that now were used solely to prepare food for the frightened inhabitants.




The side street narrowed considerably before dead-ending into an empty pavilion without doors, windows, or torchlight. It was so dark Henepola was forced to use his Maōi staff to light the way, leading them to a black wall as smooth as a pane of glass.

Though the king seemed to know exactly where he was going, Kusala found himself becoming increasingly agitated. A chieftain’s place was on the first bulwark, not wandering around the backstreets of the city on some poorly defined mission. As if reading the Asēkha’s thoughts, the king spoke.

“Patience, my friend. It won’t be long now.”

“What won’t be long?”

“Behold!”

Henepola tapped his staff against the wall. Sputters of milky energy sprang from the head of the staff and splashed against the black stone. In response, the outline of a portal magically appeared. The king nudged the hidden door open, revealing crude stairs that descended steeply into even deeper darkness.

“I don’t think Utu can fit in there,” Kusala said.

“Snow giants are more pliable than you think,” Utu said.

“After fifty steps, it opens into a larger chamber,” Madiraa said. “As long as none of us fear tight quarters, we’ll be all right.”

The guards were ordered to remain outside. Then Henepola led the way. Utu, Kusala, and Madiraa followed, with Indajaala taking up the rear. The snow giant was forced to lower his head and twist his torso sideways, but he didn’t appear discomforted. As the princess had foretold, fifty steps led to a chamber large enough to contain a score of men, though Utu still had to crouch to avoid bumping his skull on the stone ceiling.

At the far end of the chamber was another door, but this one was plainly visible, its seams aglow. Henepola walked over to it and then paused, turning to face his companions.

“There are mysteries in the bowels of Nissaya,” the king said solemnly. “Creatures of unknown origin still reside in the deepest depths, along with untapped reservoirs of jewels and gemstones. Among all these treasures, Maōi is the most precious. But what few realize is that most of the Maōi we uncover is rarely pure. Black granite, obsidian, and a variety of crystals course within its veins. The chandeliers that illuminate the banquet room of Nagara contain only traces of Maōi. My staff, on the other hand, is made of the purest Maōi known to our people. Except . . .”




“Except . . .” Utu interrupted, “for what lies behind that door.”

“You can sense it?” said Henepola, his voice eager.

“Can he sense it?” Kusala said irritably. “Even I can sense it. It’s as if there’s a furnace ablaze in the room beyond.”

The king’s eyes glowed as intensely as his staff. “Yes, chieftain. And if you’ll come closer and place your hands against the wall, you’ll find that the stone is quite warm, even though it is five cubits thick.”

“Show them, Father,” Madiraa said. “There is no need for further delay.”

“Very well,” Henepola said, approaching the door. The nearer the king came to it, the more apprehensive Kusala became. Like the crystal basin in the royal chambers of Nagara, whatever it was behind the door emitted energy that Kusala found threatening.

The door had no visible latch or handle, but when Henepola pressed the head of his staff against the black stone, the portal swung soundlessly inward. Instantly, a blaring white light sprang from the inner chamber, followed by a gust of stale air.

Kusala gasped and shielded his eyes, as did all but Utu, who stood still as stone, unblinking. After a time, the intensity of the glare became tolerable for the others, and they followed the king into the room, Kusala last of all and the most reluctant.

In the middle of the smaller chamber was a crude stone table. Upon its square top rested a circular plate of solid diamond perhaps a span in diameter. On the plate lay a huge black ring, roughly hewn, from which all the light and heat emanated.

“It is very old,” Henepola said in a respectful tone.

“How old?” Kusala said. “And more importantly, what is it?”

“According to the texts, the keepers of Nissaya discovered it more than ten millennia ago. Yet, ten millennia is just the tiniest fraction of its existence. As for what it is, that depends on your perspective. You would believe it to be a circular object nature had wrought. I believe it to be the very ring of God, born during The Creation and placed in the bowels of Nissaya for his disciples to discover. Either way, there is one thing about it that none of us can deny . . . it is pure
Maōi, uncorrupted by any other substance. That is why it is kept on the diamond plate. It would melt through ordinary stone, and over time, even black granite. Only the diamond, which itself is pure, can abide it.




“Our historians believe that the ring was first discovered encased in a ball of diamond the size of Yama-Utu’s fist. It has been kept in this room ever since and warded only by kings, queens, and trusted advisors.”

“Why the secrecy?” Kusala said. “I understand that it’s valuable, but considering the wealth of Nissaya, that is not so unusual.”

“Do you remember the effect the crystal basin had on you?” Henepola said. “You held it just a short time, chieftain, and still you desired it. Yet that basin contained only a few grains of pure Maōi.”

“So you’re saying that this ring would have a similar effect on me?”

“Similar? Not necessarily, for the sorcery of Invictus had tainted the basin,” Madiraa said. “But its effect would be significant. This is just the third time Father has allowed me to see it, and yet it has weighed on my mind since I first laid eyes on it.”

“I have seen it a dozen times in my lifetime,” Henepola said. “My love for it has become so great, I was able to resist revealing its existence to the sorcerer even while under his sway.”

“Have you ever touched it?” said Kusala, who was finding it increasingly difficult to look away from the ring.

“I am not physically able to touch it,” the king said. “It would burn through my flesh and incinerate my bones. Only the great among the great could manage such a feat. But even if I could touch it, I would not—for anyone who could bear it would become its slave.”

“Then why are we here?” Kusala shouted. “This is just one more distraction. We should be on Balak, preparing for battle. Or if not there, then at least attempting to get some rest. Instead, we’re wasting our time in the presence of this evil thing.”

“Did I say it was evil?” Henepola said. “I did not use that word. I said it was pure. Purity is the enslaver.”

Kusala continued to argue. Anger seemed to be the only thing that distracted his mind from the ring.

Then Utu spoke, quieting them all. “I know why we are here,” the snow giant proclaimed. And then he said to the king: “Leave me.”

“Are you certain?” Henepola said. “Do you truly understand?”

“I do . . .”

“Understand what?” Kusala said. “Please do me the favor of explaining all this to the lone idiot in the room.”




Henepola reached up and placed both his hands on Kusala’s muscular shoulders.

“I brought the snow giant here to give him a choice. I did not do so before because I believed he would refuse. But now that Utu has seen, with his own eyes, the power that Mala wields through Invictus, he recognizes what must be done.”

“Leave me,” the snow giant repeated.

When Kusala looked into Utu’s eyes, it became apparent that further protest would be futile.
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YAMA-UTU WITNESSED their departure from the inner chamber. Kusala seemed the most hesitant, as if determined to rescue the snow giant from a terrible fate.

“Did I say it was evil?” Henepola had said to the chieftain. “I did not use that word. I said it was pure. Purity is the enslaver.”

Utu walked over to the stone table. Earlier that evening, he had told Kusala how he was able to sense the presence of magic like an ordinary person feels heat. That was not entirely accurate, but it was close enough. When Utu stared down at the ring, the magic that it emitted seared his face. Yet it also offered hope. To match the strength of his ruined brother, Yama-Utu would need a weapon that rivaled those Mala wielded.

But this ring would exact a terrible price.

Once on his finger, it would meld with his flesh and mind.

Once on his finger . . . he could not turn back.

Still, was that such a great loss?

There had been no turning back since the day he had left Okkanti.

Utu stared at the ring for what seemed like a very long time. How lovely it was. How perfect. He stroked it with the tip of his right index finger, then gasped and pulled away. It burned. Doubt entered his mind. If it hurt so much just to touch it, could he bear the pain of wearing it?

Could he bear the pain of not wearing it?

“I said it was pure.”

As pure as clarity.

As emptiness.

As an end to all things. And a beginning.

The ring was large, even by the snow giant’s standards. Utu admired its rippled surface and silken glow. He touched it again—and this time held the tip of his finger there a little longer.

The snow giant didn’t realize he was howling until he heard the echoes of his own cries within the chamber. A small patch of brutally charred flesh flared with pain long after he removed his fingertip. He started toward the door, prepared to tell Henepola and the others that putting on the ring was an impossible task, even for him. But then he stopped and returned to the table. When it came to Yama-Deva, Utu’s love and loyalty knew no bounds. His efforts to end his brother’s misery should be the same. If he gave up now, he might as well flee the fortress and return to Okkanti.




Utu slid the tip of the middle finger of his right hand into the ring. The agony erupted again, focused in that specific area. This time, Utu didn’t withdraw. Instead, he grasped the ring with his left hand and shoved it past the middle knuckle to the base of the finger. Instantly the ring glowed ferociously, searing his flesh all the way to the bone. It was tenfold the worst pain he had ever experienced. He clutched the Maōi with his right hand and tried to tear it off. It clung to his finger as if permanently adhered.

Utu screamed. Sobbed. Begged. Whimpered. He collapsed to his knees and banged his thick forehead on the stone floor. He stood, picked up the diamond plate, and crashed it down on the Maōi like the head of an axe. In the resultant collision, only the diamond was damaged, cleaving in two.

The pain intensified. Surely the ring would burn through the bone and amputate his finger. Utu would have welcomed this with tears of euphoria, but it did not occur. His finger remained intact, as did the torment.

Somewhere during this hideous cacophony, the snow giant swooned. When he opened his eyes, he was uncertain how long he had been unconscious. It could have been a moment or a day. Since he remained alone in the chamber, he guessed that it must have been just a short time.

Meanwhile, the pain remained as intense as ever, but his perception of it had changed. He began to see it as just another sensation, huge beyond comprehension but without the power to cause him true harm. The purity of the Maōi was at work. In some ways, he already had begun to return to his former self, unconcerned with the pettiness of violence and vengeance.

“Purity is the enslaver,” Henepola had said.

The Maōi wasn’t just cleansing his mind, it was healing it. In a relatively short time, Yama-Utu’s desire to destroy Mala would vanish, and his former pacifism would replace it. Santapadam (the Path of Peace) once again beckoned him.

At first, Utu was enraged. How foolish he had been to put on the ring. But he dared to see the irony in it. The very magic that endangered his quest also gave him hope. Brute force could not defeat Mala, but what if the ring could infect his brother’s ruined mind? If he could get close enough to touch him with the pure Maōi . . . press it against the golden chain . . .




Utu swung open the door and stepped into the larger chamber. His friends were waiting for him at the top of the stairs. The snow giant realized, at that moment, how much he loved them. Soon, love would be the only emotion that remained, the only one that mattered. He would have to defeat Mala before it possessed him completely.
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IN HIS LONG life, Bhayatupa had ruled kingdoms and wreaked vengeance on his enemies. For tens of thousands of years, he had been the supreme force on all of Triken. He was Mahaasupanna, mightiest of all.

Until now.

Invictus had defeated him again—with absurd ease. But this time, unbeknown to anyone but himself, Bhayatupa had been prepared. Not even Vedana was aware of his duplicity. In fact, the dragon had used the demon’s ignorance—and arrogance—to authenticate his deception. Fooling the grandmother had made it possible to fool the grandson.

This had nothing to do with brute force or magic. Bhayatupa’s continued survival now depended on his ability to pretend. If the sorcerer believed that all but his most basic memories had been erased, it gave Bhayatupa one last chance to regain his proper standing in the world.

Bhayatupa had been perched on the rooftop of Uccheda for seven days. During that time, he had not moved. As long as he stayed still, the magical chain that looped around his neck remained cool enough to make the agony bearable.

Since disappearing into the tower, Invictus had rarely visited. The few times the Sun God reappeared, Bhayatupa had remained motionless, eyes glazed but heart pounding. The sorcerer stared at him, studied him, even touched him—without suspicion, as far as Bhayatupa could discern. Instead, Invictus’ expression seemed to contain a mixture of curiosity and amusement.

Bhayatupa clung to one hope: that Invictus would become bored.

Boredom led to carelessness.

Carelessness to failure.

Bhayatupa’s eyes were glazed, but his mind burned with possibilities.






  


Pure Madness
 






  


1
 

THE JIVITAN ARMY that surged northward toward Dhutanga was half a league wide and half a mile deep, which included five thousand infantry at its rear along with hundreds of supply wagons. The first row was composed of heavily armored cavalry. Four rows of lightly armored archers followed. This arrangement was duplicated eight more times. It took the army until late afternoon to traverse seven leagues.

In the middle of the first row rode Queen Rajinii, her black hair flowing beneath her helm. To her right were Elu, Torg, Laylah, Ugga, and Bard. To her left, Navarese, Julich, Manta, and two other necromancers. Of the nine hundred in the lead row, only Torg, Bhojja, and ten-score Tugars did not wear armor.

General Navarese called a halt three leagues from the southern border of Dhutanga. Soon after, the queen rode forward and turned to face the army. When she spoke, her voice carried a great distance. Though the horsemen were dispersed over more than one hundred hectares, the majority of them could hear her speech.

“We await the arrival of our ungodly enemies. As we know, the druids prefer to fight at night, hoping to spread terror in the darkness. But we do not fear them, even when the sun has fallen. The One God, whom we name Ekadeva, will provide us with whatever illumination is needed for victory.”

In unison, the white horsemen cheered. When the clamor dissipated, Rajinii spoke again.

“By the glory of the One God, may we all survive the battle. But do not mourn those who die beneath Ekadeva’s banner. Their reward will be eternal bliss.”

Amid more raucous cheering, the queen urged Arusha forward. As she passed Navarese and his mount, she said, “The army is yours, general. Do with it as you will. I am now just another soldier.”

Navarese removed his helm and bowed in the high saddle. Then he rode forward and turned to face the massive gathering. When he spoke, his voice also was amplified, and Torg saw that he carried a staff of rare white oak similar to the queen’s, though the gem imbedded in its head was jasper instead of jade.




“White horsemen, we will await our enemies here. But do not mistake torpor for cowardice. To the contrary, we are as confident of victory as we are in our faith. Even so, we will pay a dire price on this day. The druids will show no mercy. Therefore, we must not relent until every one of the enemy is destroyed.”

There was no cheering; only the subtle tapping of countless arrow shafts.

As if in response, the modest beginning of a dreaded sound crept toward their ears from the north.

Humming.

There was a collective series of gasps, but Navarese was not dismayed.

“Every one of you has spent years in training so that on this day you would stand proud. Discipline, white horsemen! Trust in it. If you do, we . . . will . . . prevail.”

The cheering that followed was the loudest yet, and for a time, it overwhelmed the distant sound of humming—but it could not do so forever.

When Navarese returned to his post, he spoke to the queen in a voice only she and a few others could hear. “Soon I will retreat to a place of safety. I beseech you one final time, your highness. Join me.”

“One final time, I deny your request,” the queen said. “Nay! I will not retreat. None among you have the might to dictate my behavior.”

Again, Navarese bowed in the saddle. “As you say . . . your highness.”

“Indeed!” Rajinii snapped.

TORG PAID LITTLE attention to the orations. Instead, his great mind focused on the sorrow in his heart. Through his psychic connection with the Tugars, the wizard recently had sensed that two Asēkhas had died, though he was unable to identify who or where. Was Nissaya already under attack?

Torg kept his fears to himself, gaining comfort from Laylah’s presence. He held her gauntleted hand, which his bare palm dwarfed. She knew what he must do next, and it was obvious that it troubled her.

“I will return with news of the enemy,” Torg said to the general.

“If it weren’t for the demise of the eagles, I would not ask such a thing,” Navarese said.




“I know this well.”

With Torg on her bare back, Bhojja cantered off. At the last moment, Laylah urged Izumo forward and joined them.

“My love, you must not follow,” Torg said. “Izumo is great, but he is no match for Bhojja.”

“I will not follow. I come only to wish you well.”

Torg smiled. “Rathburt often accused me of enjoying the role of hero, but in this instance, at least, he would be wrong. I am not so vain as to believe that I can defeat the entire druid army by myself. This time, I am a scout and nothing more. No harm will come to me, I promise. Bhojja will see to it.”

The mare nickered.

“If you don’t return, there’ll be no one here to protect me,” Laylah said.

Torg leaned across his horse and kissed her.

“Look for me at sunset!” he cried, before riding off in a blur of hooves and dust toward Dhutanga.

Immediately, Bhojja picked up speed, reaching the southern border of the forest in a fraction of the time it would have taken an ordinary horse. But to Torg’s surprise, the mare came to a sudden halt and bowed, urging him to dismount. When he did, the mare transformed into Jord.

“And to what do I owe the pleasure?” Torg said.

“From here, I would prefer to fly. I can run very fast, but not always quietly. It’s not the druids I fear. They are so consumed by hatred, their senses are blinded. But your friends might hear or see me.”

“Lucius and Bonny?”

“Not them. It is Rathburt who concerns me. The two of you must not meet. The time will come, but it is not now.”

“Says who? Your superiors?”

“You must trust my intentions. Do you believe it possible I would betray you?”

“No.”

“I will carry you, then. But not as Bhojja.”

Then she transformed into the mountain eagle named Sakuna and lowered her head in obeisance. Torg climbed onto her back and nestled in her warm feathers. Though he had ridden on her before, he noticed for the first time that a green glow clung to her skin beneath her plumage. When he touched the shimmering magic, his fingers tingled.

Sakuna sprang into the air and rose above the trees, following Cariya northward, then turning west and skimming the canopy. The green shimmer expanded enough to encase both of them, matching the foliage like camouflage. They flew in silence, casting the barest of shadow.




In a short time, Torg saw the Daasa skittering about recklessly, and then Lucius and Bonny leading the way. Quickly, Sakuna veered slightly north and picked up speed, then lighted on the upper branches of a gigantic poplar, one of the last of its kind to thrive this deep within Dhutanga.

In the soft light of a setting sun, Torg dismounted. The air was still, but the forest was anything but peaceful. The humming shook the largest trees, causing the leaves to dance and hurting even a wizard’s ears. Less than a league distant, Torg saw the first of the approaching druids, and not long after, the monstrous incarnation of Urbana. Torg sensed the vampire’s newly acquired power, fueled by the psychic will of the druid queen. The border of the massive army passed within three hundred cubits of where he and the eagle crouched, but if any noticed their presence, they made no sign.

Soon after, Sakuna and Torg flew farther westward and then veered south, zooming past the druid army with ease. Then the eagle alighted again on a high branch and transformed back to Jord. The white-haired woman pointed down into a hollow that lay below. A pair of figures struggled up its side, one tall and dark, the other less than half its size but glowing like phosphorus. Torg could hear their conversation clearly.

“Is there a flat piece of land anywhere in this demon-cursed forest?” said the larger figure. “Up and down. Up and down.”

“I would think an experienced woodsman like you wouldn’t complain so much,” said the smaller of the two.

“I’m not complaining. I’m just stating facts.”

“You seem to enjoy stating the same facts over and over.”

“Hmmph!”

Rathburt, my friend! “I can’t speak to him, even for a moment?” Torg said to Jord.

“I would recommend against it.”

Torg sighed. “Does Peta know I’m here?”

“You know her better than I. What do you think?”

“For some reason, I don’t believe she does.”

“Why would that be?”

“Karma has rarely been so vigorous. I’m not sure even the ghost-child can keep up with it anymore.”

Jord’s face grew alarmed. “It’s time we go,” she said, her green eyes luminescent.




Down below, Rathburt’s voice raised another octave. “My feet hurt!”

“You’re a Death-Knower. You’re beyond pain.”

“I’m Rathburt, not The Torgon.”

Torg chuckled.

“It’s time we go,” Jord repeated with urgency.

“Very well.” Then he waved at his friend, who continued to struggle up the steep slope. “Goodbye, Rathburt. I hope when I see you again, this nightmare will be over.”

WHEN TORG AND Bhojja approached, Laylah’s heart did a dance in her chest. It had been a restless wait for her and the others. Wagons had passed between the ranks bearing water and grain for the horses, wine and cheese for the riders. Ugga and Bard drank so much, they became sleepy, but Elu paced ceaselessly, wearing a tiny trench in the grass.

“How long has it been?” he said to Laylah. “When will he be back?” he said to Ugga. “Are you sure it was safe to send him?” he said to Rajinii.

“Not very long.”

“Master Hah-nah will be back soon.”

“He wasn’t sent. As if anyone could send him.”

Finally a Tugar named Ukkutīka, the senior warrior at Jivita, approached the Svakaran and knelt before him. “Have no fear, Nibbhayo Yuddhako (Brave Warrior),” the Tugar said. “The Torgon is in no danger. Do not waste your energy on worthless movement. Instead, watch your inhalations and exhalations with mindful concentration. It will calm you.”

After that, Elu became more relaxed.

When Torg and Bhojja appeared, they were met with an explosion of cheering, sword clattering, and arrow tapping. Even the destriers nickered in delight, though more for Bhojja’s benefit than the wizard’s.

Elu started to run toward the open plain, but Ugga scooped him up in his massive arms. “Careful, little guy! Do ya want to get trampled?”

Laylah leaped onto Izumo’s back and was the first to greet Torg, their horses side by side.

“It’s wonderful to see you again, my love,” the wizard said.

She kissed him, rather than speak.

Navarese, anxious for news, was the next to approach.

“How close? How many? Are Lucius and the Daasa in position?”

“The druids will reach the border of Dhutanga a few breaths after dusk,” Torg said. “As I estimated, there are five thousand score. And yes, Lucius and the Daasa are where they should be. But there is an unexpected danger.”




“I don’t like the sound of this,” the general said.

“As you should not.”

Torg described the new incarnation of Urbana, causing Laylah to shudder. “She was horrible enough before,” Laylah said.

The Svakaran perked up when he heard mention of the vampire. “Elu killed the vampire lady with this blade,” he said, displaying the Tugarian dagger.

“I thought so too,” Torg said. “The druid queen must have revived her. Kattham’s will is formidable and now will be even more powerfully focused.”

He turned to Laylah. “The vampire is full of hatred.”

“I’m not afraid,” Laylah said.

“Do not say those words until you see what she has become,” Torg said sternly, but then his expression softened. “You and I will face her together.”

“Don’t forget me,” Rajinii said. “The vampire and her horde will assault my lands. I’m not helpless to defend them.”

“None of you need fear,” the Svakaran said in a squeaky voice. “Elu will slay her—again.”

For the last time in a long while, there was laughter aplenty.

Above it all, Ugga could be heard shouting, “I just loves that little guy!”

AT THAT MOMENT, Urbana was laughing too, though cackling was a more accurate description of her mirth. Soon she and her army would reach the southern border of Dhutanga, and before midnight, the great battle would begin. Her staff had been carved from the black heartwood of a Dhutangan tree, but the glowing jewel on its head had come from the tail of a great dragon, and more recently from the pommel of a magnificent sword. Paramita, the sword had been called, and The Torgon had once wielded it. The irony was not lost on the vampire. A piece of the weapon that had slain Kattham’s mother now would be used to destroy her ancient enemies.
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SINCE DONNING THE ring the previous night, Yama-Utu had not spoken. With trepidation, Kusala had watched as Utu ascended the narrow stair from the inner chambers. A milky glow of blinding intensity emanated from his right hand. Though it was difficult to judge the age of a snow giant, it seemed to the chieftain that Utu had grown considerably older since he and the others had last seen him. Rather than appearing ready and able to defeat Mala, he seemed feeble and unenthusiastic. To make matters worse, the snow giant reeked of charred flesh, much like Mala.

“How are you, my friend?” Kusala asked timidly.

Utu smiled but did not otherwise respond.

“He is as he should be,” Henepola said. “However, I must warn the rest of you to avoid physical contact with the snow giant. The ring will infect anyone he touches.”

Kusala didn’t like the sound of that. But the king would say no more, and Utu seemed unwilling or unable to elaborate. Afterward they returned to the first wall. During the walk back, nary a word was said. Even Madiraa, who usually was cheerful and talkative, seemed depressed. Kusala began to feel as if he were part of a death march.

“Which perhaps I am,” he remembered thinking.

Now, as dawn crept upon them like an enemy from the east, Kusala again stood on the battlement of Balak and stared out at the Gray Plains. Mala and the other monsters, some two thousand score, were jammed into a surprisingly small area fronting the first gate. But the golden soldiers remained in their bizarre circle, standing side by side like children holding hands. As far as Kusala knew, they had not moved from this position since noon of the previous day. Even more puzzling, there were reports that the newborns were receiving no food and little water, as if Mala were using starvation and thirst to defeat his own army. To Kusala, it made no sense—but what really did these days?




Black knights had brought armor for the king, conjurer, and princess, and they had donned it in view of all. Henepola and Indajaala wielded their Maōi staffs, while Madiraa bore only a long sword of exquisite make. Including Indajaala, a slew of conjurers were stationed nearby, each eerily resembling both the king and his assistant, their long white hair flowing from beneath their helms. Most of the Tugars also were in attendance, including the Asēkhas, though they disdained armor in favor of black cloth. All told, more than thirty thousand manned the battlement of Balak, while fifteen thousand remained on Ott and five thousand on Hakam, keeping fresh defenders in reserve.

Churikā nestled up to Kusala and whispered in his ear. Since making love, the pair had spoken little, as if embarrassed to be in each other’s presence. But Kusala knew that it had little to do with shame. Both had been too busy preparing for the battle to indulge in further frivolities.

“He hasn’t moved or even opened his eyes since he sat down,” the young Asēkha said to her chieftain, gesturing toward the snow giant, whom she continued to distrust. “It’s as if he’s attempting a Death Visit.”

“We are not to touch him, under orders from the king.”

“And you think I want to? Chieftain, you underestimate me.”

“Never.”

Churikā smiled. “Why, Kusala . . . that is the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

“Proof, only, that you’re young.” But he smiled too.

Then Churikā’s mirth faltered. “Dalhapa came to me today . . . with news.”

“Yes?”

“She has ascended to Asēkha.”

Kusala’s eyes went wide. “Obviously none in Nissaya have fallen. That leaves only Rati, Dvipa . . . and Tāseti.”

“I’m sorry, chieftain. Dalhapa does not know which of them is no longer, only that an event has occurred.”

Kusala fought back tears.

“Nowhere are we safe,” he finally said.

AS THE EARLY morning darkness slinked away, Balak’s battlement bustled. Thousands of lightly armored bowmen took their positions along the crenulated parapet, interspersed with heavily armored swordsmen. The trebuchets were manned and loaded with granite balls coated with a magically concocted pitch that would explode on contact. Heavy vats filled with acidic oils were stationed every ten cubits along the battlement. The oils would not harm the black granite, but flesh was another matter. And they left a slippery mess at the exterior base of the wall that even monsters would find difficult to traverse.




When the sun finally showed its face, heat billowed over the fortress. Even Kusala gasped and turned aside his face, as if a god with a hand of fire had slapped him. This was more than just unseasonable warmth. Sorcery was involved on a scale beyond comprehension. Invictus had the might to control the weather. Was there nothing he could not accomplish? It was demoralizing, to say the least.

Podhana approached Kusala next.

“Chieftain, I have urgent news,” the Asēkha said. “King Henepola should also hear this.”

“I am present,” the king said. “Speak.”

Podhana glanced at Kusala, who nodded ever so slightly.

“We all know that without the aid of the eagles, there has been little communication between Jivita and Nissaya,” the Asēkha said. “Even pigeons trained by Tugars have not been able to find their way safely between the cities. But just a moment ago, a bird I raised myself was able to return from Jivita. And it carried dire news. Yesterday morn, the druids were massing near the southern border of Dhutanga, and it was believed that they would assail the Jivitans before last midnight.”

“One way or the other, it might already be over,” Kusala said.

“May God’s glory be with them,” Henepola said. A long period of silence followed. “But we can do nothing for Jivita. We have enough to worry about here.” Then the king turned to Kusala. “Have you ever felt such heat?”

“Only during Majjhe Ghamme (midsummer) on the dunes of Tējo. Midspring in the Gap of Gati? Never.”

“And it is only the break of dawn. What does the sorcerer hope to accomplish with this devilry?”

“I do not comprehend how it might benefit Mala’s army,” Kusala said. “If anything, it harms them more than us. The fortress provides shade and a ready source of water. The fields outside its walls have little of either. If my eyes do not betray me, a number of golden soldiers have already collapsed.”

“I have seen at least a dozen hauled away by Mogols,” Churikā said.

Captain Palak joined the discourse. “Not even Mala is stupid enough to destroy his own army,” the senior commander said. “There is a method to his madness—of that we can be certain.”




“Perhaps our questions will soon be answered,” the king said. “Behold! Mala approaches.”

At those words, Utu’s eyes sprang open.

WHEN A MOGOL passed out of earshot, the golden soldier resumed his litany.

“They’re trying to cook us; that’s what they’re doing. Bake us nice and juicy so that Mala and his monsters can have a royal feast.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” said the man on his right. “They wouldn’t have wasted all this time training us to fight, if our only function was to be their dinner.”

“The only thing they trained me to do was to put on my armor and march—this way, that way, every way,” the whiner said. “All I got out of it was a pair of stout legs.”

“Keep your mouth shut, will ya?” said the man on his left. “You’re just making it worse. Soon it’ll be clear enough what the bosses are up to. Moaning about it won’t speed nothing up.”

“I’m thirsty!” Whiner said. “It’s going on two days since I’ve had a sip of water, much less something to eat. As if that’s not bad enough, it’s so hot I can barely breathe. And here we are, standing around in enough armor to roast a boar. I’m getting dizzy, I tell you! I could barely fight a baby, much less one of them nasty black knights.”

“You’ve always been a baby,” Right said.

“Aren’t you thirsty?”

“I haven’t pissed in a week, but thirsty’s better than dead.”

“Pretty soon, there ain’t going to be no difference.”

“Damn right!” Left said. “Because I’m going to kill you myself.”

“Look over there,” Whiner said, ignoring the threat. “Here’s more proof Mala couldn’t care less about us. There he goes up toward the gate to have a parley with the black king. They’ll probably talk for half the day—and in the meantime, he’ll leave us standing here like fools.”

“Don’t be stupid,” Right said. “Soon as they have their talk, then the real fighting will start—and when we take the fortress, we can go get us as much food, water, and wine as we could ever want.”

“That’s what I’m thinking too,” Left said.

“All I know is, I don’t feel so good,” Whiner said. “My face is hot, and everything’s getting blurry. We’ve been standing in this damnable ringlet all day and night. I think I’m going to faint. Maybe even die. Dying’s sounding better all the time.”




“Don’t hang around on our account,” Right said. “There’ll be more for us after you’re no longer.”

Whiner didn’t die, but his lips swelled up so much he lost the ability to speak.

FINALLY . . . FINALLY . . . things were going to get fun. Mala had been waiting for this moment for two decades. The titanic blast from the horn still puzzled him, but even that mystery would soon be put to rest. And if not, who cared? The fortress would fall, regardless.

Mala’s entourage included Harīti the Kojin, Wyvern-Abhinno the Warlish witch, Bunjako the Stone-Eater, and Augustus the golden soldier, the last of whom staggered exhaustedly behind the others. Fifty Mogols on black wolves encircled them. When they came within one hundred paces of the first gate, Mala called a halt.

Mala’s heart pounded within his chest. Poisons dripped from his fangs, sizzling on the gravel road at his feet. Carūūl seared his left middle finger, and Vikubbati burned the palm of his right hand. These two agonies, combined with the constant pain from his golden chain, helped to calm him and bring things back into proper perspective. He stared up at the crowded battlement of Balak. When he spoke, his voice could be heard throughout the fortress.

“Keepers of Nissaya, I demand to speak to your king!”

At first this was met by silence, but then Henepola appeared above the gate, bearing his own staff.

“Your demands mean nothing, Andhabaala (Fool of fools),” the king responded, and though his voice was not as loud as Mala’s, it still could be heard for a great distance. “But the rules of parley require that I listen to your words, at least until they offend me.”

At that, Harīti pounded her chest with her six boulder-sized fists.

“Soon there will be only one set of rules . . . my rules,” Mala growled.

Wyvern, in her hideous state, cackled.

This did not dismay Henepola. “Already you overstep your bounds. But that does not surprise me.”

The Stone-Eater growled, spewing smoke from his nostrils.

“How bold you are . . . for such a little man!” Mala said to the king. “Do you not desire mercy for yourself and your people? If so, you will speak to me with respect.”

Henepola stood resolute, his white hair flowing regally in a suddenly fierce breeze.

“As for mercy, how can I desire something that is beyond you? As for respect, I give that only to those who have earned it.”




The Kojin squealed so loud, those nearby had to hold their ears. Even Mala lost his temper, pounding the tail of his trident onto the gravel road.

“You bastard! You . . . you . . . ass!” Mala screamed. “How dare you! Invictus has already exposed you as a weakling. And yet you speak to me like this? You should be kneeling before me . . . begging!”

“Correct me if I’m wrong,” the king said calmly, “but I am the one standing on top of Balak while you are the one at its feet. Who is the beggar?”

At this, Harīti leapt about like a Dhutangan ape, and Wyvern transformed back and forth between beautiful and hideous. Even the Mogols and wolves, ancient enemies of Nissaya, got into the act, hooting and howling. Globs of golden fire spewed from Mala’s chain, sizzling on the ground. The golden soldier who huddled behind him danced away and then fell flat on his back, banging his helm on the surface of the road.

“You . . . you . . . son of a . . . a . . . whore!” Mala shouted, ignoring all else but his own anger. “You will suffer for this . . . this . . . insolence! Do you think just your death will satisfy me? There are far worse things, I assure you.”

Throughout the tirade, Henepola remained calm. As he was about to respond again, an enormous figure rose up beside him and leaned out over the parapet.

WHEN YAMA-UTU heard King Henepola announce Mala’s approach, his introspection was broken. Never before had he experienced such intense alarm, not even when he had left the berm and begun his slaughter of the Warlish witches near Lake Ti-ratana. Mala approaches! Utu had waited more than three decades for this moment—and a part of him, he just then realized, had believed it would never occur.

But because of the ring, everything was different. His motivation to destroy the being that inhabited his brother’s body had been . . . dampened. Purity was a state all its own, caring naught for violence or vengeance. Utu felt his resolve wavering, and it was taking supreme concentration to maintain a desire to slay Mala. After all, what purpose did it serve? Perhaps his wife, Yama-Bhari, was right. The words she had spoken to Jord on the icy peaks of Okkanti replayed in his mind.

“You do not comprehend us . . . Violence is not in our nature; we are not capable of it. Nothing can result from violence but more violence. If you are asking us to fight on your behalf, then our answer is no . . . Of all our kind, only Yama-Deva strayed from the peaks, and even he never left the foothills—until the day he was stolen from us forever.”




Stolen from us forever.

When Utu leaned over the parapet, he was horrified—and for the time being, Bhari’s whisperings were quieted. At that terrible moment, Utu witnessed firsthand the ruination of Yama-Deva. His lovely brother—once the greatest snow giant ever to exist—had become more hideous than a devil and more ridiculous than a buffoon. But that was not the worst of it. What troubled Utu far more intensely was that he still could recognize aspects of Deva: the shape of his brow, the silkiness of his mane, the square set of his shoulders. It was heart-rending. And maddening.

Stolen from us forever?

Perhaps. But shouldn’t the snow giants avenge this theft?

“You . . . you . . . son of a . . . a . . . whore!” the blasphemy that had formerly been his brother shouted. “You will suffer for this . . . this . . . insolence, little man! Do you think that just your death will satisfy me? There are far worse things, I assure you!”

Utu took a deep breath, and then spoke. “You and I both know . . . all too well . . . that there are far worse things than death, my brother.”

THESE WORDS SHOOK Mala. The eerily familiar timbre of the voice from above staggered his resolve, making him feel dizzy and unsure. My brother. How peculiar hearing this made him feel, as if the forgotten past had come to pay a surprise visit.

Mala found himself looking around for Invictus. The sorcerer would help him to eliminate these strange feelings. But then he chided himself silently and regained a bit of his swagger. “You sounded the horn,” Mala said, gripping the shaft of the trident with ferocity.

“Yes, my brother.”

“Why do you call me brother, old fool?”

“You no longer know me, but I know you. We have loved each other for millennia. The hatred you hold so dear is only a recent thing, after all.”

As usual, Mala’s ire got the best of him.

“You ramble, old fool . . . I don’t know you. But I know well the rabble at your side. And soon I will teach you all a lesson.”

“Now . . . do it now. You’ll never have a better chance!” Mala heard a man shout, recognizing the annoying Asēkha chieftain from Dibbu-Loka.




“Hush,” the pathetic king said. “Only the snow giant will know when the time is right.”

Now, sensing a threat, Harīti and Wyvern stepped in front of Mala. But he paid them no heed, continuing to stare upward at the battlement, his expression perplexed.

“What are you little rats up to, anyway? Tell me quickly, before my patience withers.”

“You no longer know me, but I know you,” the familiar voice repeated. “You are Yama-Deva . . . my eldest brother. I am Yama-Utu—and I love you.”

“Shut up, you ass!” Mala shouted at the apparition. “The last person who dared call me by that name was made to suffer. Do not use it in my presence again . . . or I will see to it that you also pay the price.”

“What suffering can you bestow upon me that I have not already endured? The one I admired most in the world . . . ruined. But I have come to rescue you, my brother. If you will allow me to enter your heart, all will be well. If not, I will have no choice but to force my healing upon you.”

The weight of the words caused Mala to wobble. If not for the support of the trident, he would have fallen. But it was Carūūl that truly saved him. As if sensing a threat from the power emanating from above, the ring blazed to life, searing Mala’s left middle finger. The pain shattered whatever temporary sway Utu had achieved. Once again, Mala’s voice boomed for leagues.

“Listen to me now, you slimy worms! Surrender was your only option, the only path to mercy. But instead of showing me the respect I deserve, you hurl insults. For that, all will suffer.”

And then he turned and stomped away, but not before almost tripping over the fallen soldier, who remained prone on the gravel road.

In yet another fit of rage, Mala reached down, lifted the soldier in one hand, and heaved him toward the fortress. It was an astonishing feat of strength. The large man soared high into the air and then somersaulted several times before clearing the towering battlement. He would have plunged into the moat on the other side had Utu not reached up and snatched him.

EVEN BEFORE THE march toward Nissaya had begun, the golden soldiers had felt the sting of deprival. At first, the rationing of food and water had been subtle, explained away as a symptom of war. However, soon after they left Avici the reduction of allocations worsened, though only for the newborns, not the monsters. At each camp, food was plentiful: goats, venison, fowl, boars, and even human slaves, all slaughtered and eaten, mostly raw. There was water and wine too, though many of the monsters tended to disdain anything except bloody flesh.




Regardless, the golden soldiers were given little: a sip of water here, a scrap of meat there. What few provisions came their way could not have sustained sixteen thousand, much less one hundred and sixty thousand.

“Why?” Augustus continually asked himself. It wasn’t like their army was poorly financed or ill-equipped. Mala had planned the assault on Nissaya for years, and Invictus had the wealth and influence to outfit an army many times this size; but for reasons the second in command could not fathom, the golden soldiers were being starved.

“Second in command,” he often whispered to himself. “That’s a joke. Not a single monster would do my bidding. I’m a figurehead, if even that. I despise Mala and he despises me—but he holds all the cards.”

When they finally reached Nissaya, many of the golden soldiers could barely walk. To make matters worse, Mala ordered them to form a ridiculous ringlet around the immense stone mountain upon which the fortress perched. Did the Chain Man expect the black knights to sneak out the back door and make a run for it? And even if that absurd event were to occur, the soldiers would be too thinly spread to stop them—and too weak with thirst and starvation to even try. All through the day and night, they were forced to stand in the horrendous heat, until a few actually began to drop dead, though not in sufficient numbers to make much of a difference . . . yet.

Augustus was surprised when a Mogol rode over to him on a wolf and told him to join the parley. Maybe things were about to change. At least, when Nissaya was overrun there might be food and drink to be salvaged within its walls, though how Mala believed he could defeat the fortress that stood before them also was beyond the newborn general’s comprehension. Perhaps the Chain Man had the power to batter down the bulwarks with his bare hands. Who knew anymore?

As it turned out, the parley didn’t go well. Fearing Mala’s anger, Augustus tried to back away, but one of his sollerets caught on a rock, causing him to trip. The back of his helm struck the ground with a whump! Though he was not seriously injured, he temporarily lost consciousness, more from overall exhaustion than from the force of the blow. Just as he was regaining his bearings, the Chain Man picked him up in one hand and hurled him toward Balak, armor and all, as if he weighed little more than a pebble.




In a bizarre state of calmness, he thought, “This is what it feels like to fly. Makes me wish I was a dracool.”

Then his momentary reverie was broken. Hands as large as shields plucked him from the air and laid him down on hard, black stone. Someone removed his helm. A diverse assortment of faces stared at him. A proud woman wiped his brow with a cool cloth, stunning Augustus with her gentleness. Water was offered. He drank, choked, then greedily drank more. But even as he did, his stomach burned. Something was wrong inside. He was damaged.

“Your name, sir,” came a respectful voice. Augustus looked into the eyes of a handsome but elderly gentleman with ebony skin and long white hair.

“Auh . . . Auh . . . gustus,” he managed through a haze of swollen pain.

“Welcome to Nissaya,” the man said. “I am King Henepola the Tenth. With regret, I must report that you are our prisoner, but you will be treated with respect as long as you do not attempt to harm anyone within my walls.”

“I . . . don’t understand,” Augustus mumbled.

The king laughed. “Sir, we do not expect you to comprehend us. Perhaps one day you will come to see our methods. But I must ask you a few questions before you are taken to a place of comfort. Are you injured so badly that you cannot answer?”

“I am . . . not sure. But I will try.”

“Very good. Solve this mystery, then. Why are the golden soldiers being treated so poorly? What does Mala gain from this?”

When Augustus chuckled, blood gurgled in his throat and spilled from the corners of his lips. “Your guess . . . is as good . . . as mine.”

Without further warning, Augustus mercifully succumbed to darkness.
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WHEN AYA AND the weary Tugars finally arrived at the oasis named Wuul, Rati and Kithar greeted them. By midnight, they and the other warriors had cleaned up, eaten, and gathered around several small fires, while the noble ones slept off to the side, under heavy guard.

“What now, Asēkha?” Aya said, sipping from a skin of Beydoo wine. To the Tugar, the wine tasted watery but refreshing. “Including the noble ones, we number close to nine hundred. That’s a lot of mouths to feed.”

Rati chuckled. “That shows you just how exhausted I am by my duties as escort. Normally I would be driven to learn our exact count, but I’m too tired right now to bother. Still, I don’t intend to make light of your concern. It appears we have only two choices: Remain here and wait for aid from Anna; or gather supplies and attempt the march.”

“With most of our warriors divided between Nissaya and Jivita, there is food aplenty in Anna. In Wuul, we would have to share with many others, unless we forced them to leave, which is not our way.”

“Neither is it our way to bow our heads and do as we are told. The Beydoos will do anything within their power to assist us. Most of the others are not so cooperative, but they owe us favors. Since it is likely Anna has already sent aid, I believe our wisest course will be to remain in Wuul for a few days, at least. I don’t think the noble ones could tolerate an immediate march. As we both know, a lot of sand lies between here and Anna.”

Aya agreed. Then he lowered his head and grimaced. Rati was amazed to see tears on the warrior’s cheeks.

“I lost fifteen.”

Rati leaned over and placed his hand on Aya’s shoulder. “You did what you could. This is war, after all.”

“If you had been with us, fewer would have fallen.”

“Your sorrow is understandable, Aya. But your words lack merit. The plan was sound. And though fifteen fell, all the others were saved. Your warriors could not have fought much longer. You had no choice but to attempt the destruction of the pass.”




Aya’s blue eyes glistened in the firelight.

“If only The Torgon were here. He would have defeated the fiends all by himself. His strength is needed in Tējo, not in faraway lands.”

“His people miss him. I miss him,” Rati agreed. “But as our Vasi masters like to say, we have to play with the cards we are dealt.”

Aya grunted. “My master claims to have made that one up himself.”

Whether out of mirth or just relief, both laughed so loud that several dozen Tugars woke from sound sleeps.

TO ASSIST RATI and the noble ones, Asēkha-Dvipa allowed his son Appam to take ten warriors, one Vasi master, and thirty camels laden with supplies from Anna to Wuul. At the same time that Aya’s warriors were doing battle with the army of fiends, Appam and his small company journeyed southwest with as much water, wine, and food as the camels could manage. The overloaded beasts moved slowly, snorting and spitting as their hooves bit into the crusty sand.

On the second night since departing the Tent City, the refugees began to appear, fleeing eastward from things born of their worst nightmares. Most approached the Tugars and begged for food and water. But there were too many. Eventually Appam was forced to refuse them even a sip, realizing he was sentencing some to death.

“Go south to Wuul,” he told them, but many did not listen.

Rumors of a fiend grown to titanic proportions had increasingly disturbed Appam. At first the warrior discounted these stories as panicked ramblings, but after a while he began to give them credence. Too many different people described the same thing: a hideous woman, more deadly than a Kojin, with a mouth large enough to swallow a grown man whole. Appam’s desire to learn the truth became obsessive.

“Does this giant truly exist?” he said to the Vasi master during a predawn breakfast.

“Of course it exists,” the master said, surprising the warrior with his casual response. “Even so, we are commanded to reach Rati and the noble ones as quickly as possible.”

“That can still be achieved, if one short,” Appam said.

“Who will you send?”

“Myself, of course.”

“Leaving me in charge? And to think I had hoped this venture would be relaxing. There’s no rest for the weary, I like to say.”




“Yes, you do.”

“If you encounter the giant, what will you do?”

“Kill it. Do you think me incapable?”

“If you are incapable, then so are all but a few.”

Though he felt guilty for abandoning his original assignment, Appam left the company and set out westward with two skins of water and a belt-packet of food. Along the way, he encountered hundreds of refugees. At first he asked many if they had seen the giant; only a few said yes, but enough to further convince him of its existence and whereabouts. But before, during, and after answering questions, the refugees begged for food and water. Eventually he found himself hiding to avoid their heart-wrenching pleas. He had enough provisions to last a few days, but only for himself.

Near dawn of the following morning, he crossed over a dune and came face to face with a fiend, the first of its kind he had ever seen. But this was no female colossus. Instead, a man of ordinary size stumbled toward him, his left arm appearing to have been bitten off above the elbow. At the base of a dune, Appam studied the fiend for a spell, circling the monster while easily avoiding his lunges. When Appam felt he had learned enough about his enemy, he stepped forward with his right foot and made a lateral cut to the midsection. Steaming intestines, swarming with black, wiggly worms, spilled onto the sand. Though the monster was slowed, it kept on coming until Appam finally cut him clean in half with an even more powerful stroke.

As if in response to the killing, Appam heard screaming beyond another tall dune. He trotted to its crest and stood slack-jawed. In the middle of a level area far beneath him, a monster as large as a Kojin was pursuing a lone woman. Despite its enormous size, the beast was fast, gaining ground on its prey with every stride. But the size and speed were not what stunned Appam; instead, it was the giant’s face that disturbed him. Though discolored and bloated, it remained barely recognizable as Sister Tathagata, whom the high-ranking warrior had guarded at the havens for several months.

Having left Tathagata and Asēkha-Tāseti soon after reaching the mesa, Appam knew nothing of what had occurred to the High Nun and other noble ones. Now he stood on the crest of the dune and stared, unable to move, his mind racing through a myriad of possibilities. Had the fiend army somehow attacked Tāseti and the noble ones? That didn’t seem possible; it could not have traveled that far south that quickly. Were rogue individuals spread all over the Gray Plains? Appam could not fathom it. But when the terrified woman screamed and stumbled, Appam overcame his daze and started down the dune, shrieking as he ran in hopes of distracting the monster from its prey.




This tactic saved the woman’s life, but not for the reason Appam might have imagined. Upon hearing his shouts, the fiend came to a halt just a pace from the woman, turned toward the Tugar, and smiled. Appam’s heart froze. The monster bizarrely resembled the smile of the one he so fondly remembered.

Ignoring the woman, the giant strode toward him, fangs glistening. Appam drew his uttara and prepared for a fight.

A quarter-mile farther west, a small group of what appeared to be more fiends stumbled toward them, but Appam paid these others little heed. If they died as easily as the first one he had encountered, they would present little problem. But the giant that approached was another matter. She was at least twice his height and four times his weight; yet despite her gargantuan size, she moved on the surface of the sand with eerie fluidity. As the sun crept above the horizon, a wave of heat rushed over the sands. Appam began to sweat profusely, though he wasn’t sure what was more to blame: the temperature or his horrific opponent.

The giant came within ten ordinary paces—though only two of her own—and stopped. Thick strands of drool dangled from the corners of her bulbous lips. An odor, fouler than rotted flesh, caused Appam to gag. The giant smiled again, eerily resembling a blown-up version of the High Nun of Dibbu-Loka.

“I do not fear you,” Appam said loudly, “but neither do I wish to harm you. Do you remember me, Perfect One? I am Appam of the Tugars, keeper of the havens. Often we spoke. Often we laughed. Always I respected you.”

Within the more-obvious lust and anger, an expression of puzzlement emerged on the giant’s face. Without warning, she screamed so intensely that Appam took a step back. Then the fiend placed her huge hands against the sides of her skull and pressed with tremendous force. A grotesque assortment of growls, cackles, sobs, and shouts came from her mouth, as if more than one being resided inside her head. Then the cacophony abruptly stopped, and he shuddered as the monster whispered, “Appam . . . flee.”

THE EAR CANAL was cramped, greasy, and wretched. The moth incarnation of Vedana felt right at home. To coerce the fiend into doing her bidding, the demon alternated sweet whispers with barked commands.




Still, without Peta around to refresh her memory, Vedana was having a difficult time keeping track of the proper sequence of events. Appam’s appearance erased her doubts. Vedana remembered precisely that this desert warrior was to be the first Tugar victim. Once he was devoured, the evil that resided in Sister Tathagata’s flesh would grow irresistibly strong. After that, Vedana’s lone remaining duty would be to guide the giant to Anna. The fiend would take it from there.

However, Vedana continued to find it disconcerting that Peta had remained uncertain about what would happen once Tathagata reached the Tent City. The Simōōn already would have been lowered, that much was clear, but once Anna was under assault, what then? There appeared to be several potential scenarios.

“If you’re keeping the truth from me, there will be severe consequences,” Vedana had said to the ghost-child.

“I’m not lying, I’m just unsure,” Peta had replied. “Lately, it’s happening more and more. Regardless, what does it really matter?”

“I want the Tugars weakened . . . more than weakened . . . decimated! You know that as well as I. Why do you ask such stupid questions?”

“Won’t what happens at Nissaya and Jivita be enough to satisfy you?”

“I’ll say what’s enough!”

Still, Peta had been correct when she said that the destruction of Anna was just an added bonus. And to be honest, Vedana was having fun. What could be better than a front-row seat to carnage? Like grandmother, like grandson, Vedana mused. Invictus would enjoy this too. Though the irony is, he’s so wrapped up in Bhayatupa and Mala, he’s unaware any of this is happening.

Speaking of fun, Sister Tathagata’s constant nagging was anything but. No matter how hard Vedana tried, she couldn’t stop the High Nun from making occasional appearances. Everything Tathagata said from her hidey-hole deep inside the fiend’s splattered consciousness irritated Vedana.

“If you do not care for others, who will take care of you?”

“Shut up!”

“If you harm another being, it is the same as harming yourself.”

“Shut up!”

Each time these inner debates occurred, the beast clenched her skull. But Vedana was not alone in her attempt to eliminate the remnants of Tathagata’s sanity. The collective will of the undines that swarmed within the High Nun’s flesh also wanted her to keep quiet, making it easier to tap into her mental library for their own benefit.




And now, the means to silence Tathagata, once and for all, stood just a few paces away. Once Appam’s flesh was devoured, the fiend would be unstoppable. Despite all this, the annoying nun refused to relent.

“Appam . . . flee!” she managed to force her mouth to say.

Vedana could sense that, ironically, Tathagata was closer than ever to achieving enlightenment. But a maelstrom surrounded the High Nun, rendering her awareness impotent.

Vedana found this hysterical. At times, existence could be so sweet.

“I CANNOT,” APPAM said to the giant. “It is not in my nature to retreat from danger. Still, I will take no pleasure in being the instrument of your death—though perhaps I should, for your misery will be relieved.”

The monster snarled. Whatever sanity had surfaced seemed to vanish. At that moment, Appam knew that he was in a life-or-death struggle in which neither side could afford to show mercy. With a short inhale and exhale, Appam calmed his mind. There was no fear in his stance, only a grudging respect for the might of the creature he was about to fight.

With another snarl the fiend pounded forward, its massive hands outstretched. It closed the gap with amazing quickness. Appam was barely able to avoid its attack, moving sideways but delivering a slashing cut above the creature’s knee before sliding out of reach. Where the ultra-sharp blade met Tathagata’s distended flesh, an explosion of black ensued, as if a small portion of the Realm of the Undead was unleashed into the living world. Nocuous smoke billowed outward, a trace of it searing Appam’s eyes, temporarily blinding him.

Now in a defensive mode, he sheathed his sword and cartwheeled across the sand, attempting to put as much distance as possible between himself and the giant. When he finally stood, his vision remained blurred, but at least he could discern the outline of shapes.

“Appam . . . flee!”

He heard the words again, but this time they were said in a mocking tone. The giant approached again, heedless of the wound on its leg. Appam wiped at his eyes, attempting to clear his vision. Even without sight, he was formidable. When the fiend attacked again, he raised his uttara above his head, drove the point into the monster’s abdomen, twisted the blade, and ripped it out sideways.

The giant howled, but another gout of smoke blew outward, knocking Appam off his feet and sending him tumbling head over heels. Now he truly was blind, and before he could stand, the monster leapt upon him, lifting him with hands far stronger than anything he had ever encountered. His arms were pinned to his sides, eliminating the threat of his uttara.




Though his vision was gone, his other senses were on high alert. He felt the searing heat of Tathagata’s breath as the wicked mouth closed around his head, neck, and upper torso. He screamed as the fangs tore through his flesh.

Appam’s last thought: A Tugar cannot be harmed like this.

As his upper body tore away, his karma leapt into the quiet of death.

The warrior was no longer.

To him, at least, it no longer mattered.

OF ALL THE horrors Asēkha-Tāseti had experienced over the past several weeks, nothing disturbed her as much as this. She knelt in the sand and stared at the uttara in disbelief, tears dripping from her eyes and splashing on the shiny blade. Tugarian swords were never willingly abandoned. And the other signs were even worse: red stains and black worms in the sand, and the remnants of footprints as wide as her shoulders leading northeastward in the direction of Anna.

Though uttaras were similar in appearance to the untrained eye, each was distinctive to a Tugar. This one had belonged to Appam, son of Asēkha-Dvipa.

Other than the blood, nothing remained of the Tugarian warrior. Had he been lifted and carried away? Tāseti didn’t believe it. What she suspected caused her to wretch.

“What is it, Tāseti?” Nimm asked worriedly from her perch on the camel’s back. “It’s just a sword. Why are you so sad?”

Nimm’s innocence caused Tāseti further torment. In her long life, she had never felt such despair. To make matters worse, they were almost out of food and water. And the camel, which had not been in the greatest of shape to begin with, was nearing the end of its endurance. How ironic it would be if the three of them died in the desert without ever encountering the monster whose footsteps they had so dutifully followed?

“What is it?” the little girl said again.

The camel coughed, blood spraying from its nostrils. Tāseti began to sob.

“Who is that?” she heard Nimm say, but Tāseti paid little attention. All she could concentrate on was the exquisite workmanship of the uttara’s handle.




“Hello?” came another voice, also distant. “Asēkha . . . may I approach?”

“Who is that?” Nimm repeated.

Though usually hyper-aware of her surroundings, Tāseti was slow to respond. When she finally raised her head, a woman stood just a few paces away. Tāseti lifted Appam’s uttara menacingly.

The newcomer dropped to her knees in obeisance. “Please do not harm me! I am no threat to the girl, much less to one as great as you.”

“Go away!” Tāseti said bitterly. “I have enough problems. I can’t afford to assume another.”

This time, it was the woman who cried. “I saw . . . I saw,” she mumbled.

“Saw what?” said Nimm, her voice wary.

Now Tāseti’s curiosity was raised. “Speak!”

The woman coughed and held her throat, beckoning for water. Tāseti reluctantly allowed her to take several large gulps from Nimm’s skin, which already was close to empty. After she had drunk, the woman seemed stronger.

“I saw the giant kill the Tugar . . . eat the Tugar. It was . . . horrible.”

“Don’t be stupid!” Nimm shouted, surprising them both. “Nothing can hurt a Tugar . . . nothing! Right, Tāseti?”

Tāseti did not respond. Instead, she glared into the eyes of the woman. “Then what?”

The woman’s whisper was barely audible. “Afterward, the giant grew even bigger. Twice as big. And it hurt me to look at it. Burned my eyes. Black smoke came from its mouth, and it stank, even from far away. I buried myself in the sand, so that just my nose was above the surface, and lay without moving. I believe the giant knew I was there, but after eating the Tugar it was no longer interested in me. Still, hiding saved me from the other monsters—the normal-sized ones—that were following her. When you’re covered in sand, they can’t seem to smell you. That’s how a lot of us have stayed alive. When the monsters come near, we bury ourselves. Some of the time, it works.”

“How big?”

“Asēkha?”

“How big was the monster?”“Afterward, you mean? Taller than any tree that grows in Tējo.”

“Don’t be stupid!” Nimm repeated. “She’s stupid,” she said directly to Tāseti.




Tāseti sighed. She took a tiny sip from her skin, which also was almost empty. All together, what they had was barely enough to last Nimm and her a day, much less allow any for the camel. Despite its suffering, the beast stood loyally beside her, blood oozing from both nostrils.

Now it was almost noon and as hot a day as Tāseti had ever experienced. Even Tāseti was getting dizzy; she could only imagine how Nimm and the woman felt. The small portion of Cirāya that remained in her belt-pack was her only hope, their only hope. Tāseti was amazed that she had allowed herself to become mired in such a desperate situation. It had all begun with Nimm, but it wasn’t like she could have abandoned her. If they had more water and a stronger camel, she could send the girl with the woman to Wuul and then chase Tathagata by herself on foot. But without Tāseti to take care of them, their chances of survival would be minimal, especially with fiends seemingly wandering around everywhere.

“We need shade,” Tāseti said. “I believe there are some rock outcroppings not far from here. We’ll move slowly and do our best.”

“I can come with you?” the woman said.

“Yes. But I will say when we drink and how much.”

“You are Asēkha,” the woman replied, as if that were all that need be said.

“I don’t feel like one now.”

They managed less than a league before the camel collapsed. Nimm was thrown to the side, but she landed in soft sand and was unharmed. The camel coughed and wheezed, its legs kicking in a series of spasms. Tāseti used Appam’s blade to end its misery, then knelt before the beast and kissed it on the snout.

“Tumhe marittha bahuumaanena ca vikkamena. N’atthi uttara pasamsaa (You died with honor and bravery. There is no higher praise),” she said. These were the same words that Kusala had used to honor the slaves that had been killed in their battle on the border of Java. To Tāseti, that seemed like ages ago, though in reality it had been less than a month.

Tāseti hacked off one of the camel’s rear legs and flung it over her shoulder.

“If we can find shelter, at least we’ll have some meat.”

By midafternoon, all three were stumbling like drunks, though the woman had proven to be more resilient than Tāseti could have hoped, carrying Nimm piggyback for surprisingly long stretches. When they finally reached the outcroppings, they barely had the strength to crawl under cover. But Nimm surprised Tāseti by grabbing her goatskin and slithering into a crevice in the rocks barely a span and a half in width.




“Where’s she going?” the woman said.

“Sometimes she finds water.”

“She’s an amazing little girl. She reminds me of my youngest daughter.” Then the woman burst into tears. “Gone . . . all gone.”

Nimm remained in the crevice long enough to make Tāseti anxious. She could barely slide the thickest portion of her arm into the crack that the girl had entered, much less crawl in to find her. Just when she was getting ready to shout into the narrow opening, Nimm reappeared with a smile on her face.

“Water!” she said proudly, reaching out and handing Tāseti the skin, which was now almost full. “It’s just a trickle. That’s what took me so long to fill it. But it tastes great. Drink it all and then give it back—and the other skin too. I’ll fill them both.”

While Nimm was gone, Tāseti built a small fire out of some scraggly bushes that grew among the tumble of boulders, and then she began the slow process of roasting the thigh meat of the camel. When Nimm re-emerged, she stood up and stretched out her body.

“It was tight in there. If I weren’t so skinny from not eating, I don’t think even I could have gotten to the water.”

“You’re very brave,” the woman said.

“Brave . . . why? It’s cool. And safe. Except for spiders and snakes. But I’m careful.”

Tāseti managed a chuckle. “You’re as slippery as a snake.”

Nimm laughed. “That’s what Huta used to say.” Then she lowered her head. “I guess he’ll never say it again.”

The woman placed her arm around the girl’s slim shoulders. “I’ve lost all my family, even my children,” she said to Nimm. “Do you think you and I could become friends?”

Nimm didn’t respond with words, but she leaned against the woman and closed her eyes.

“We all should rest,” Tāseti said. “When we reach Anna, there’ll be food and shelter aplenty. I’ll make sure the two of you get your very own tent.”

The woman smiled, then leaned her head against Nimm and fell asleep. Tāseti watched them both and found herself feeling grateful that the woman was with them.

“I don’t even know her name,” she thought.

As Tāseti grew drowsy, she pondered the fate of Anna. What would she find when she arrived there? Surely the monster could not pass through the Simōōn. Not even a great dragon could perform such a feat, even from the sky.




Tāseti allowed herself a brief nap.

ON THE SAME morning that Mala’s army arrived at Nissaya, and the white horsemen emerged from the northern gate of Jivita, Sister Tathagata came within sight of Anna. A short time before dawn, three Tugarian scouts confronted her about a league from where the outer border of the Simōōn should have begun, and she had killed and devoured all of them. Now she stood thirty-five cubits tall and weighed more than three hundred stones, larger and more powerful than the pair of three-headed giants that assailed Nissaya. Her physical strength rivaled that of a great dragon, but it paled in comparison to her demonic sorcery. More undines now raged within her flesh than existed in the entire Realm of the Undead. Her breath was black as ash and wrought blindness upon all it touched, including the Tugars, who were resistant to almost any other form of injury.

If the Simōōn had been in place, even Tathagata could not have passed through it. But it now was nonexistent. Dvipa had called a halt to its renewal in anticipation of the arrival of Rati and the noble ones. The Asēkha had known nothing about the giant that approached the outer borders of the Tent City. Had he been aware, he might have rebuilt the Simōōn or ordered a retreat. Then again, maybe not. It wasn’t in the Tugars’ nature to flee.

The current version of Anna had been constructed within and around an oasis named Vimānal. During normal times, it was home to twenty-thousand pure-bred Tugars, about half of whom had attained the rank of warrior, and five thousand non-Tugars who freely worked as laborers. But now, most of the warriors were in Nissaya and Jivita, leaving the city uncharacteristically vulnerable.

Anna was called the Tent City for obvious reasons. It was composed almost entirely of tents, some small enough to sleep just a single warrior, others large enough to house fifty score for banquets and gatherings. Regardless of size, all the tents could be broken down by the nomadic Tugars and transported from oasis to oasis.

In her former state, Sister Tathagata had visited Anna several times. The ingenuity of the Tugars had amazed her. In addition to a variety of sizes, the tents came in several shapes: square, rectangular, conical, and pyramidal. Some were half shelters, open to the elements; others windowed wall tents with lightweight furniture. There even were tents that contained food and wine, ovens and forges, spinning wheels and looms. In terms of sheer size, it was no match for Avici; in opulence, it paled before Jivita; in grandeur, it was miniature compared to Nissaya. But in the minds of the Tugars and other inhabitants of the Tent City, simplicity was akin to freedom, and sleeping beneath the stars as joyful as breathing.




At the first light of dawn, the giant stood at the outer border of the oasis. Already, the Tugars were massing to greet her, including Dvipa, more than two score Vasi masters, and five hundred warriors. Fifteen thousand others—non-warriors and non-Tugars—also stood ready. Tathagata waved her arms defiantly and let out a screech. Unafraid of challenge, the Tugars shouted back.

FROM A LEAGUE away, Tāseti heard all of this and scrambled forward, finally abandoning Nimm and the woman to whatever be their fate.

Rage and desperation fueled her. Tāseti ran and ran.Soon after, she heard the screams that froze her heart.
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THOUGH IT WOULD have been a lot of fun to watch the giant destroy Anna, Vedana had bigger fish to fry, as one of the horrid Vasi masters would have worded it. Preordained by Peta, Vedana had played the role of guide to its fullest, and now she intended to return to the ghost-child and Rathburt to make sure the two weren’t misbehaving. If her ultimate plan were to succeed, she needed the slump-shouldered Death-Knower to perform one final task.

The moth exited Tathagata’s ear and flew into the air, swerving just in time to avoid a metal bead one of the Tugar warriors had hurled into the sky. The bead had not been intended for her, of course. It’s as tall as a tree, she wanted to scream, and you still can’t hit it? I thought you Tugars were good.

Then she flew high into the air, soared westward, and vanished into a tiny black hole in the firmament.

Vedana spent a brief time in the Realm of the Undead. At first undines surrounded her, begging to be released into the Realm of Life so that they could achieve the same glory as their brothers and sisters that swarmed inside Tathagata. Their enthusiasm amused her, but she was in too much of a hurry to deal with their requests.

“Another time,” she told them.

“When? When? When? When? When? When? When? When?”

“Soon.”

“How soon? How soon? How soon? How soon? How soon? How soon? How soon? How soon?”

“When I say, and not before!” she shouted, causing the undines to scatter. Invictus was the most powerful of all, but Vedana still reigned supreme in her realm. And if she had her way, her grandson would be vanquished, and she would rule all places. After all, Peta had foreseen it.

Before she could leave the Realm of the Undead and return to Dhutanga to give Peta a good tongue-lashing, several hundred worm-like demons engulfed her, some of which were powerful enough to cause trouble, if not properly humored. Though she hated to take time out of her busy schedule, she decided this was necessary. If any of them became angry at her and reported her whereabouts to Invictus, it could be dangerous. She already was having enough problems with Uraga, the half boar-half man who had taken up with Mala’s army and was becoming too big for his breeches. The fifty-score demons that rode with Uraga also bore watching. None had the strength—even combined—to match her, but a lady couldn’t be too cautious in these modern times, when betrayal was just around the corner.




“What do you want?” she said to them, curious as to which of them would have the fortitude to speak first.

“Mother,” came a timid voice. Vedana recognized it as Jeguccha, one of her original daughters who had been born before the great dragons entered the world. “We have concerns.”

“Speak!”

“Your . . . behavior . . . is annoying Suriya (the Sun God). As of yet, he has left us alone. But what might he do if he turns his attention our way?”

“Am I to assume that you do not fear what I might do if you make me angry?”

In the deep darkness, she heard murmuring. It was absurdly easy for Vedana to sense their apprehension. Yet she was surprised when Jeguccha did not immediately back down.

“We fear you, Mother. And love you. That is not at issue. Rather, we are concerned about our survival. No one doubts your strength. But neither do we underestimate the might of your creation. Only the Sun God can free us from our dark prison. But only Invictus can destroy the gates of our prison—with us forever trapped inside.”

“What would you have me do?” Vedana said, sincerely curious of their intentions.

Another demon came forward. This one Vedana recognized as Uraga, his consciousness temporarily returned from the battlefield while his physically incarnated body stood motionless on the plains outside Nissaya.

“We would have you lay low,” he said, his relationship with Mala obviously emboldening him. “Stop your flitting about and causing so much trouble. Once the Chain Man wins these silly wars, he and Invictus will be in excellent moods. Perhaps then we can negotiate our freedom.”

“And if I do not stop my ‘flitting about’?”

Silence.




Broken, finally, by Vedana herself.

“I will consider your words, children. In the meantime, consider mine. Indeed, Suriya has the power to destroy the gates of our realm. But I too have power. I created all of you. And I can destroy you. Do not doubt it.”

“Please, Mother, do not be offended . . .”

“Silence!” Vedana said. “You have made me angry enough, as is—and you, Uraga, most of all.”

Outside the walls of Nissaya, as the army of Mala was just then arriving, the half boar-half man collapsed. Few paid heed to his demise, though one of the three-headed giants saw his crumpled form and made a quick meal of the incarnated remains before his twin had time to notice. For some reason, they were less filling than the giant had expected.
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AT NOON OF the same day that Mala’s army arrived at Nissaya, Bhayatupa lay on the rooftop of Uccheda, eyes rarely blinking, face expressionless. Like most large reptiles, dragons were proficient at staying still and doing nothing, and it worked to Bhayatupa’s advantage that this extreme state of immobility created the impression of stupidity. Besides, as long as he didn’t move, the chain that looped around his neck stayed relatively cool.

Though his body was motionless, his boulder-sized mind was anything but. Bhayatupa spent every available moment reminiscing about the countless occurrences of his ancient lifetime—his spectacular birth on the peak of a Mahaggatan mountain; his long reign as the greatest of all dragons; his current, humiliating predicament. It was ironic that Invictus appeared to believe that Bhayatupa’s memories had been erased, when in fact no living creature could recall so much of its past so vividly. As the dragon pored over every minute detail, searching for anything that might give him an edge over the sorcerer, he alternately was filled with joy and sorrow, comfort and anguish.

When he remembered Carūūldassana, his pain was especially intense. After Sankhaya had murdered their son Mūlaka, Bhayatupa’s rage had known no bounds. Finally it had driven the beautiful female into hiding out of fear for her own existence. It wasn’t until now, as prisoner of Invictus, that Bhayatupa recognized the folly of his ways. He had loved his son as much as himself, but he had loved his mate more than either. If this revelation had occurred thirty millennia ago, he might still have known joy. When he looked at it that way, he wondered if eternal life was worth the pursuit.

“Bhayatupa amarattam tanhiiyati (Bhayatupa craves eternal existence),” he remembered saying to the Death-Knower the first time he had seen him near the southern bridge of Avici.

And the wizard’s softly whispered response, heard only by the dragon, had been: “Adhigatam idam sakkoti eva nissaya passannacittam. (Only through purity of spirit can this be achieved.)”




Those words had disturbed Bhayatupa then, and he remained disturbed now. Somehow they held the most crucial of clues, but he could not comprehend what it might be.

When Invictus let out a shout, Bhayatupa was caught unawares, and it took every fiber of his will not to flinch.

Then the sorcerer laughed. “You’re worse off than Mala,” he said contemptuously. “At least he has some personality.”

Rage swelled in Bhayatupa’s heart, but he did not blink.

“Still,” the sorcerer continued, “you may yet prove useful. At least you can carry me around faster than a dracool, and Sampatis are too unpredictable.”

Just then, a female dracool came up beside Invictus and stood next to him, eyeing Bhayatupa warily.

“What do you think, Iriz?” Invictus said with boyish mischief. “The great Bhayatupa doesn’t amount to much anymore, does he?”

More rage.

“I don’t trust him, my liege,” Iriz said. “Are you certain he isn’t pretending?”

The rage was replaced by the beginnings of alarm.

“I saw grandmother place the spell with my own eyes and heard her with my own ears,” Invictus said. “It was performed flawlessly, with exquisite timing.”

“I know a way to test him, my liege. If he is truly ruined, he will not react.”

“Interesting,” Invictus said. “Perform your test, then. But do not seriously harm him. I am in need of his services. I plan on doing some sight-seeing.”

If Iriz was amused, she didn’t show it. Though she was twice the size of Invictus, she was many times dwarfed by a great dragon. Bhayatupa watched her waddle cautiously over to his left side. Guessing her intention, he again was filled with alarm. His scales were virtually impregnable, but the flesh beneath the scales, especially closest to the heart, was vulnerable. When dracools attacked dragons in large numbers, they often attempted to pry back the scales, biting and clawing until the heart was exposed. Even the slightest cut was hideously painful.

In a show of disrespect, Iriz spewed acidic liquid onto the scales above Bhayatupa’s breast. The sputum did little physical damage but a great deal of emotional harm. Once again, it took supreme discipline for Bhayatupa not to respond. It would be so easy to bite the dracool in half before Invictus could stop him. But this would accomplish little. So Bhayatupa lay still.




With powerful talons, the dracool grasped the outer edge of a scale, which was as broad as she was tall, and pried it outward. At first Bhayatupa felt little discomfort, other than more humiliation. A gust of warm fragrance blew out from beneath the scale and wafted all the way to where Invictus stood. The sorcerer breathed deeply and sighed. Its allure affected even him.

Iriz pried the scale farther back, until she could easily reach a patch of the tender flesh. “Do you wish to watch?” she said to Invictus.

The sorcerer strolled forward, his expression a mixture of curiosity and impatience. “Watch what?”

“Behold.”

Iriz drew her claw along the flesh, tearing into it as easily as she might a human abdomen. Crimson blood surged out, pooled along the cut, and then oozed onto the roof of Uccheda, sizzling on the stone. Bhayatupa’s pain rivaled the first moments of the magical chain, and he became convinced he could not tolerate it. But somehow he did not attack or attempt to defend himself.

“Stop!” the sorcerer ordered. “Now look what you’ve done.”

Iriz backed away and bowed low. “The dragon has passed the test, my liege. Bhayatupa is indeed ruined. His pride could not have tolerated this, otherwise.”

The sorcerer cauterized the cut with yellow fire. This hurt Bhayatupa even worse than the dracool’s claw. But still he bore it.

“Go away,” Invictus said petulantly. “I’m through with you now. Be grateful that I don’t punish you.”

“Yes, my liege . . . I am indeed grateful.” And she leapt into the sky and flew toward the mountains as fast as her wings could carry her.

Invictus snorted. Then he turned to Bhayatupa and nestled the scale back into place. “Let’s see how much you remember,” the sorcerer said, before climbing onto the dragon’s neck and clamping onto the base of the chain with his inner thighs. Instantly, the chain glowed yellow-hot.

“Fly!” Invictus shouted. “To Duccarita! Can you find the way?”

Bhayatupa did as he was told, springing off the rooftop of Uccheda and soaring westward faster than any living being had ever flown before. How stupid should I pretend to be? Bhayatupa mused. This is a game that has no rules.
There’s a difference between remembering nothing of your life and nothing of your surroundings, isn’t there? He hoped that Invictus would think so.

They reached the City of Thieves—or what remained of it—in the late afternoon. Though Bhayatupa did not show it, the extent of the destruction amazed him. The last time he had been there, Duccarita had been a thriving, though also grotesque, metropolis. He had battled the Faerie in the night sky, scorching her and sending her to ruin, though not before experiencing the agony of her green magic. In the daylight almost three weeks later, Duccarita was a smoldering husk.




“There,” Invictus said, pointing to an area more devastated than any other. “Take me there.”

Bhayatupa obeyed, finally perching on a pile of scorched and twisted timber. The sorcerer leapt off his neck and floated down onto the ragged surface.

“Stay,” he said. Then he disappeared into the debris.

An urge to escape surged over Bhayatupa. If he were to spring into the sky and fly along the broken rooftops, not even Invictus would be quick enough to emerge from the rubble and strike him down. Perhaps the sorcerer knew this too and saw it as one final test. But Bhayatupa believed that Invictus would just use the chain to render him helpless and then find him again, like a viper tracking prey paralyzed by venom. As precarious as it was, he was better off in this new situation, at least for the time being. So he sat and waited like a loyal dog.

Invictus was gone for half a bell. When he finally emerged, he held a gooey substance in his hands that resembled thick, white glue. The sorcerer appeared unsettled, and he mumbled words that even Bhayatupa could not understand. Finally he cast the strange substance aside, cursing all the while.

“Do they think the destruction of the Mahanta pEpa will stop me?” he shouted. “Now that I’ve seen it for myself, it’s annoying, I have to admit. But it’s too little too late. The damage has already been done.”

The sorcerer climbed onto Bhayatupa’s neck. Again the chain glowed in response.

“To Jivita!”

Bhayatupa launched into the sky, swept along the rooftops, and soared up and over the natural stone bulwark that partially encircled the ruined city. A short time later, the unusual pair flew over Dhutanga, its spring canopy a magnificent green. Bhayatupa found Cariya and followed its course.

As darkness stole the day, Bhayatupa wondered how the sorcerer would react to the lack of light. Would it lessen him to the point of vulnerability? But his answer came quickly—and painfully. When dusk arrived, Invictus simply leaned down and gripped the magical chain with his arms, causing it to roar to life and cast a staggering array of colors. As long as he held it close, the sorcerer would not weaken.




Though he did it subtly, the dragon groaned.

It was near midnight when they passed the southern border of Dhutanga. With eyes as keen as any living being’s, Bhayatupa could see the druids massing at the forest’s edge, and just three leagues away, the great host of Jivita awaiting its doom. The size of both armies impressed him.

“Who do you think will win?” Invictus shouted into the wind.

Bhayatupa, of course, did not answer.

“Sorry, I forgot . . . you’re stupid now. Well, let me tell you what I think. The Jivitans will prevail, but not without heavy losses, which will make it all the easier for Mala, when he comes this way.”

“No matter what happens in the end,” Bhayatupa thought, “I will kill Mala, if someone else doesn’t beat me to it.”

“I want to give them all a little thrill,” the sorcerer said.

Bhayatupa kept circling. The comment baffled him but he did his best to maintain a neutral expression.

“Down!” Invictus shouted. “Let’s show the silly white horsemen what we’re made of.”

The dragon dipped his left wing and veered sharply, leveling out just a few cubits above the Jivitans’ heads. As expected, Bhayatupa could hear shouts and cries and horses bolting. But what happened next was unexpected. With the slightest of effort, Invictus caused the chain that encircled Bhayatupa’s neck to burst into multicolored flame. The ensuing pain caused Bhayatupa to buck in the air like a frightened stallion, and he let out a howl as loud as any living being had ever issued. Jivita’s precisely arranged army was thrown into chaos.

“Up!” Invictus ordered, cackling all the while.

When Bhayatupa responded, the agony diminished to tolerable levels, though he continued to wail, like a child whose finger was no longer in the fire but still bore lingering pain. Despite his anguish, he remained lucid enough to catch a glimpse of the Death-Knower, seeing him for the first time since Avici. How he desired to soar down and sweep him away to some distant place, so that the two of them could discuss Tanhiiyati, the insatiable craving for eternal existence.

“To the fortress!” the sorcerer said, interrupting Bhayatupa’s tortured reverie.

It was just past dawn when Nissaya came into view, a black splotch in a sea of gray. Again, what Bhayatupa saw impressed him. The fields outside the fortress swarmed with the largest single ground army he had ever seen, surpassing even the mighty hosts that had done his bidding during Supanna-Sangaamaani (the Dragon Wars).




Ever since his moment of agony above the Green Plains, Bhayatupa had found himself praying that the sorcerer would not cause him such pain again. It entered Bhayatupa’s tortured mind more than once to confess his ploy and pledge eternal allegiance, but something held him back; whether pride, courage, stubbornness, or stupidity, Bhayatupa could not say.

“Down!” Invictus shouted again, and the dragon complied, first circling the central keep and then flying low above the three battlements. Bhayatupa expected a barrage of well-aimed arrows—harmless to himself but maybe, just maybe, deadly to his tormenter, but none were loosed. Some unexplained discipline stayed the archers’ hands.

To his utmost distaste, Bhayatupa recognized Mala. The Chain Man was striding angrily away from the first bulwark, but the whooshing sounds of the dragon’s wings caused the Adho Satta (Low One) to turn and look skyward. Bhayatupa recognized fear and confusion in Mala’s expression, and it gave him momentary satisfaction. But again, the sorcerer caused the chain around his neck to erupt, and Bhayatupa howled even louder than before. Despite the misery clouding his vision, Bhayatupa saw the Chain Man collapse to his knees, his chain also glowing. Then Mala managed to stand and salute his king, holding something in his hands that Bhayatupa had never seen before: a trident taller even than its wielder. From it came a yellow heat that scorched the air.

“Up!” the sorcerer shouted. “To the east!”

The pain relented enough to allow Bhayatupa to continue. As he and Invictus soared away, Bhayatupa could hear the howling of Mala’s monsters, tens of thousands strong.

By midafternoon, they passed over Senasana. A few months before, while still in the sorcerer’s good graces, Bhayatupa had flown over the merchant city, its size, scope, and decadence impressing him. But now it was every bit as devastated as Duccarita. Smoke rose from the crowded marketplaces. Gleaming skeletons littered the wide roadways. Vinipata, the spectacular domed shrine, was aflame. Worst of all, hundreds of fiends wandered the streets, hunting for human survivors, though Bhayatupa doubted many were left. “This is the work of Vedana’s horrid little undines,” Bhayatupa mused. Nothing else could have created such witless havoc.

Bhayatupa landed in the massive courtyard within the temple complex. Invictus leapt off his neck and ran through the square this way and that, waving his arms and shouting.




“What is this? These were not my orders! Who has dared such a thing?”

A mob of fiends—as many as twenty score—scrambled toward the sorcerer, mistaking him for food. At first Invictus didn’t notice their approach, but when the leaders got within twenty paces, the Sun God finally heeded them. Bhayatupa heard him say, “Tcccch!” And then he waved his arms nonchalantly. Immediately the fiends caught fire and exploded into tiny flakes of ash.

“This child has more power than all of us combined,” Bhayatupa mused to himself. “Maybe even more than all living beings combined. What hope have we?” And then, more characteristically, “What hope have I?”

As was his wont, Invictus quickly regained control of his temper. Soon he was laughing and babbling like an overexcited toddler.

“Grandmother! Grandmother! You’ve done it again. You’re amazing.”

Then he walked over to Bhayatupa and spoke to him as if he still believed the dragon had not been altered.

“Look what she’s done. Can you believe it? I tried to unleash undines twice—and failed both times. First the annoying Death-Knower ruined everything at Kamupadana. And then some of his Asēkhas managed a similar feat near Ti-ratana. Meanwhile, Grandmother makes it happen without my even knowing.”

More fiends came, stumbling hungrily toward Invictus. Now when the sorcerer destroyed them, he laughed. But the sound was not comforting. Though Bhayatupa sat on his haunches and maintained a glazed appearance, he was internally horrified.

“Vedana, what have you done?” Bhayatupa thought. But he didn’t mean the destruction of Senasana. Instead, he referred to the creation of Invictus, a man-child who wielded power that dwarfed any god’s.

“We must find Anna,” the sorcerer said to him. “Do you know where it is?”

The words were so compelling, Bhayatupa almost answered. Instead, he remained motionless, attempting to maintain a pose of disinterest.

Invictus grunted and then climbed onto the dragon’s neck. “To the desert!” Invictus shouted, and Bhayatupa consented.

In truth, Bhayatupa did not know where Anna was. Since his awakening, he had flown no farther south than Senasana. But he believed it would be easy enough to locate. From the heights he was capable of attaining, the Simōōn would be visible for ten leagues or more, but by late evening, there still was no sign. Even Invictus was becoming frustrated. Just when Bhayatupa believed the sorcerer would order a halt to the search, Invictus noticed a trail of smoke darker than the night sky.




“Go there!”

They passed over a large oasis, its trees and bushes aflame. Small black figures raced to-and-fro. Bhayatupa’s finely tuned sense of smell detected more than just burning wood. Animal hide also had caught fire . . . camel hide, to be exact. The Tent City had been ransacked, and whatever had attacked it had somehow managed to lower the Simōōn.

“This is too easy,” Invictus said, disappointment in his voice. “I was hoping the Tugars, at least, could put up a better fight. How boring.”

Soon after, Bhayatupa and the sorcerer began the return trip to Avici. All through the endless night, Invictus squeezed the chain with his legs. All through the endless night, Bhayatupa moaned. When they finally reached the rooftop of Uccheda, it was past noon.

Invictus climbed off, opened a hidden door, and disappeared inside the tower.

Bhayatupa had had enough.

He waited.

Waited.

Waited.

And then flung himself into the sky.






  


6
 

THE SAME MORNING that the Jivitans left the White City to do battle with the druids, the monster that would become known in legend as Anna’s Bane stood on the border of the oasis that contained the Tent City. Far below, thousands of pesky prey scrambled around, making lots of noise. This only served to make her angrier.

And hungrier.

She already had gotten several tastes of Tugarian flesh and had found it much to her liking. She would not be satisfied until she had eaten a lot more.

Annoying stings pricked her flesh, mostly around her eyes. A few even pierced her eyeballs, which hurt the worst. But little real damage was done. She was too great for whatever feeble assaults the tiny ones could muster. She had grown beyond all of them—even the nagging voice inside her skull that used to cause the headaches. As her strength had grown, the voice had diminished, enabling Tathagata to focus on what she did best: kill and eat.

The nagging voice was gone, but so too was the voice that had encouraged her to attack Anna. This left Tathagata feeling a little disoriented, but also less constrained. She no longer had to pause and wait for the second voice to tell her what to do. Now she could make her own decisions. She would devour as many of the tiny black prey as her stomach could contain, while infecting a bunch of others with gentler bites. With these new fiends at her side, she would be able to conquer the world.

ASĒKHA-DVIPA, guardian of Anna in the absence of the king and chieftain, was stunned by how close the monster had come to the Tent City without the Tugars’ knowledge. Nor did this bode well for the welfare of the scouts that patrolled its perimeter. But as usual, the desert warriors were quick to react once the threat was revealed. Dvipa, the Vasi masters, and the five hundred remaining warriors were armed and ready, along with the rest of the non-warriors and citizens, some fifteen thousand strong.




The beads, coated with deadly poison made from ground-up blister beetles, seemed to be having little effect, even when striking the fiend’s eyes. Next, the Tugars tried fire, but the monster’s flesh would not even char. To make matters worse, the fiend was much faster and more flexible than seemed possible, and warriors who wandered too near were hard-pressed not to be trampled or ensnared. But worst of all was the black smoke that gushed from the fiend’s mouth, nostrils, and ears. The slightest exposure was enough to cause blindness. Already at least two-score Tugars, including a Vasi master, had succumbed and been led away just in time to avoid being eaten. Yet the fiend kept coming, reaching the outskirts of Anna and wading into the tents like a child intent on kicking apart a toy city.

Dvipa and the others discovered that they could tolerate the black smoke if they kept their eyes closed. But fighting a creature of such might with perfect vision was difficult enough; doing it without sight was next to impossible, even for a Tugar. So they were forced to keep their distance and watch as the fiend tore Anna to shreds. Dvipa had never felt so helpless. Was flight their only recourse?

The Vasi masters seemed more effective than the ordinary warriors. They were able to maintain a ring of defenders around the giant, performing an extraordinary version of Aarakaa Himsaa (away from harm). When the fiend made a charge, the masters in the front retreated, while those behind and on the sides closed in. They also wielded weapons that ordinary warriors—and even Asēkhas—tended to disdain, including poisoned darts and sharpened disks, both of which could be thrown with force and accuracy. But the fiend absorbed them all with what appeared to be only mild discomfort.

When Tāseti appeared out of nowhere, Dvipa had never felt so relieved in his life. The second in command was his superior, in all ways. Now the Tugars were in better hands than before.

WHEN SHE FINALLY saw the monster she had been tracking for more than a week, Tāseti was appalled. The fiend that had once been Sister Tathagata was four times as tall as a cave troll and many times its girth, yet it moved with extraordinary speed and grace. Ordinary humans could not have evaded it. Only Tugars were capable—barely.

Even from a distance, traces of the horrific smoke exuded by the fiend repulsed her, hurting her eyes and blurring her vision. Regardless, she raced forward without any plan, other than to do her best, though she feared more than ever that her best would not be good enough.




Dvipa was the first to acknowledge her presence. He raced toward her, his eyes red and swollen. “Tāseti, beyond hope you have come. Tell us what to do. The fiend cannot be injured.”

“What happened to the Simōōn?” Tāseti shouted. “And where are the rest of the Tugars?”

“An army of fiends marched into the desert from Senasana,” Dvipa said. “We were forced to lower the Simōōn in order to quickly send our own army against it. Afterward, I learned from Appam that you and Rati were approaching with the noble ones, so I left the whirlwind down. I knew nothing of this giant . . .” Then Dvipa sighed. “If only our king were here.”

“But he is not,” Tāseti said. “So the lesser must lead. Order all who remain to corral the fiend into the center of Anna. We will set the city aflame.”

“But the giant is impervious to fire.”

“The tents and trees will burn far hotter than brands,” Tāseti said.

Just then, she heard a terrible scream. A Vasi master had come too near and had been blinded. In an attempt to flee, his feet had become entangled in the guy ropes of a tent, slowing him down just enough for the fiend to kneel and grab him. A score of Tugars hacked at the monster’s thick wrist with their uttaras, but she blew a gust of the noxious smoke upon them, forcing them to scatter.

Now she was standing again, holding the master in one hand like a normal-sized woman would hold a wiggly iguana. Even as a swarm of Tugars hacked at the fiend’s ankles, she raised the master to her mouth and bit off his legs above the knees, boots and all. Amazingly, he continued to fight, pounding his fists against the fiend’s thick fingers. It didn’t matter. She shoved the rest of him into her mouth and swallowed. Then she howled in a voice that made Tāseti’s blood run cold. But she could not allow panic to affect her leadership.

“Order the masters to spread a ring of sulfur in a large circle around the densest area of tents and trees,” she said to Dvipa. “If we can get Tathagata inside it, we’ll roast her!”

“Tathagata?” As Dvipa looked up at the fiend, his face crumbled. “For the sake of Anna . . . no.”

WHEN TĀSETI HAD seen the smoke, she’d screamed and run ahead, leaving Nimm and the woman named Ura to fend for themselves. Though Nimm had cried for Tāseti to wait, the Asēkha did not heed her.




“What do we do now?” the girl said, her voice quivering.

“We have no choice but to follow,” the woman said. “We don’t have enough water to turn back. Our only hope is to seek protection among the Tugars.”

“But the monster is there!”

“And so are the Tugars. I would rather die at their side than alone in the desert.”

Nimm started to cry again, but she fought it back. Ura was right. It was time to be brave. She would kill the monster herself, if it meant saving Tāseti.

“She needs our help!” Nimm said.

Ura managed to chuckle. “There’s an old desert saying: ‘One foot in front of the other.’ Follow me, child. And hope for the best.”

THE NEW PREY was wise to the dangers of her breath, which was little more than essence exuded from the Realm of the Undead, where blindness was a natural part of existence. If they chose to scatter and flee, she doubted she could catch many of them, but they seemed determined to confront her. One came too near, apparently growing overconfident in its ability to stay out of range, and she spun and vomited black smoke at its face. The prey became entangled in one of the tents, and she pounced on it. Others attacked, but several more exhalations scattered them. Then she stood and bit off her victim’s squirmy little legs with her ultra-sharp teeth.

Though the taste was exquisite, she considered putting the prey back down and seeing if it would transform. Then she decided she had wounded it too severely for it to be an effective fighter, so she jammed the rest of its body into her cavernous mouth and swallowed.

Instantly, a new surge of strength coursed through her sinews, causing her to howl with pleasure. For a few moments, she didn’t even notice the others hacking and stabbing at her feet, ankles, and calves. Eventually it hurt enough to cause her to want them to stop, so she exhaled more smoke. They scattered again.

With her newfound puissance, she kicked at the tents with her gnarled feet, tearing them out of the ground, stakes and all, and sending them flapping through the air like wounded bats. Some of the larger tents, which were staked in dozens of places, resisted more than the others, but eventually all of them were torn asunder. Most of the prey had moved to her right and were screaming at her, waving their arms, and casting the annoying beads with their slings.




She lunged at them, growling, and they ran, only to regroup a pace or two—by her measure—farther away. Then they screamed and waved their arms again. The fiend found this new behavior highly annoying. She tore a bethoum from the ground, roots and all, and heaved it at them. At least one was injured, and she charged forward and grabbed him before the others could rescue him. This one, however, was not one of the new prey, and it provided relatively little sustenance.

This made her even angrier, and she began to fling trees, tent posts, and furniture in all directions. Most of the prey avoided the barrage, though a few were injured enough to slow them down, and she ate each one. But it seemed as if the only ones she could catch were the weak kind. The new prey were too clever.

Now it was well past noon, and the heat of the desert was massively intense. She found herself in the densest part of the city, surrounded by bethoums, date palms, and much-larger tents, some of which were almost as tall as she. She tore at them too, ripping them to shreds like a dog obsessed with a rag, using her teeth as well as her hands. When the fire began to blaze, Tathagata was too frenzied to even notice. By the time she did, she was trapped.

THOUGH SHE NEVER doubted their courage, Tāseti’s people impressed her—and not just the warriors and Vasi masters. Even the five thousand who were not pureblooded Tugars fought just as hard as the others, though they were at far greater risk. The fiend continued to make kills, but only two more Tugars were taken among the victims, and none of those warriors. Tathagata seemed as intent on destroying Anna as she was on feeding, and of those she managed to kill, none were left in any condition to convert. Still, the desert warriors watched carefully. If any of their kind were wounded and appeared to transform, they would dispatch them without mercy. An army of Tugar fiends would be deadlier than any other. It could not be permitted to exist.

While some distracted the fiend, the rest of the Tugars and ordinary citizens of Anna enacted Tāseti’s plan. Barrels of sulfur, which normally were used to superheat the fires that smelted their exquisite blades, were emptied in a circle around the densest area of tents and trees. Creosote bushes and other brush were added to the pile, but a large opening was left to allow the fiend to enter. When Tathagata entered the circle, all inside evacuated, and the opening was closed.




Tāseti struck the first flint. A ring of fire burst one hundred cubits into the sky, trapping the monster in its sweltering grip. The tents and trees within the circle also blew into flame. The heat became so intense, Tāseti and the others were forced to back away and watch from a distance.

Almost as quickly as it raged, the inferno subsided, its fuel consumed with stunning rapidity. Many of the tents beyond the circle also were engulfed, but the Tugars made little effort to extinguish them. Smoke was everywhere, obscuring their vision. Surely no monster could have survived such a blaze. Even a great dragon would have been hard-pressed had it not been able to escape to the sky.

When Tathagata emerged from the inferno, she shattered Tāseti’s hopes. The fiend’s flesh was charred black, and what had remained of her hair was incinerated, but her fiery eyes were wildly alive, and her enormous body still moved with fluidity. The fire had failed.

“We must flee!” she heard Dvipa say, and then a gush of smoke, frighteningly black, overwhelmed him, and he fell. Tāseti ran toward her fellow Asēkha, shouting, “No . . . NO!” But the fiend got to him first, lifted him, shook him viciously, and bit off his left arm. Then Tathagata smiled and cast him into a burning tangle of tents. Dvipa lay still.

Tāseti scrambled though the flames and knelt beside Dvipa, pressing her fingers against his neck. To her dismay, she discovered that his broken body contained no life, but soon after his eyes sprang open, and he attempted to stand. Tāseti did not hesitate, taking off his head with five ferocious strokes. In the time it took to perform this mercy, Tathagata loomed above her. Tāseti reacted too late.

She was lifted high into the air, her arms—and uttara—pinned helplessly at her sides.

WHEN NIMM AND Ura reached the outskirts of Anna, the destruction staggered them. Fires blazed everywhere, including an enormous one in the heart of the Tent City that burned so hot they could feel it on their faces a mile away. A swath of ruin led toward the conflagration. Nimm ran through it, with Ura stumbling behind, shouting for her to stop. But the woman was exhausted, and the nimble girl a step too fast.

The tower of flames in the interior of Anna suddenly collapsed upon itself. Ordinary smoke spewed forth, spreading in rolling waves. Nimm was momentarily blinded, but still she ran, as if awake in a nightmare of darkness. Ura’s voice grew progressively dimmer.

When Nimm finally could see again, the monster that had attacked her family stood only a stone’s throw away. But now it was as huge as a sand dune, and it held the warrior who had saved the girl’s life in one of its massive hands. Tāseti’s head lolled as the fiend flung her about.




Nimm could not bear the thought of another loss. She had grown to trust Ura, but Tāseti was her favorite. What would be the use of living, if the Asēkha was no longer?

As other Tugars raced frantically around the monster’s legs, slashing and stabbing in a desperate attempt to free their leader, the little girl stumbled forward, choking on the smoke. Ura screamed from a distance, but she was too far back. No one else tried to stop Nimm, or even seemed to notice her presence.

Except for Tathagata. The fiend, almost twenty times her height, looked down upon the child—and paused. Then grimaced, pressing her free hand against her temple.

FROM DEEP WITHIN the cacophony, the tiny portion of Sister Tathagata’s awareness that remained sane recognized the presence of the child. The High Nun had halted her resistance to the undines, but not because she was too weak. Rather, she had lost her desire to fight. In an astounding irony, the horrid destruction of her flesh had helped her to accomplish what three thousand years of placid meditation had not. Tathagata had achieved Arahantship (high enlightenment). Never again would she be reborn.

But the child, wandering toward the monster through a maelstrom of despair, engaged Tathagata’s compassion. Enlightenment did not forbid all forms of action, only those that were unworthy.

The Perfect One pressed forward one final time—and forced the fiend to speak. “Tāseti, can you hear me?”

The Asēkha gasped. “Sister?”

A smile spread across the monster’s broad face, exposing fangs that no longer seemed menacing. “I can maintain control for a very short time. There is only one way I know to slay this body, which in turn will destroy the undines. But it will cause your death, as well. Are you willing?”

Without hesitation, Tāseti said, “Yes.”

“Very well.” Then Tathagata whispered something that only the Asēkha could hear—and proceeded to place the warrior inside her mouth.

THE MOUTH REEKED of gore and poison. Tāseti knelt on the foul tongue and raised the point of her uttara above her head, locking her elbows against her breasts. She had desired battle more than anything, had spent almost her entire lifetime striving to become the best of the best. When Kusala had ordered her to undertake this mission, she had been furious, believing that all her efforts had been in vain. Instead, she had been cast into an adventure far more gratifying than she could have imagined. She would play no role in the outcomes at Nissaya or Jivita, but in Anna she forever would be remembered as a hero.




Tāseti smiled. If her next lifetime were half this exciting, it would be well worth living.

When Tathagata again retreated to the far corners of the fiend’s ruined mind, the monster regained control of her body and felt the prey inside her mouth, closing upon the Asēkha with jaws as powerful as a great dragon’s. The point of the uttara drove up through the roof of the mouth, punctured the nasal passages, and entered the brain. Even as Tāseti was being crushed, she spun the blade. It was not decapitation, but it was enough.

Tathagata collapsed face-first onto the smoking wreckage of the Tent City. The fiend spit up blood, quivered, and lay still. Tāseti spilled from the open mouth, her body broken in a hundred places.

For a few surprising moments, Tāseti continued to live. The Tugars surrounded her, and a warrior lifted her gently and carried her away from the fiend’s hideous face, which already was beginning to putrefy as the undines, perishing by the millions, released their undead grip on the once-living flesh.

Then Nimm knelt by Tāseti, followed by Ura. From the expressions on their faces, Tāseti realized that her crumpled body must not be a pretty sight. She tried to smile, coughed up blood, and then did smile.

“Do not . . . weep,” Tāseti said to Nimm. “You saved us all . . .” Then she looked at the nearest Tugar. “Sister Tathagata achieved enlightenment before she fell . . . tell the noble ones.” More coughing followed.

“Don’t die,” Nimm said. “Please . . . don’t die. I won’t be able to stand it.”

“I will die . . . and be reborn. Do not weep for me . . . my brave little friend.”

Nimm tried her best to honor Tāseti’s last request, but in the end she could not hold back her tears.

Ura and the Tugars wept alongside her.
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AT THE APPROACH of midnight, the crescent moon sank beneath the western horizon, leaving the stars in charge of the night. The sky was cloudless, but minus the moon’s presence, a grave darkness gripped the Green Plains. To Laylah it felt like weakness.

The humming dominated all sound. Even the lush turf at their feet seemed to quiver. The lead destriers grew restless, their riders struggling to hold them in position. Laylah felt as if all the oxygen had been sucked out of the air, which remained disturbingly warm and humid.

Though she had faced many dangers in her life, she had never before been in a full-scale battle. One hundred thousand druids were about to march down their throats. She realized she was terrified.

Laylah turned to her beloved for support. He had fought in many wars. Could he rebuild her confidence? But when she turned to him, he appeared almost hypnotized, gazing silently at the northern sky.

Suddenly he sat upright on Bhojja’s back and shouted in a booming voice, “Horror approaches! The dragon comes. Hold your positions. Hold!”

Seconds later, Bhayatupa swept out of the sky, trailing crimson fire like a comet. A rush of super-heated air blew down upon them, knocking riders off their mounts and panicking the destriers. The war horses had been bred and trained for battle, but it was one thing to stare down a druid and another to stand true against a great dragon twenty times as long and thirty times as heavy.

Without warning, Bhayatupa came to a near halt in midair, reared back, and emitted a sound that evoked not terror, but pity. A multicolored chain was wrapped around his neck from head to shoulder, and from five hundred cubits away, Laylah could feel the heat it emitted. The dragon’s agony must have been incomprehensible. Of all living beings, only Invictus was capable of such cruelty.

At that moment, she saw her brother sitting on Bhayatupa’s neck, his body a small yellow blob that seared her eyes. Even as the dragon flew away and disappeared, Laylah cried out. Izumo sensed her distress and attempted to rise up on his hind legs in a panic, but his heavy barding was too inflexible, causing the stallion to bolt forward instead. Laylah was thrown, and she landed heavily on her back, the weight of her armor carrying her down like a stone. She heard Torg shout her name, but before he could reach her, another horse trampled her, pounding one of its hooves onto the plate just below her breasts. Though the Jivitan white iron barely crinkled, Laylah felt like a child who had fallen off a swing and had the wind knocked out of her. For a moment, she was dazed and couldn’t seem to breathe.




Then Torg was kneeling beside her and sitting her up, his eyes wide with concern. She nudged him away and managed to stand on her own, saying, “I’m fine . . . don’t worry.” When she regained her bearings, she discovered that she was fine.

By then, Navarese and Queen Rajinii were shouting commands in an attempt to instill order. A Tugar warrior rode toward her, gripping Izumo’s reins. The stallion came to her almost apologetically, head lowered as if his cowardice embarrassed him. Laylah stroked his muzzle and—with Torg’s assistance—remounted. The wizard handed her Obhasa, which had fallen on the grass beside her.

“Are you sure you’re all right, my love?” he said to her, tenderly stroking the greave above her solleret.

“If I can’t handle a simple fall off a horse, how am I going to survive a battle with druids?”

Torg smiled sheepishly. “I know I can’t protect you every moment. And I know you don’t need my protection, even if I could. Actually, I was more concerned by your reaction to seeing Invictus, not by your falling. You’ve got a hard head, remember?”

Laylah laughed. “My skull is harder than the helm.”

“And far more beautiful.”

Like lovers alone in the world, they stared at each other.

Then Navarese and Rajinii approached, breaking their reverie. “The druids come, Torgon,” the general said. “It is as if the appearance of the dragon called them forth.”

“We are ready,” the queen said, her voice fell.

AT FIRST, THE sight of the dragon and its rider had terrified the queen, causing her to scream and cover her face with a gauntleted hand. Rajinii also had seen the yellow blob, and it reminded her of the constant nightmares she’d endured before The Torgon and Laylah had removed the sorcerer’s influence. While Invictus was present, all seemed hopeless. But when the dragon carried him away, Rajinii was infused with a frantic desire to kill. The druids were dangerous, but they were an enemy she could confront without hopelessness.




“We are ready,” she said to The Torgon and Navarese. And she meant it. Even Arusha seemed emboldened, pounding her front hooves on the grass. “General, gather your army.”

“The white horsemen heed your call, your highness,” Navarese said. “But I beg you, one final time. Please retreat with me to the back.”

“No!” the queen shouted. The square chunk of jade on the head of her staff flared like green fire, eliminating any further desire by Navarese for debate. In terms of military strategy, he was her superior, but in terms of physical and magical prowess, he was nowhere near her match.

The general turned his horse and retreated through the ranks. No one viewed this as cowardice. Navarese’s most dangerous weapon was his mind. He would direct his army from the rear on a specially built platform that towered one hundred cubits above the plains.

No sooner had Navarese disappeared than the humming intensified tenfold. Rajinii watched with dismay as dozens of her horsemen cast off their helms and pressed their gauntlets against their ears. The sound was as loud as thunder, only ceaseless. Eyes watered. Teeth chattered. Hearts beat out of control. Rajinii realized with sudden horror that it was worse than even she had expected. The tumultuous cacophony robbed the mind of clarity and stole courage from the stoutest of warriors. Would the Assarohaa flee in terror? She wouldn’t blame them if they did.

And then The Torgon was beside her, shouting in a voice even louder than thunder. “Murder and mayhem!” The wizard raised the Silver Sword high above his head, and from its point blazed an eruption of blue-green fire that superheated the surrounding air. “Murder . . . and . . . Mayhem!”

“Murder and mayhem!” Rajinii responded. And others joined the chant.

As if meeting the challenge, the druids appeared, their fiery eyes bleeding hatred. The first row of the Jivitan army moved forward to greet them—and with it rode The Torgon, Laylah, Sir Elu, Ugga, Bard, Manta, more than ten-score Tugars, and of course, Rajinii.

Impossibly, the humming intensified to an even higher level.

But Rajinii was not dismayed—and her strength gave courage to the others.

When the two sides were only twenty paces apart the humming ceased. In some ways, the silence was more disturbing than the torrent of noise. Both sides halted and glared at each other, though the darkness obscured much, even at close range. A voice from behind the druids scorched the air like a revulsion.




“Rajinii . . . a word!”

“Show yourself!” Rajinii called back.

“I will not . . . not yet.”

“Identify yourself!”

“Do you not know me? For I know you.”

“Have you come to banter?”

Cackling. “I offer terms of surrender.”

“Yours or ours?”

At that, the white horsemen guffawed—and then cheered.

Growling replaced the cackling. Then: “Term number one. Surrender Laylah to me.”

Rajinii turned to Torg and giggled. “That’s not such a bad idea,” she said.

The wizard arched an eyebrow.

“I’m just teasing,” Rajinii said. Then she turned back toward the wall of druids. “Denied!”

More growling. “Term number two. Surrender The Torgon to me.”

Rajinii looked at Laylah. “What do you think?”

The sorceress smiled. “Not today. But the next time he misbehaves . . .”

Torg arched his other eyebrow.

“Very well,” the queen said, before shouting, “Denied!”

A throat-wrenching screech. “Term number three: Lay down your arms and surrender. If all these terms are met, you will be permitted to return to Jivita and live in peace, as long as you never enter Dhutanga or re-arm yourselves.”

“Are you finished? Then I answer again . . . denied! I deny your terms. I deny your words. I deny your right to exist. As for my own terms, I have none. I am ready to fight . . . now! None among your horde shall leave the Green Plains alive.”

“You know naught what you say, fragile queen. Nor to whom you speak! I am servant to Kattham Bhunjaka, ruler of Dhutanga and all surrounding lands, including the Green Plains. If you refuse to bow, then you choose to die.”

“I bow only to Ekadeva, the One God, he who is almighty. I fight in his name and for his glory. Even if I stood alone, without weapon, your army would fall. But I do not! The white horsemen are with me. You should have considered more carefully before trampling the Green Plains with your foul feet. In Jivita, such an act is punishable by death.”




“You will not be so bold when you are brought before the throne of Kattham.”

To Rajinii’s surprise, Laylah rose up in her saddle and shouted. “Urbana? Do you remember me?”

A pause, then: “How could I forget, little bitch.”

“There is something you need to know . . .”

“I’m dying with anticipation.”

“While imprisoned in Avici, there were many times that I dreamt of killing you. I couldn’t then . . . because my brother protected you. But as you saw for yourself, he has flown away and left you to your own devices. There is nothing now to stop me. Tonight I shall witness your demise!”

More cackling. “We shall see . . . we shall see.”

Then the humming resumed, louder than ever.

THE LEAD PORTION of the druid horde thundered forward. The first row of cavalry met the challenge. There was a titanic clash of man and destrier against the keepers of Dhutanga. Each druid stood at least seven cubits tall and weighed as much as a war horse. Due to the excellence of their armor, the white horsemen bore no shields, swinging their longswords with both hands while maintaining their balance by gripping the high saddles with their inner thighs.

The druids spat acids at the eye slits of their helms and attempted to knock the Jivitans off their horses with long, angular arms. Several horsemen were torn from their mounts, screaming as the attackers dragged them away. But wherever a Tugar was present, the druids were beaten back.

Rajinii swung her staff this way and that, its fiery chunk of jade incinerating any druid it touched. Laylah wielded Obhasa with deadly fury, slaying the enemy by the dozen. Ugga’s heavy axe splintered the bark-like flesh, and none could stand before it. Even Elu got into the act, killing a druid three times his height with Sōbhana’s Tugarian dagger. But it was Torg who wrought the most damage. Without fear, Bhojja bore into the horde, purposely allowing Torg to become surrounded. Then he brought the Silver Sword to bear, slashing, stabbing, and hacking in a blur of movement. The tough hide of the enemy was no match for the ancient weapon, the greatest of its kind ever to exist, far surpassing even the finest uttara. Torg killed more than a hundred; yet it represented just a few drops in a sea of monsters.




“First row, fall back!” Torg heard Captain Julich shouting.

Bhojja responded without prompting, tearing through the enemy until she and Torg again were in the open. The first row, less a score of fallen riders, spun around and rushed through the ranks all the way to the back, except for Torg, Laylah, Rajinii, Ugga, Elu, Julich, and Manta, who halted at the sixth row, the next of the armored riders.

Now in the front, four files of mounted archers, twelve squadrons in all, prepared to enter the fray, with Bard anchoring the middle of the lead row. Even before the armored horsemen were clear, the archers, arranged in pairs, scraped the pitched-coated heads of their arrows together, causing them to flare and catch fire. As one, they drew back their bowstrings to their chins and then loosed thirty-six hundred flaming arrows into the sky. The shafts blazed in the firmament like a flock of tiny dragons before hissing downward upon the leading edge of the druid army. In rapid fashion each archer loosed five more arrows, so that more than twenty thousand fell among the stunned enemy, causing it to briefly halt its forward momentum.

“Fall back!” shouted a master bowman. In unison the four rows of mounted archers retreated to the rear. Row six came next: seven hundred armored horsemen and two hundred Tugars again led by Torg, Rajinii, Laylah, and Ugga.

The leading edge of the druid army was in disarray. Thousands bore wounds. The armored horsemen waded into the chaos, finishing off those most seriously inflicted. For Torg, especially, it was easy pickings, and he and Bhojja again wandered farther than the others, slaying any that came within reach. But during the second wave, Torg noticed something disturbing. Interspersed among the ordinary druids were hundreds of larger and stronger ones, and none of these appeared to have been punctured. Were their hides impenetrable? Torg rode one down and hacked at it with the Silver Sword. Its insect-like head fell away, gushing hot green blood, but the supernal blade encountered more resistance than Torg had expected. These bigger druids, which he had first seen guarding the entrance to Kattham’s lair in the heart of Dhutanga, appeared to be far more dangerous than the ordinary ones. This did not bode well.

Julich ordered the retreat. The sixth row spun around and galloped toward the rear, sluicing through the ranks like rivulets of water. This time more than fifty horsemen had fallen. Torg and the others halted at the eleventh row and waited. The next four rows of archers, again anchored by Bard, loosed the ensuing barrage.




Rajinii came over to Torg, her white armor splashed with green blood. Arusha leaned against Bhojja, as if already exhausted. The queen raised the visor of her helm. In the darkness, her gray eyes glowed like burning pitch.

“Did you see them?” she shouted above the tumult of humming. “The big ones?”

“Yes,” Torg said. “They were unharmed.”

“The normal ones . . . the smaller ones . . . are falling like flies. But these others . . . I was nearly bested by one. I don’t think that Navarese is aware of the difficulties they present.”

Laylah rode beside them. “They are much harder to kill than the others.”

Manta, the necromancer, agreed. “They resist our magic.”

Julich’s white breastplate bore a long gash. “Navarese must be told, but I am needed here. Your highness, who should I send in my place?”

Instantly Rajinii turned to Elu. “Sir! We have an urgent message for General Navarese. You must go to him immediately.”

The Svakaran didn’t like that one bit. “Sir Elu’s place is by your side.”

“Your place is to obey my orders. Feel free to return once you have done so.”

Elu snapped down his visor and guided his pony toward the rear of the army.

“I have to admit that I’m glad he’s gone, at least for a while,” Laylah said. “I was more worried about him than anyone.”

“Me too,” Ugga said. “The little guy is a toughy, but some of these druids are big even for me.”

Meanwhile, twenty thousand more arrows had been loosed. The master bowmen called the retreat. Then Julich ordered another armored charge.

“Kill as many of the big ones as you can,” Torg shouted to Ugga and the others. “We must keep them from advancing too quickly.”

During his third charge, Torg paid even closer attention to the threat of the larger druids, and his worst fears were confirmed. Though it was difficult to see long distances in the darkness, he still came to believe that there were more of them than before, and none had been severely injured by arrows. Torg estimated that already five thousand druids were dead, but now fully a third of the druids that came forward were the more dangerous kind. Torg was confused. When he had been battling the druids in the clearing that surrounded Kattham’s lair during the rescue of Laylah, he remembered seeing just a few dozen of the larger ones. All the others had been what he considered normal-sized.




“Why are there so many of you?” he screamed, before riding down and beheading a particularly nasty-looking one, easily nine cubits tall and weighing more than one hundred stones. While he was slaying this giant, another of the big ones spit a ball of acidic sputum onto his back, burning away a patch of his jacket, though doing little harm to his Tugarian flesh.

“Retreat!” he heard Julich shouting. Yet again, Bhojja responded without prompting.

When they fell back, it was half a bell past midnight. Torg saw with dismay that at least five score armored horsemen did not return. While the rest rode to the rear, Torg, Laylah, Rajinii, Ugga, and Julich stopped at the sixteenth row. His companions looked exhausted. A sizeable portion of the sorceress’ left cuisse had been torn away, padding and all, revealing a milky thigh. The queen’s breastplate was dented and scarred, and Ugga’s oversized helm looked as if a tree had fallen on it. Though Julich had done little fighting, his responsibility as captain of the ranks was wearing on him. If he called the retreat too soon, the druids would advance on the archers and rout them, but the longer he delayed, the more horsemen he was dooming to unthinkable deaths.

While the next volley of flaming arrows was being launched at the enemy, Elu rode up in a rush.

“Lord Torgon!” he shouted in greeting.

“Sir Elu,” Torg responded.

“General Navarese requests that you call all Tugars to the front.”

Even as they spoke, Julich ordered another charge.

“There is no time now. I shall summon them after the next withdrawal,” Torg said, knowing that he would have done so, regardless. Then Bhojja bore him forward again.

DURING THE FOURTH charge, Ugga sensed his barded destrier beginning to tire. Of all who rode into battle, the crossbreed was the heaviest, even more so than Torg. Though Ugga’s warhorse was larger than any but Arusha, it still struggled to carry him. The crossbreed wasn’t sure how much longer it could remain standing.

The druids were even worse than black mountain wolves. Some of the stuff they spit from their mouths had worked its way between gaps in his armor, burning his skin. And they were strong, too, especially the big ones. If not for his axe, he would have been in trub-bull.




To make matters worse, the crossbreed had to keep a constant eye on Elu. The little guy had a heart as large as a dragon’s, but he was overmatched in this battle. The Svakaran’s pony also was brave, but it was less than half the size of Ugga’s destrier. At least a dozen times, Ugga chopped down druids just before they got to Elu.

At one point, a score of the bigger wood-eaters encircled Ugga and tried to force him off his mount. Ugga growled with rage, killing them one at a time. When he finally worked himself free, he saw that Elu’s pony had been knocked on its side and that the Svakaran was standing next to it, fending off more than a dozen druids with his nasty dagger. The crossbreed raced to his rescue, lifting Elu off the ground and dropping him onto his lap. Just then, Julich ordered another retreat. As they rode away, Elu’s pony was slaughtered. Elu screamed and screamed.

LAYLAH HAD BEEN unsure how she would respond to battle. Would terror render her useless? As it turned out, her concerns were unfounded. A bloodlust came upon her, and Obhasa responded in kind. The larger druids seemed immune to flaming arrows, but they were no match for the blue-white fire that spewed from the ivory staff. During the first charge, she had killed at least two score, but slightly fewer during the second and less than a score during the third.

The druids weren’t just becoming stronger, they were becoming smarter, evading the most powerful of them while going after the ordinary horsemen. By the third charge, Laylah found herself having to chase after the druids, who fled at her presence like schools of fish shying from a single predator. This was time-consuming and exhausting, for both she and Izumo. She might have to sit out at least one charge, just for the stallion’s benefit.

During the third charge, she paid little heed to the ordinary druids, and it almost cost her. One managed to slip close enough to strike her with his hand, gashing through the armor that protected her left thigh. The strength of the beast stunned Laylah. She looked down at her leg, expecting to see her flesh torn to the bone, but instead saw no visible damage.

“I’m as strong as a Tugar,” she thought proudly, and then renewed her assault, first slaying her immediate attacker and then going for more.

During the fourth charge, Laylah noticed that the flaming arrows had not harmed at least half the druids within her vision, and when the sixteenth row crushed into the attackers, the result stunned her. Almost an entire squadron fell in the first frantic moments, torn from their mounts and dragged into the darkness. She saw Torg and Bhojja charging from place to place, trying to fend off the worst of it, but the druids shied from the wizard even more than from her, making it difficult for him to kill them in sufficient numbers. Julich rode along the rank, his eyes wild with exhaustion, waiting for what he considered the right moment to order another withdrawal.




“How much more of this pressure can he take?” she thought. “His kinsmen are dying before his eyes, and he feels he is to blame. Someone must give him a respite.”

The fourth retreat came earlier than Laylah expected, further evidence that Julich’s condition was deteriorating. When they reached the twenty-first row, she saw that Elu had joined Ugga on the crossbreed’s mount. Bard was with them too, his bow strapped to his back and now bearing a Jivitan war hammer. Rajinii no longer wore her helm, and the side of her face was bruised. Julich rested on his destrier’s neck, panting so hard that he appeared to be hyperventilating. Meanwhile, Torg raised his arms and let out a high-pitched shriek. The Tugars, she assumed, had been summoned.

Already the next four rows of archers had loosed most of their arrows. There was so little time between charges it was difficult to make alterations in Navarese’s original plan. The druids were exerting relentless pressure—and gaining ground.

“Let me take over for Captain Julich,” Laylah shouted.

“No,” Julich said wearily. “I’m all right.”

“I’ll order the next two charges and retreats,” Bard said to the captain. “It will free ya to fight. That will do ya more good than rest.”

At that, Julich smiled. “My queen?”

“I couldn’t care less who orders what,” Rajinii said, her voice nearing hysteria.

“So be it,” Torg said. “Bard, perform your duty.”

“Charge!” the handsome trapper shouted.

Only this time, two thousand Tugars charged with them.

The twenty-first row crushed into the densest resistance yet. Now more than half the druids were the more dangerous kind, and some were even larger than before, almost as large as Kojins. Against these druids, the ordinary horsemen fared poorly. But for the first time since the initial charge, the druids were driven back, thanks to the addition of the entire force of Tugars. The desert warriors’ ferocity amazed Laylah, and she watched in stunned silence as they methodically broke apart the leading edge of the massive army. Many of the druids had been able to avoid Torg, Rajinii, Ugga, and her. But it was impossible to flee from two thousand warriors whose strength, dexterity, and fighting skills were unparalleled in the world. When Bard called for a retreat, all but one score of white horsemen had survived the onslaught; and as far as Laylah could tell, not a single Tugar had fallen.




When they returned to the twenty-sixth row, spirits were high.

“We killed at least five thousand in a single plunge,” the queen shouted. “Why weren’t all of the Tugars with us at the beginning?”

“The general believed it would be best to spread the Tugars throughout our host,” Julich said. “He knew little of these more powerful druids, at least in terms of their numbers.”

“The bigger ones are meanies,” Ugga agreed. “I doesn’t like them one bit.”

The Svakaran nodded. “They killed Elu’s pony,” he said from the crossbreed’s lap. Then he held up the Tugarian dagger. “So Ugga and Elu killed them back.”

“Your highness,” Torg said. “Of all our mounts, only Bhojja is capable of fighting throughout the night without rest. Even Arusha will falter. Now that the Tugars are with us, I suggest that you rest during the next couple of charges.”

This made sense to Laylah, but obviously not to the queen. She changed from exhilaration to anger in a single breath. “I will not! Until every one of them is dead, I will ride at the front.”

“Or until you are dead,” Torg countered harshly.

“You are not my king,” Rajinii said. “Do you presume to dictate my behavior?”

“I presume to do nothing.”

Bard interrupted. “The archers have retreated. It’s time for another charge.”

Torg turned to Laylah. “Will you, at least, listen to reason? Sit out just two charges so that your mount can rest and take water. And you too, Ugga.”

“Elu and I will rest,” the crossbreed said. “My horse is about to fall over.”

“Very well, beloved,” Laylah said. “But only two.”

“Excellent,” Torg said. And then he turned and galloped toward the enemy.

FROM THE PLATFORM at the rear of his army, General Navarese watched the progression of the battle with growing dread. Though the darkness made it difficult to see the majority of what was going on, there were ways that he was able to remain informed. Whenever the flaming arrows were loosed, the front portion of the druid army was illuminated, including many of its dead and dying. The glow of the druids’ eyes also betrayed its locations. And his own army carried thousands of torches. With scouts coming to him with constant updates, the general felt like he knew enough to make intelligent decisions.




The initial moments had gone exactly as he had foreseen. Rather than spread out across the Green Plains and assail his army from a variety of positions, the druids had attacked from a relatively dense formation. Navarese’s plan had been twofold: Kill thousands with flaming arrows; and inhibit advancement with armored charges.

When the first row of cavalry reached the rear to water their mounts, rest, and regroup, the reports were promising. Only twenty white horsemen had fallen. When the next row returned, he learned that several thousand druids had already been slain. However, he also heard disturbing news. The second row lost fifty horsemen, and one of the scouts reported seeing druids that were larger and more dangerous than expected. This was confirmed when the tiny Svakaran warrior rode up on his pony, frantically shouting that the flaming arrows did not daunt the larger druids, which were almost impossible for ordinary horsemen to kill.

“Tell Torg to call the entire force of Tugars to the front,” Navarese said.

The Svakaran nodded and rode off in a rush.

By the time the third row of armored cavalry returned, it was half a bell past midnight. Now the reports were worse. Five score horsemen were dead and at least that number injured. The larger druids were plucking arrows from their flesh as if they were just annoying thorns, and swords that struck their hide came away notched or even sundered. Some of the druids were as strong as Kojins, killing destrier and rider alike. To make matters worse, several horsemen claimed that the queen was fighting recklessly, discarding her own safety to appease her bloodlust; they did not believe she would survive the night.

When the fourth rank returned, the news was dire. Almost half of the men and women who comprised this row had been slaughtered, and the druids were advancing too quickly, making it difficult for the archers to loose their full contingent of arrows. More and more of the larger druids were appearing, and the white horsemen could not contain them. Where were the Tugars? Had Torg not called them?




The fifth rank of cavalry brought better news. The Tugars had joined the fray in full force, and their presence turned the tide. Only twenty horsemen did not return, and reports confirmed that the druid advance had been slowed. Navarese’s hopes were renewed. But he remained cautious. No matter how well the Tugars could fight, the desert warriors still were outnumbered fifty to one. His horsemen and archers would have to be more effective, if his army were to prevail. Then his thoughts returned to Rajinii.

“My queen, why does this death wish obsess you so?” Navarese mused. “You should be here with me, not exposing yourself to the enemy. And General Lucius . . . where are you now? The time nears for the Daasa to strike.”

WHEN THE SIXTH armored row charged forward, Rajinii quickly outdistanced it. Arusha lowered her head and galloped determinedly, but even the magnificent white mare could not continue forever. Already, blood sprayed from the horse’s nostrils, and she bore numerous wounds, mostly on her exposed lower legs. But Rajinii paid her destrier little heed. Her only desire was to vanquish the enemy—or die trying. Either was an acceptable outcome.

For the time being, the Tugars had turned the tide. When Rajinii reached the forward edge of the enemy, the druids clearly were more tentative. But she was dismayed to see that the latest volley of arrows seemed to have done little damage. Bemusement dampened her lust. Why were there so many large ones? Now, three out of four were the more dangerous kind.

In the previous sortie, several druids had engulfed her, and one had managed to smack her so hard on the head that her helm had caved in and pressed against the side of her face, forcing her to fling it off. After that she rode without helm, her long black hair flowing behind her. She knew this was ill-advised, but she cared naught. The fresh air on her face was liberating. Besides, if one of the druids managed to bash in her skull, did she really care? Few among them were more eager to join Ekadeva in paradise. And dying on the Green Plains tonight would guarantee her immediate ascension to the highest state of heaven. The One God would greet her with arms spread as wide as the cosmos.

And then her pain would cease . . . finally. Unrequited love had proven to be even more intolerable than Invictus’ sorcery.

As usual, the larger druids shied from her approach, exposing the smaller ones to her wrath. Rajinii obliged, incinerating more than a dozen with super-heated blasts of green flame from the head of her staff. Then a fist-sized ball of sputum struck the base of her neck, sizzling on her flesh like fire and dripping down her back beneath her armor. The queen cried out and wiped at the viscous fluid with a gauntleted hand, but her preoccupation with the pain left her momentarily exposed. An enormous druid—almost ten cubits tall—swatted her across the jaw, knocking her head back. Rajinii managed to stay on her mount, but she lost her grip on her staff, which tumbled to the grass. Instantly other druids swarmed upon her.




“Death, I welcome thee,” she mumbled.

But Torg entered the fray. A hundred Tugars followed, and the nearest druids were beaten back. Then Rajinii’s necromancers encircled her, and Manta dismounted and retrieved the queen’s staff.

“You should have let me die,” Rajinii moaned. “Just . . . let . . . me . . . die.”

Then the wizard was beside her again, pressing his beautiful lips against her ear. “Niddaayahi,” he whispered. And for a time, she knew no more.

THE CRESCENT MOON had already set before the last of the druids passed through the cove. Lucius, Bonny, and the Daasa waited until past midnight before daring to wander down the slope of the ridge. Though Lucius was downhearted and frightened, Bonny seemed almost exhilarated, and the Daasa had returned to their usual playful selves, sniffing around the base of the hollow like a pack of curious dogs after the passing of an exotic animal. The scent of the druids created more excitement than anger, but Lucius believed that soon would change.

From behind, the humming was far less intense than Lucius had expected. It seemed the power of the druids’ voices was directed mostly forward. Lucius and the others followed their trail, but slowly. The last thing he wanted was to catch up to the tail end of the druid army before the time was right.

General Navarese’s plan was sound. Lucius was to hold back the Daasa until one bell past midnight, then attack from the rear when the fighting was at its heaviest. The general hoped by then that the druid numbers already would have been significantly reduced, and the savagery of the Daasa would spell their doom.

“What do I look like when I change?” Lucius said to Bonny, seeming to startle her.




“Huh?”

“What do I look like when I change into the ‘meanie’ state?”

“You have seen me when I change. Use your imagination.”

“But I haven’t seen you, that’s my point. When you and I make love, it’s all a blur. Don’t get me wrong, it’s a very pleasurable blur, but I don’t remember most of the . . . details.”

The pirate woman giggled. “Aren’t all men like that?”

“I’m serious, Bonny. I need your help. You’ve had a lot more experience with this than I have. If I plow into the druids without thinking, I could get myself killed—and you and the Daasa along with me.”

“Sorry, sweety . . . I’ll be serious. What do you look like? Hmmm. For one thing, you are bigger.”

“How so?”

“Well, you are very big down there.” She pointed at his groin.

“What?”

Bonny laughed. “I’m not joking, I swear. But it’s not just that, sweety. Your whole body gets bigger . . . taller . . . heavier.”

“How much taller and heavier?”

She held her hands more than a cubit apart. “I’d say this much taller and thicker than Ugga.”

Lucius’ jaw dropped. “And I’m stronger, too?”

“You are stronger than me, I know that. And I am strong.”

“Am I as strong as the Daasa when they change?”

“Even stronger.”

“Does my face look a lot . . . different?”

“To be honest, you are quite the handsome booger, either way.”

“Now you’re joking again.”

“I am not. Put it this way, I think somebody like Missus Laylah or even Ugga might still be able to recognize you, if that’s what you are worried about.”

Finally, Lucius had to laugh. “It’s not that at all, Bonny. I’m just concerned about what I might do after I change. When you and I are together, it’s just the two of us. And you’re there to watch over me and keep me in line. When we attack the druids, I’m afraid I might go crazy and never change back.”

“Let me tell you a little secret,” Bonny said. “When you are in the ‘meanie’ state, you know exactly what you are doing. It’s just that you don’t remember so good later on.”

When they reached the southernmost border of Dhutanga, the humming sound grew louder again. Though the dark made it difficult to see long distances, Lucius felt like he was watching the end of the world, and his war club seemed to agree, burning in his hand. Every few minutes, sprays of crimson lighted the sky, illuminating broad portions of the Green Plains. Each time the arrows were loosed, much of the druid army was revealed, and the size and scope of it caused Lucius to gasp. How could there still be so many when the battle had been raging since before midnight? This couldn’t be good. But it wasn’t as though he had the option of retreat. It would be the worst kind of cowardice to turn back now.




“I’m not sure what to do,” he said to Bonny. “I thought it would just come to me.”

“I know what you have to do. But I don’t think you are going to like it. You need to send me and the Daasa out first. You need to see some of us in trouble.”

Lucius’ face went red. “How can you say such a thing? If anyone goes first, it should be me.”

“Lucius, it’s either that or you and I will need to sneak off somewhere and get naked. But I don’t think you are in the mood for that right now.”

“I’m not willing to let you and the Daasa go first.”

“Willing? What’s that got to do with it? You have known all along that the Daasa would be in danger. You have known all along that at least some of them would not survive this night. But the Daasa carry lots of anger. This is their chance for revenge. My chance too. And yours.”

Lucius sighed. “We were supposed to attack at a bell past midnight. Do you think it’s time?”

“Yes, sweety,” she said. “Don’t worry, once the fighting starts, your doubts will disappear. It hurts . . . but it hurts good.”

Lucius stepped out of the protection of the trees. The Daasa followed almost timidly, mimicking his posture. Lucius realized what was causing his hesitation. Though he had seen the druids kidnap Laylah and knew in his heart that they were evil, he still reserved most of his hatred for Invictus and Mala. In fact, if he were honest with himself, there was a part of him that hated Torg worse than the creatures looming before him. But even as he was musing, he heard a strange noise to his right that sounded like dry sticks snapping.

When he turned, Bonny was no longer there. In her place stood a hideous giant, her head swollen and lumpy. Even her petite breasts had become huge, each nipple as large as one of his fists. For the first time since meeting her, Lucius saw Bonny in her “meanie” state before he had changed himself, and it disgusted him. He bent over and vomited.




But if the transformed version of Bonny was offended, it didn’t show. Instead, she smiled, revealing a pair of fangs as long as his thumbs. Then she beckoned him to follow her onto the plains. The Daasa also transformed, becoming monsters intent on clawing, biting, and rending.

“Wait!” Lucius shouted as tears burst from his eyes. “Wait! You don’t have to do this.”

But neither Bonny nor the Daasa seemed to hear. He watched as they crashed into the rear of the druid army. Then he heard the strange snapping sounds again. Only this time, the noises came from within: his bones breaking, lengthening, mending; his flesh stretching, tearing, healing; his head a bloated vat of agony. But with the pain came anger. With the pain came strength. With the pain came power.

Yet his mind remained intact.

After completing the transformation, Lucius thundered onto the plains, following his woman and his kin. From behind, he watched Bonny wrestle with a druid, lift it high over her head, and cast it upon a thick swarm of others. When she turned and saw him, she smiled again. This time he didn’t vomit. Instead, he was filled with lust and desire.

Lucius swung a fist, now as large as a man’s head, at the first druid that approached, smashing its upper torso and punching through the bark-like hide into hot, green gore. With his other hand, he caught the creature on the side of its pointed head with the Mogol war club, which now seemed absurdly small. The club struck the druid just below the black hole that served as an ear. The head cracked at the base and drooped sideways.

The hand that had punctured the torso burned as if on fire, but the pain was mild in comparison to the agony that already enraged him. Lucius flung himself at the rear of the enemy. Bonny fought beside him, howling. The Daasa joined them both. Together they tore into the druids like harbingers of destruction.

At first it seemed too easy. One on one, the druids were no match for the Daasa, and soon more than one hundred score were slain; as far as Lucius could see, none of the Daasa had fallen, their dense hide too tough for the druids to gash or burn. Lucius killed ten wood-eaters himself before encountering the first of the larger, more powerful kind. Its height and girth were amazing. Though Lucius now stood almost six cubits tall, the druid was almost ten and more than twice his weight.

This time, when Lucius crushed his fist against the creature’s chest, it met much tougher resistance. Instead of caving in, its upper torso barely cracked, and then it pounded a bony hand onto the top of Lucius’ head, stunning him and drawing blood. In defense of their leader, a dozen Daasa leapt onto the creature, snarling like a pack of wolves. As a group, they were able to rip it to pieces. But more of the larger ones joined the fray, and for the first time the Daasa suffered casualties. Even in his new incarnation, the deaths devastated Lucius, making him fight with more desperation. Despite his efforts, he and the Daasa suddenly were outmatched.




When Bonny fell and was engulfed, he thought he might go mad.

THOUGH PART OF her yearned to join the battle, Urbana knew that her current duties were more important. Once she decimated the Jivitans, she would have time to deal with the sorcerer’s bitch of a sister and the damnable firstborn traitor.

The former vampire was encamped within the square-shaped druid horde. An obedient line of Kattham’s children stood before her, each eagerly awaiting their turn. Again and again, Urbana lowered her magical staff and touched a druid on top of its head, causing the dragon jewel imbedded in the staff to flare. Though Kattham was a hundred leagues away, the druid queen was able to funnel her power through Urbana into the staff, where it merged with the might of the jewel. This transformed the druids, making them larger, stronger, and more dangerous. The changes were relatively temporary, which is why this act had not been performed en masse prior to the march, but they would last through the night, which was long enough for her needs.

Urbana sensed more than heard a disturbance in the rear. The firstborn and his pathetic Daasa were up to no good, but this was to be expected. Against the enlarged druids, the enemy would fall as easily as the Jivitan horsemen. She willed more of the transformed druids to go in the direction of the traitor, resisting an urge to leave her duties and deal with Lucius herself. How sweet that would be, drinking his blood. But waves of disapproval burned into her skull. Kattham would not allow her to halt her duties yet. After all, it had taken supreme patience to give birth to such an army. It honored Urbana to be given the opportunity to strengthen it even further.

DURING THE SEVENTH charge, Torg was surprised to see that the large druids at the front of the horde seemed less numerous. With the Tugars joining the fray, the thirty-first row attacked with a vengeance. The ordinary druids, many of which had been wounded by the latest volleys of flaming arrows, were easy victims. Torg and the Tugars drove half a league into the host, killing at will, and by the time Bard ordered the retreat, Torg estimated that they had slain ten thousand while losing only fifty horsemen and no Tugars. For the second successive charge, Laylah, Ugga, and Bard had rested their mounts, and when Torg returned to the thirty-sixth row, his companions were there, anxiously waiting to return to battle. By then, Navarese had joined them, as well.




Even as the next volley of arrows rose skyward, the general thundered over to Torg, his face as red as fire.

“What happened to the queen?” he shouted above the violent humming. “She slumbers, as if in the throes of poison.”

“Madness overcame her, and she fought without regard for her safety,” Torg answered. “I spoke words that induce sleep. She will awaken soon enough, stronger than ever.”

“How dare you . . .” Navarese started to say, but then his expression changed. “Wait . . . I see . . . I see . . .”

Torg nodded. “There are battles yet to be fought. She will be needed.”

Captain Julich rode forward and greeted Navarese. “I am about to call the next charge, general. Should I delay?”

“No . . . no. Continue, captain!”

Torg looked at Laylah, Ugga, and Bard. “Where is Elu?”

“The little guy went back with the queen to watch over her,” Ugga said. “I is happy, to be honest. It was too rugged for him out there.”

“I’m relieved too,” Torg said.

Julich ordered the charge.

“This time, I will rest,” Torg said to his companions. “Go in my stead. I have an idea, but I must discuss it with the general first.”

Ugga and Bard rode off. Laylah followed. Torg felt his heart sink. If she were hurt the one time he wasn’t there, he would never forgive himself. But the Tugars were with her, and he watched as several dozen formed a barrier around her, though subtly, as not to offend her. Torg smiled and then turned to Navarese.

“You know, of course, of the larger druids.”

“I do now. I thought you only saw a few of them when you rescued Laylah from Kattham. Were the rest hiding?”

“I witnessed no more than two dozen when in the depths of Dhutanga. But many things have changed since then. The last time I saw Urbana, she was bleeding to death from a wound a Tugarian dagger had inflicted, and yet now she leads our enemy. Kattham is a schemer, full of ancient malice. It was foolish not to expect surprises.”




Navarese’s face reddened further, but he recognized the truth in Torg’s words and contained his anger. “You said you have an idea?”

“Though there are more large druids than we thought, are there more druids altogether?”

“I think not. Your point?”

“Is it possible the druids are transforming, even as we speak?”

Navarese’s eyes brightened. “The ordinary ones are changing? That would explain much. But if so . . . how?”

“I’m not sure. Kattham is not here, but what of Urbana? Is she capable of performing this feat?”

“You’ve got to take the Tugars and hunt her down.”

“Agreed.”

Navarese turned his mount and started to depart, but Torg shouted after him. “During the last charge, I noticed that many of the larger druids had been drawn away from the front. That can mean only one thing.”

“Lucius and the Daasa have arrived,” Navarese yelled back.

Just then, the eighth charge returned. Torg was relieved to see Laylah and Ugga, though the losses among the Jivitan horsemen were worse than he had hoped. The Tugars were intact, but their destriers were weary. Then he heard frantic shouts coming from Ugga.

HIS ARROWS SPENT, Bard strapped his bow to his back and fought in close quarters with the war hammer the Jivitans had given him. The sturdy weapon was only half the length of a longsword, but it was deadlier than a mace. Its shaft was made of white oak with a green-leather grip, and its head—sharpened on one side to pierce and blunted on the other to pummel—was made of white Jivitan iron. His only other weapons were a pair of daggers hidden in his boots.

This was the first time Bard had joined the real combat, and he was the only one among them—besides Torg and the Tugars—who did not wear heavy armor. But he rode a barded destrier, having traded with a retreating horseman. When Julich came to him and asked to reclaim his position as master of the charge, Bard had gleefully accepted.

With Ugga at his side, Bard rode into battle, pounding against a wall of druids. The humming obscured his own screams as he swung the hammer this way and that, punching his enemy full of holes. Ugga’s axe whizzed by his head several times, hacking dozens of druids apart.

“Get ’em, Ugga!” Bard screamed, and then a Tugar was beside him, her uttara glowing in the darkness. The three of them beat up one of the larger druids and then looked for more.




Bard never saw the ball of sputum that landed on top of his skull-cap, splashing like a skin of water dropped off a cliff. Ordinarily, the woodsman would not have been severely injured, but tendrils spilled into his eyes. Bard dropped the hammer and swiped at his eyes with his hands, but this only made it worse. In reaction to the pain, he squeezed his legs together so fiercely his destrier bolted forward, believing his rider was urging another charge. Bard was carried deep into the fray, away from Ugga and the Tugars. Suddenly a hundred powerful hands ripped him off his horse and dragged him away.

“So, this is how I dies,” Bard thought. “After all these years, it’s not what I expected.”

“MASTER HAN-NAH! Master Han-nah! Come quick! We need ya. The monsters grabbed Bard and took him!”

Laylah was nearest to Ugga. “Show us the way!” she said.

After the last volley of arrows was launched, the second-to-last row of armored horsemen charged forward, strengthened by Torg and two thousand Tugars. Laylah and Ugga joined the wizard. With the three of them in front, they tore through the enemy, casting aside druids of all shapes and sizes. In Laylah’s hands, Obhasa thrummed, spewing death upon any who came near. The druids did their best to stop them, but not even the greatest could stand against Ugga’s axe, Torg’s sword, and Laylah’s staff. Deep they cleaved into the heart of the horde.

Without warning they emerged into a clearing, within which stood the monstrosity that had once been Urbana.

And off to the side, another monster . . . Lucius?

“There’s Bard! There’s Bard!” Ugga shouted.

And then the druids closed around them.

THE DAASA WERE even quicker than Lucius, thundering toward Bonny and heaving druids off her one by one. By the time he reached her, she’d already regained her feet, her eyes ablaze with rage. But she had deep cuts on the side of her neck and beneath one of her bulbous breasts, and they were bleeding profusely. Even in his altered state, Lucius was able to think clearly enough to realize that if Bonny were to survive the night, they needed to find Torg.

With a psychic command, Lucius ordered the Daasa to form a wedge. Fewer than eight thousand of the original ten thousand responded, the others either dead or too seriously wounded to answer his summons. Lucius put his arm around Bonny to hold her up, but she snarled and shoved him way, refusing to believe that her injuries were as serious as they appeared.




In this new formation, the Daasa drove deep into the druid horde. Lucius planned to pierce all the way through to the Jivitans on the other side. They fought forward for almost a mile, but it was taking a serious toll. Now engulfed, the Daasa were forced to fight more defensively, and their numbers were diminishing. The larger druids, especially, were wreaking havoc. Everything was falling apart. It was as if he, Bonny, and the Daasa were fighting the enemy all by themselves. Where were Torg and Laylah? The Tugars? The Jivitans?

As if entering the eye of a massive storm, they emerged into a clearing, perhaps a quarter-mile in diameter and illuminated by thousands of glowing eyes. Instantly a wall of larger druids encircled them. The Daasa closed around Lucius, snapping and snarling, but giving him just enough of an opening to see toward the middle of the clearing, where a hideous female being, at least as large as a Kojin, stood. She bore a black staff twice his height with a jewel on its head that blazed as bright as a hundred torches.

“General, we meet again,” Urbana said, her voice booming above the nauseating humming. “Now I comprehend the difference I sensed in you before. Both of us have changed somewhat since the last time we were together, wouldn’t you agree?”

A large man lay motionless at Urbana’s feet. At first Lucius didn’t recognize him, but then the former vampire touched him with the fiery jewel, causing him to arch his back and scream. Lucius saw Bard’s face and gasped.

“Friend of yours?” Urbana said. “Wasn’t he there when we stole the little bitch from you at the edge of the forest?”

Then she touched Bard again, and he fell forward and lay still.

Urbana grunted. “You’re not much of a talker, Lucius. I can’t seem to get you to say so much as hello. Then again, you never were very interesting, to be honest.”

Lucius felt his fangs digging into his lower lip, his rage compounded tenfold. But then Bonny collapsed, and his anger turned to fear. Lucius knelt beside her, prompting Urbana to cackle.

“Aaaah . . . your ugly girly-friend isn’t feeling well? Serves her right. None of you will be feeling well by the time I’m through.”




He did not respond, could not respond.

“You know, an idea just came to me,” Urbana boasted. “I might not kill you tonight. Instead, I’ll save you—just you—as a gift for Mala.”

A growl was building up inside Lucius’ throat, obscuring all else with its intensity. He intended to fling himself at the monster and slay her with his war club—or die trying. But just as he started to move, a disturbance outside the circle distracted him. Suddenly a portion of the druids were swept aside, and black figures poured through the breach, including one on a great horse, its coat the color of jade.

The Torgon had come. With the Tugars. And he also saw Laylah, Ugga, and Captain Julich.

WHEN TORG ENTERED the clearing, he became even more determined to confront the monster that drove the druids in Kattham’s absence. If Urbana was the conduit through which the druid queen worked her magic, then it was imperative that she be destroyed. The ordinary druids could be beaten, but not even he and his Tugars could prevent the larger ones from slaughtering the Jivitans.

Torg heard Ugga shout, but when Bhojja charged, Urbana reacted with surprising speed, pressing the bejeweled head of a long black staff against Bard’s back. The woodsman arched up and screamed. Immediately Bhojja halted, as did the others.

The hideous monster cackled.

“So . . . he is important,” she said in the direction of Lucius and Bonny, whom Torg now saw for the first time in their transformed states. “Even the great Torgon, slayer of Kattham’s mother, cares for this one.”

Before Torg’s eyes and the eyes of the others, Lucius transformed back to his original self, his body shrinking like a goatskin drained of water. He stood naked over the fallen Bonny, now dwarfed by her immensity, and spoke to Torg in a pleading voice.

“She’s dying! Please help her . . .”

And then Ugga shouted, “Bard’s in trub-bull too!”

“I don’t care about Bard! I don’t care about anyone but her . . .”

“Lucius . . .” Laylah said.

“I don’t even care about you! Torg, please save her . . .”

“Torg, please save her,” Urbana mocked. “How touching.”

Of the thousands who watched, only Torg saw Bard reach inside his boot and draw out the dagger, so subtle were his movements. When he punched it into the top of Urbana’s foot, the enormous monster emitted a howl heard for leagues. But Urbana did not succumb easily, pounding the dragon jewel onto the back of Bard’s neck. A flash of crimson illuminated the clearing. A fiery blast followed.




In one graceful leap, Bhojja crossed more than five hundred cubits, landing in front of the monster like an angel come to punish a sinner. Torg stood up on the mare’s back, leapt into the air, and spun in a circle, whipping the Silver Sword toward Urbana’s throat. She was fast enough to raise her staff in defense, but the sword sundered the shaft and then the front portion of her neck, ripping through vessels and sinew. Green blood sprayed out, filling the night with a horrendous odor. The upper end of the shaft spun in the air, the jewel still spewing crimson fire. When it settled on the ground, it continued to quiver, glow, and smoke.

Urbana stepped away, holding the huge gash with her hands. Her now lifeless head fell backward and flopped hideously between her shoulder blades. But to Torg’s amazement, the monster did not collapse.

In response, the druids stormed into the clearing. The Tugars and Daasa were beset. Torg found himself separated from all but Ugga. Several dozen druids descended on the crossbreed, but Torg watched him kneel down and pick up the sundered portion of the staff that contained the glowing jewel. Suddenly Bhojja appeared next to the Ugga, but now she was in the form of Jord. The druids backed away, as if afraid, but then Torg’s view was blocked.

Above the tumult of humming, shouting, screams, and sobs, he heard Laylah’s voice—not fearful, but defiant—and it spurred him into action. Wielding the Silver Sword like a scythe, he swept toward her voice, ignoring all other sounds. Soon he entered a smaller clearing, and within it was Urbana, still very much alive. Where the gash had been, a new head had emerged atop of a snake-like neck, resembling the bloody skull of a baby plunging from the womb. But the new face no longer looked like Urbana’s. Instead, it more resembled an insect with dozens of small black eyes and a mouthful of fangs. Beneath the hideous thing stood Laylah, still in full armor, and she held Obhasa out in front.

The insect mouth opened, and a long tongue emerged, wriggling hypnotically. With sudden quickness, the monster reached for Laylah with huge, gnarled hands, but the sorceress batted them away with the ivory staff, scorching the vampire’s palms. The insect head hissed and then spat venom at Laylah’s face and chest, striking the helm and breastplate and dissolving large portions of the Jivitan iron. To Torg’s relief, the sorceress appeared unharmed, and she punched the fiery head of Obhasa into the swollen flesh of Urbana’s abdomen.

More druids assailed Torg, but he leapt in the air, spun, and decapitated the snake head. Gore, hot as magma, sprayed outward. The monster fell forward, tumbling against Torg while he was still off his feet and knocking him head over heels, so that he landed on his back with a grunt. When he looked up he saw yet another head growing out of the severed neck, this one even larger and angrier. Before he could stand, a hundred druids pounced upon him, and for a time there was only darkness.




LAYLAH WATCHED AS the monstrosity that had once been Urbana sprouted a third head, this one even uglier than the second. It happened so quickly, Laylah barely had time to aim Obhasa and launch a bolt of blue-green energy, striking Urbana between her bloated breasts. The stroke blew clean through the monster and out the other side, tearing off the original head that was still dangling against her back on shreds of flesh. Laylah blasted her again, this time in the stomach, then between her legs. Urbana was driven even farther backward, but still she did not fall, the new head staring at her with murderous intent.

To her right was a miniature mountain of druids, with Torg trapped at the bottom. Tugars and Daasa were all around it, dragging the wood-eaters off, but every one they disentangled was replaced by two more. Laylah realized with horror that they were trying to smother the wizard, forcing her to turn her attention away from Urbana.

“Get back! All of you . . . back!” she shouted at the Tugars and Daasa, and they obeyed as they would their queen. When there was sufficient clearance she cast the head of the ivory staff at the druids, hurling a wavering blob of explosive magic. Several dozen druids were blown apart, lightening the load enough for Torg to wiggle free, rising from the rubble like a corpse from the grave.

Even as Laylah was letting out a cry of triumph, a hand strong enough to crack the trunk of a tree closed around her neck while the other swatted Obhasa from her grasp. As she was lifted into the air, her feet dangling off the ground, she could feel the vampire’s hot breath on her back. The monster bent her elongated neck over the top of Laylah’s head and curled around to look into her eyes. The mouth opened wide.

“Noooooo!” she heard Torg shout, but then she felt a rush of wind, and a shadow descended from the sky. Talons as thick as Laylah’s arms wrapped around Urbana’s neck and tore off the third head. Laylah was cast forward, rolling on the grass before coming to rest at Torg’s feet.

Laylah turned back and saw Lucius, once again transformed, and Ugga astride the fallen monster. The firstborn was pounding his war club against Urbana’s back while Ugga had wrapped one of his thick arms around the flopping neck.




“Ya hurt me Bard!” the crossbreed screamed, tears raging down his cheeks and into his beard. Then he shoved the sundered portion of the black staff that contained the dragon jewel down Urbana’s severed throat. Almost instantly, Laylah felt an explosion so violent it forced her to cover her eyes. Chunks of putrid flesh rained down upon her.

When she wiped her face and cleared her vision, Ugga lay motionless on his back while Lucius was on his knees, moaning, his stone war club shattered.

The mountain eagle landed next to Ugga and transformed back to Jord. The Faerie knelt near the crossbreed and rested the side of her head on his thick chest. Then she rose and smiled. Meanwhile, Torg rushed over to Lucius and helped him stand. Laylah was amazed to see that—in his transformed state—the firstborn was more than a cubit taller than the wizard.

“Bon-nee . . .” he said in a raspy voice. “Help . . . Bon-nee.”

But now Ugga was conscious again, and he sat up and screamed, “Bard’s hurt too. Ya got to help him first!”

“I will go to Bard,” Jord said to Ugga.

The battle continued all around them, but now that Urbana was destroyed, the druids seemed to have lost some of their focus. The Tugars and Daasa fought side by side, forcing the wood-eaters back. Laylah scooped up Obhasa and rushed over to Torg and the firstborn.

“Lucius, where is she? Lead us to Bonny.”

They followed him to a crumpled form, encircled by at least a hundred Daasa. This figure was smaller than before. Now unconscious, Bonny had transformed unknowingly to her ordinary state, lying naked in the grass. Torg rolled her onto her back and pressed his head against her bloody chest. Laylah saw deep gashes on Bonny’s face and beneath her small breasts. Lucius knelt beside her and shrank back to normal, naked and shivering.

“Do you trust me, Lucius?” Torg said in a steady voice.

“What . . .?”

“Do you trust me?”

“I . . . uh . . . yes.”

Torg lifted the Silver Sword and ran the ultra-sharp blade against his own thick wrist. Red blood gushed out. He did the same to Bonny’s slim wrist and then pressed them together. At first nothing happened, but then the pirate woman quivered. Soon after, her wounds began to ooze fresh blood.




“Quickly, give me Obhasa!” Torg said to Laylah. And then he ran the head of the staff along Bonny’s injuries, cauterizing them and then his own wrist. Bonny’s quivering ceased, and she fell into what appeared to be a steady slumber.

“Will she . . . ?” Lucius said.

“She will live,” Torg said. “At least, she will live if we can figure out a way to destroy the rest of these druids.”

“Thank you . . .”

Lucius took Bonny in his arms, tears coursing down his cheeks. Laylah smiled with relief, but then an anguished scream tore through the night. The wizard and sorceress rushed over to Ugga and Jord. The crossbreed was cradling his friend and sobbing hysterically. It was apparent that Bard wasn’t sleeping. His eyes were wide open—and lifeless.

“He was gone before I reached him,” Jord said. “It was foretold.”

“Help him, Master Hah-nah!” Ugga begged. “Ya can save him.”

Torg pressed the side of his face against Bard’s chest. When he rose, his expression was grim. “As Jord says, it’s too late. Healing cannot take place after death has occurred. The karma exits and does not return. I’m so sorry, Ugga. For what it’s worth, I loved Bard too.”

Ugga wailed like a wounded animal.

FROM THE TALL platform more than a league from where Urbana stood, General Navarese heard the monster’s scream. The darkness shrouded his view of the plains, but there was enough torchlight for him to recognize that the druids suddenly were becoming disorganized. Not long after, scouts approached him with news that confirmed his suspicions. In response, the general lifted a large canvas sack and removed a metal horn with a bell as broad as his chest. If he sounded it, the formations would break apart and attack the druids all at once. Discipline would give way to frenzy. Navarese hated to do it—to him, it felt like weakness. But he also believed that he owed it to Torg and the Tugars to lend them as much support as his army could provide.

“Wait!” came a voice from close behind. Navarese turned and gasped. Supported by Manta on one arm and her staff on the other, Rajinii stood just a pace away. Elu hovered a few steps behind.

“Allow me to sound the horn, general.” Then she added, “Please. It is the least I can do.”

“Of course, your highness.”

Rajinii took the horn, brought it to her lips, and blew. A note as loud as a trumpeting mammoth bathed the fields. Cheering could be heard from all directions, and then a mass of mounted horsemen pressed forward, joined by the infantry.




“I approve,” Rajinii said to Navarese. But then she added, “I appear to have been removed from the front lines.”

“You suffered an injury . . .” Navarese said.

The queen interrupted. “I’m more aware of what happened than you might imagine, general. I’ve seen in person what The Torgon can do. And my memory is better than yours.”

Navarese did not comprehend her meaning.

THE BATTLE RAGED throughout the night. The druids were assailed from without and within. With some of the Daasa forming a protective barrier, Lucius lifted Bonny and carried her to the medical tents far to the rear. Torg had mended her wounds. Simple rest would complete the cure.

When Lucius was confident that Bonny was safe, he covered his nakedness with a long tunic and left the tent to lead the Daasa back into battle. He was met by Navarese on the way out.

“Will Bonny Calico be all right?” the general said, with sincere tenderness.

“It appears so,” Lucius said wearily.

Now it was nearly dawn. The Daasa, reverted to their gentle selves, surrounded Bonny’s tent. Lucius guessed there were fewer than a thousand. Navarese placed his hand on Lucius’ shoulder.

“It’s not as bad as it looks. Soon after you went into the tent to be with Bonny, most of the Daasa returned to the battlefield. Without them and the Tugars, we would have been hard-pressed to defeat the druids, even after the great monster was vanquished.”

“I was about to rejoin the battle myself.”

“You are no longer needed, my friend . . . at least against the druids. Please come with me, and I’ll show you why.”

After mounting the platform, Lucius could see for at least a league in the dim light. Torg, Laylah, Rajinii, and the Tugars were slaying the remaining large druids. Mounted archers focused on the smaller ones. As far as the Lucius could tell, fewer than five thousand of the wood-eaters remained alive.

“Our casualties?” Lucius said.

“As for the Jivitans, fewer fell than survived, but our losses were great—more than twenty thousand is my guess, and at least that many destriers. Of the Daasa, more than five thousand still roam the plains, not including the ones that remain by Bonny’s bedside. But that leaves four thousand dead.”




Lucius lowered his head, but a part of him knew that it could have been even worse.

“I’m sorry,” Navarese said.

Lucius nodded. “And the Tugars?”

“Amazingly, I have heard no reports of casualties.”

“How is that possible?” Lucius mused. Then he added, “If only their numbers were greater . . .”

“Indeed.”

“We lost Bard,” Lucius said. “Was his body recovered?”

“Your companion lies in state within one of the large pavilions near the city. HThe crossbreed has not left his side.”

“I should go to them now.”

“I’ll lead the way.”

The generals passed dozens of open pavilions, each containing scores of bodies covered by canvas sheets. Lucius heard Ugga before he saw him, his sobs smiting his heart. Lucius approached timidly. A sweaty, exhausted clergyman stood nearby, attempting to speak comforting words to the crossbreed.

“My son,” the man was saying, “your companion is in a better place. He resides in a palace prepared by Ekadeva, and one day you will join him there and live together in eternal bliss.”

“Me Bard . . . me Bard . . . me Bard,” was all Ugga could say, kneeling beside the woodsman’s prone body and stroking his lifeless arm.

Lucius found that he had no words. All he could think to say was, “Hello.”

The crossbreed looked up, his small eyes bloodshot. “Master Loo-shus . . . me Bard . . . is dead . . .”

Lucius knelt beside him. “I’m so sorry . . . I loved him too. We all did.”

Ugga cast himself onto the woodsman’s chest and continued to sob. “Me Bard . . . me Bard . . . me friend.”

AS THE SUN ROSE bright and hot on a clear morning, Torg and Laylah came together on the Green Plains north of Jivita. Rajinii, Sir Elu, Captain Julich, and two thousand Tugars joined Torg and Laylah. Several thousand Daasa also milled about, most already returned to their “nicey” state. No druids remained standing. A scant few had escaped into Dhutanga, but not enough to make much of a difference. It would take Kattham Bhunjaka centuries to rebuild such an army. The white horsemen planned to hunt her down before she had the chance, but they could not do that until they had dealt with Mala.




Except for their tattered clothing, Torg and the Tugars appeared unscathed. Laylah also was unhurt, though her white armor was gashed and dented. But the rest among them bore multiple wounds. Rajinii’s nose was swollen, her hair filthy, and her armor scarred in numerous places. Druid sputum had scorched Elu’s breastplate, revealing portions of his muscled chest. Julich’s left arm hung lifeless, broken in several places, and even the “nicey” Daasa were cut and bleeding, their blood pink.

“You saved my life,” were Rajinii’s first words to Torg.

“There were many who rescued you from the druids. I played but a minor role.”

“You know what I mean,” the queen said. “I was trying to get myself killed, and you would not allow it.”

Torg smiled. “What now, your highness?”

“Now? We prepare for Mala . . .” Then the queen rode close to Torg and leaned toward him. “Torgon . . .” Rajinii said.

“Your highness?”

“When you removed Invictus’ poisons from my body, you failed to eliminate all my pain.”

“I know.”

“I love you,” the queen said.

“I know that too.”

“But this lady”—Rajinii gestured toward Laylah—“loves you even more.”

“There are few like him,” Laylah said to the queen. “He is difficult not to love.”

“Elu loves him,” the Svakaran chirped.

Rajinii laughed. “You and I will have to be satisfied with only his friendship, I’m afraid.”

Torg grasped the queen’s gauntleted hand. “As I’ve said before, my preference for Laylah has nothing to do with any lacking in you.”

The queen smiled. “Of course not . . . only our spiritual beliefs have kept us apart.” Then she laughed again. When she next spoke, her voice was as loud as the horn she had sounded earlier that day. “White horsemen, the druids are defeated. Let us rejoice in victory! And rejoice also for our fallen, who now reside in a better place than this.”




Torg leaned down and whispered in Bhojja’s perked ear. “Better?”

The mare nickered.

But gave no other answer.
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WHEN THE GOLDEN soldier died, Kusala wasn’t surprised. The newborn’s face was grotesquely swollen, making it obvious that he had been close to death even before Mala heaved him skyward, though why he had been so cruelly tortured was beyond Kusala’s comprehension.

When Bhayatupa had appeared in the skies over the fortress, Kusala was surprised. Though he had lived long in the world, he had never before seen a great dragon up close. Far worse was the sight of Invictus riding on his neck. Not until the dragon soared out of his vision to the east did Kusala feel able to take a full breath.

The monsters had a different reaction, cheering with gusto. At first, Mala had appeared to be in terrible pain, but then he also had cheered. The spirit of the fortress deflated even further.

Kusala decided to do something about it. Leaping upon a merlon, he turned toward the interior of the castle and let out a screech so high-pitched it was barely audible. The desert warriors also screeched, and the black knights joined them, screaming, hollering, and clanging their swords. The monsters went quiet. Mala’s army was greater in number and strength, but it was not as great in courage.

When the clamor died down, King Henepola looked at Kusala and smiled. “Well done, chieftain.”

“Agreed!” Madiraa said.

Kusala hopped off the merlon and faced them both. “It was a small gesture, at best.”

Indajaala remained kneeling by the golden soldier. The conjurer had removed one of his own gauntlets and was running his fingertips along the newborn’s breastplate.

“See how pliable it has become,” Indajaala said in a puzzled tone. “The heat is causing it to soften.”

Henepola knelt down and also touched the golden metal. “What good is armor if it weakens thus?”

“Which makes it even more senseless for the sorcerer to tamper with the weather,” Madiraa said. 




“This heat tortures my flesh like fire,” Utu said, “but I am unused to warmth of any kind.”

“Sire,” Commander Palak interrupted. “There is movement on the field!”

It appeared the long-dreaded assault was about to begin.

FIFTY TREBUCHETS were on Balak and one hundred more on Ott, each capable of hurling flaming balls of pitch and other missiles more than one thousand cubits. For now, the interior border of Mala’s army remained just beyond their range, while the circle of golden soldiers was well beyond. The monsters, forty thousand strong, gathered in the fields outside Balak’s gate, except for the Mogols and wolves, who rode all about, making sure that none of the tormented newborns entertained thoughts of desertion.

Mala was elated and bemused. The surprise appearance of Bhayatupa had stunned him, especially when he had seen Invictus upon the dragon’s neck. His own chain had flared in response, increasing the usual pain enough to drop him to his knees. But the physical agony hadn’t been as bad as the jealousy. Had Invictus chosen another favorite pet? Mala couldn’t help but notice that the chain upon the dragon’s neck was more beautiful than his own.

Still, he had no time for self-pity. Instead of begging for mercy, the white-haired king and his bony band of followers had dared to insult him. Oh, how they would regret their insolence. Invictus was the most powerful being in the world, of that there was no doubt, but Mala was next in line. If his enemies doubted it now, they wouldn’t by the end of this day. Did the scrawny fools have any idea of the extent of his might?

Mala’s plan to topple Nissaya contained several phases. He had no siege machines, trebuchets, or catapults. Nor could he scale the walls with ladders; they were too tall and well-protected. It also was impossible to tunnel beneath them; the bedrock of Nissaya was impenetrable. The fortress could not be assailed by ordinary means, even by an army ten times the size of the one he commanded. But Mala had never planned to use ordinary means.

“THE STONE-EATERS are moving to the front,” Churikā said to Kusala.

“They appear to be forming a line just out of range of fire,” Kusala agreed.




“What can they do from there?” Henepola said.

“Several of the Mogols have presented Yama-Deva . . . Mala . . . a pouch of some sort,” Utu said. “It appears quite heavy.”

“What’s he doing with the pouch?” Kusala said.

“He is removing objects—black and shiny—and placing a dozen or more at the feet of each Stone-Eater.”

“I see them too,” Kusala said. “But what are they?”

“Obsidian,” Henepola said.

“It could be,” Utu said. Then, “Yes . . .”

“What does that mean, Father?” Madiraa said.

“The Stone-Eaters derive their powers from ingesting obsidian,” the king said. “But I still don’t understand what good this will do them now. They are strong already. Why do they need additional sustenance?”

“Yama . . . Mala . . . is doing something to the stones,” Utu said.

“He’s touching each pile with the trident,” Palak said. “Even I can see that.”

“And the stones are glowing,” Churikā said.

“This is not done for show,” Kusala said. “We must be alert!”

“For what?” Madiraa said.

“For the worst.”

BUNJAKO, SON OF Gulah and grandson of Slag, was the first to lift one of the fiery coals of obsidian in his scaly hand and shove it into his mouth. The Stone-Eater’s tongue, which was the consistency of thick canvas, cradled the nearly molten stone, taking pleasure in the fervent heat. When he swallowed it whole, the acidic contents of his stomach came to a raging boil. A golden belt, a personal gift from Invictus given to him and the five-score of his kind who stood nearby, glowed in response. Bunjako felt his stomach expand, causing the belt to stretch. Though it was agonizing almost beyond his ability to bear, it was a pain he welcomed. A desire for revenge was a trait common to Stone-Eaters—and Bunjako craved vengeance more than any. To him, the fall of Nissaya would be just the beginning of a long-due restitution that would end in the death of The Torgon, murderer of his father and grandfather, the two greatest of his kind ever to live.

Bunjako spread his arms wide. The fibrous muscles of his neck, chest, and abdomen swelled to four times their normal size. Then his mouth opened impossibly wide, his jaws unhinging. Black smoke oozed from his flat nostrils and pointy ears. Bunjako gagged, softly at first, but then violently, arching his back and flinging his face forward, his upper torso snapping like a striking snake. From his mouth came a sphere of fire that flared when it met the air, then quickly expanded to the size of a boulder. The sphere soared upward and outward, as if the most powerful trebuchet ever built had flung it, and it whistled toward the first bulwark of Nissaya.




Bunjako leaned over and placed his hands on his knees, taking several deep breaths. His insides were seared but—because of the magic of the golden belt—not permanently damaged. Invictus, and therefore Mala, knew what they were doing. He and his fellow Stone-Eaters had chosen the right allies.

“Come on, you ugly little dwarfs! Don’t stop now. More! I want more!”

Bunjako sighed. Mala was as obnoxious as he was powerful, but for now the Stone-Eaters needed him. Without the Chain Man, Nissaya would not fall. Nor would Jivita and the horrid Death-Knower.

“The first one was for you, Father,” he whispered. He picked up a second chunk of obsidian. “And now, Grandfather, it’s your turn.” Then he swallowed it, again relishing the pain.

THE FIRST OF the fiery spheres plummeted onto the battlement. Kusala and the others could only watch, helpless to prevent its descent. The sphere struck a merlon and exploded into a thousand fiery shards that pierced anything in their path, including black armor. The defenders were scattered and several dozen killed, and yet ninety-nine more of the broiling balls already were on their way. Soon the battlement was a place of chaos.

In a panic, several defenders launched counter-attacks with the trebuchets, but the balls of pitch fell short. Mala had placed his army in the perfect position to take advantage of the Stone-Eaters’ superior range. The only way to stop them would be to drop over the wall on rope ladders and counterattack on open ground. And that would be suicide, even for the Tugars, especially without The Torgon to aid them.

A second sphere fell, and then a third, each with devastating results. There were occasional misses, but most of the spheres struck along the battlement within five hundred cubits of the gate. The stone of Balak withstood the barrage with minimal damage, but its defenders were routed.

To Kusala’s dismay, even a Tugar was killed when a shard entered his mouth and exploded, and at least half a dozen other desert warriors were injured sufficiently to require attention. If the Kantaara Yodhas were afflicted, then the black knights stood no chance. Kusala and the other Asēkhas fled out of range of the concentrated attack. Henepola, Madiraa, Indajaala, and even Utu were forced to follow. Soon a wide area above the gate was undefended, and several trebuchets and more than a dozen cauldrons of oil were destroyed or abandoned.




Mala and a thousand of his monsters, accompanied by five thousand Pabbajja, rushed the gate. Though it was not yet noon, the Chain Man had scored the day’s first victory.

BY THE TIME the Stone-Eaters launched their attack, Whiner and the other golden soldiers had lost the ability to produce intelligent-sounding words. Of the almost one hundred and sixty thousand newborns that had made it to Nissaya, ten thousand had already died and been dragged onto festering piles by the Mogols and wolves. Most of the survivors remained standing on trembling legs, the intense heat baking their golden armor until it seemed to burn through their padding and into their skin. Quite a few had fallen on their faces, but if they still breathed, the Mogols left them where they lay.

Whiner watched Mala and the monsters storm toward the gate. He and his buddies, Left and Right, stared through the slits of their helms with glazed expressions, no longer cognizant of their role in the proceedings. They had gone beyond thirst and hunger, into hopelessness. For whatever reason, the Chain Man intended to use them not as proud fighters, but as a tortured audience. The man next to Right fell and was dragged away. Whiner didn’t care. He just watched . . . and waited.

WHEN THE MONSTERS charged, Gruugash and five thousand Pabbajja rushed along with them. Their high overlord ordered his cabal into position, as Invictus and Mala had long planned. The black granite floor that slowly ascended toward Balak was slippery, causing Gruugash to fall several times. Bizarrely it felt like the days of his youth, almost sixty millennia before, when he and his brothers and sisters would skate on frozen ponds within the heart of Java. How beautiful their lives had been—and innocent. Now everything was twisted, except for their memories. Gruugash and his people would attempt to sabotage Mala’s efforts. But in order to wreak the most havoc, the timing had to be right.

The intense heat had little effect on the Pabbajja, their thickly matted hair shielding their flesh from the sun. They approached the bulwark and formed a V-shaped wall that encased Mala and the other monsters. When they lifted their tridents, a sheath of magic shimmered upward and then turned inward, creating a protective roof over Mala’s head. Just like that, the Chain Man had gained control of the precious area at the foot of the gate.




A shower of arrows crashed into the magical shield, each incinerating on contact. Mala and the other monsters paid the arrows no heed. The next stage of the Chain Man’s plan consumed all his attention. The assault on the gate of Balak was about to begin.

Gruugash watched as two dozen dracools waddled forward bearing Warlish witches on their backs. The dracools sprang from the ground, flew just beneath the ceiling of the magical sheath, and landed on the battlement. The witches hopped off, raised their staffs, and added their own magic to the shield, closing off the battlement from the front and sides. Balls of pitch, launched from Ott, smashed against the shield without result. Meanwhile, the dracools returned to the ground to transport more witches, as well as Mogols and other monsters, onto the battlement.

Soon after, the entire contingent of cave trolls, five score in all, was called forward. Though not as large as Kojins, they were huge nonetheless, standing eight cubits tall and weighing more than one hundred stones. Each carried a golden hammer with a long shaft. Besides weighing twenty stones apiece, the hammers were imbued with ores Invictus’ scientists had smelted. As the trolls approached, Mala touched each hammer with the tines of his trident, causing them to glow the color of crimson. Orkney, greatest of his kind, was chosen to strike the first blow.

Gruugash, who was about half the size of one of Orkney’s legs, cringed. The high overlord of the Pabbajja was not sure what to do. It was within his power to lower the shield and expose thousands of monsters to a barrage of arrows and bombardment from trebuchets. But at this point, such a move would have little effect. The monsters would flee out of range and regroup, and then they would turn on the Pabbajja. Despite the destruction that was about to occur, Gruugash decided to bide his time a while longer.

Orkney’s hammer smote the gate with a boom. Liquid fire from the head of the hammer crackled along the surface of the black granite, creating a web of crimson tendrils that clung to the stone. But the massive door did not yield.

Gruugash knew that Mala didn’t expect the first blow to destroy such a masterwork. But the Chain Man commanded one hundred trolls with one hundred hammers, and as long as they could operate freely beneath the gate, they could bombard the door with a relentless barrage of titanic strokes.




Unexpectedly, Gruugash felt a surge of magic assault the shield from somewhere above, but it was not powerful enough to destroy it. Then another surge. And another. Still, the shield held. A long time passed before Gruugash felt a concussive blast that dwarfed the others tenfold. In agonized unison, the Pabbajja cried out—as did the witches on the battlement. And then there was another blast, even more powerful than the first. Without the aid of subterfuge, the shield collapsed.

Suddenly the monsters were exposed.

WHEN THE PABBAJJA raised the magical shield, Kusala and thousands of others were cut off from the portion of the battlement that framed the top of the gate. The transparent shield was barely visible, except for a yellowish wobble that betrayed its location. Archers bearing powerful longbows loosed iron-tipped shafts at the monsters, but the arrows were incinerated as soon as they struck the enchanted barrier.

“I thought you said the Pabbajja were our allies,” Madiraa snapped at Kusala. “I’ve told everyone.”

“Don’t give up on them yet,” Kusala said.

“Mala has secured the battlement above the gate,” Commander Palak raged. “And he did it with ease. What fools we were!”

“Fools?” Kusala said. “Do not use that word so lightly. Asēkhas are not fools. Tugars are not fools. Better to say that evil has won the first round. But we are not beaten yet. The battle has only begun.”

“The chieftain speaks wisely,” Henepola said. “We must find a way to defeat the shield. If so, we can drive the monsters from the gate and smite them as they retreat.”

Indajaala stepped forward. “Sire, fifteen conjurers are with me on this side. Shall we make the attempt?”

“Quickly!” the king said. “And I will aid you.”

The conjurers pressed forward and joined together their staffs of Maōi. A milky mass of energy flared to life, converging on the head of Henepola’s black staff. The king flung it against the shield, but it easily absorbed the assault. Henepola struck again. And again. With the same result.

“Sire, there are less than a score of us, and yet the Pabbajja number in the thousands,” Indajaala said. “If all our conjurers were gathered here together, we might be able to break the shield. But we are scattered, with a few also on Ott and Hakam.”




“What of Utu?” Kusala said.

The king’s eyes brightened. “Will you try?”

The snow giant stood motionless.

Henepola walked over and stood at his feet. “Will you try?”

Utu finally spoke. “I question the value of resistance.”

In a rage, Madiraa rushed to her father’s side. “What do you mean? In all its history, Balak has never fallen. And you question value?”

“Hatred is never appeased by hatred,” Utu said.

“Have you gone mad?”

“Madiraa . . . please!” Kusala said. Then he turned back to Utu. “Don’t forget your original purpose. Mala is down there, still tormenting Yama-Deva.”

Utu’s ring blazed. The snow giant gasped, as if he had been unexpectedly struck.

“Very well. I will try.” Utu stepped forward and sniffed the sheath with his broad nose. Then he pressed the ring of pure Maōi against it. The concussive result knocked Kusala and many others off their feet. Yet the shield held. The snow giant grunted and then pressed the ring against it again. This time, the shield crackled into nonexistence.

When the magical shield collapsed, Kusala rushed along the battlement to greet the enemy. First he encountered a Mogol wielding a stone war club. Kusala ducked beneath a sweeping blow and stabbed the warrior in the abdomen, driving the point of the uttara beneath his ribs and up into his heart. Kusala yanked out his blade and nudged the already-dead warrior off the battlement.

A witch, in her beautiful state, came next, waving a tall wooden shaft ablaze with wicked power. Kusala avoided a bolt of crimson fire, rose up, and punched his uttara between her alluring cleavage, twisting the blade to maximize damage. Her scream was followed by a gush of putrid smoke. He kicked her off the wall too.

By now, other defenders had joined the fray. Two more witches, in their hideous state, swept past a pair of black knights and closed on Kusala. The magic emanating from their staffs caused Kusala to cringe, but then Utu appeared and slammed both of them off the wall with one sweep of a gigantic arm.

Churikā and several Tugars leapt past them both, attacking the monsters that remained on the battlement. Henepola, Indajaala, and Palak were close behind.

“You make that look so easy,” Kusala said to Utu, temporarily ignoring the fighting that raged around them.




The snow giant shrugged. “And of what benefit were my actions? Have I cured all woes? A pool of water will not quench your thirst if it is choked with silt.”

“I don’t understand . . .”

“That doesn’t surprise me . . .”

“The ring has changed you,” Kusala said. “When the time comes, will you confront Mala?”

“‘When the time comes?’ An appropriate choice of words,” Utu said. “Perhaps you are wiser than I give you credit.”

“Wise? I know little of wisdom. I care only about duty.”

“What is your duty?”

“To prevent the fall of Nissaya.”

“If that’s your duty, then you are doomed to fail,” Utu said, his voice sounding sad. “Nissaya will fall, if not today then tomorrow. Or ten thousand millennia from now, when the stone has crumbled to dust. Is there a difference?”

“I don’t understand . . .” Kusala repeated.

“That doesn’t surprise me . . .”

FROM THE BATTLEMENT of Ott, Podhana watched with fascination as the snow giant broke the shield. Instantly the Asēkha shouted orders, reinforced by the black knights’ high commanders, to bombard the monsters. Thousands of arrows were loosed, and the thirty nearest trebuchets launched balls of pitch that exploded on impact. The monsters were besieged, including two dozen witches, twice that many Mogols, and a slew of vampires and ghouls that were trapped on Balak’s battlement. From where he stood, Podhana saw the defenders of Nissaya close on the monsters from both sides. Dracools attempted rescues, but they too were overwhelmed. Even Mala was forced to retreat.

Podhana raised his sling above his head, whipped it in a circle three times, and flung a bead with deadly accuracy. The largest of the trolls grasped his boulder-sized head, then collapsed. The Asēkha loaded another bead and took aim again, this time at Mala.

AN ARROW STRUCK Mala’s chain, incinerating on impact. Another bounced off his chest. A third skimmed the tip of his nose. Thousands more fell all around.

A ball of pitch landed behind him, spraying him with molten shards that clung like glue. A Tugarian bead struck him in the temple, which really hurt. Mala was not in lethal danger, but such means could slay many of the monsters that had come with him to the gate. A dracool fell from the sky and squished a pair of ghouls. A troll—Orkney was his name—had already dropped his hammer, grabbed his boulder-sized skull, and collapsed. The witches, Mogols, and other monsters on the battlement were under assault by sword and magic. He watched one of the damnable Asēkhas stab a witch in the chest and then heave her off the wall. She fell fifty cubits, struck the hard stone at its base, and splattered. Then the mysterious snow giant knocked two more witches off the wall with a sweep of his hand.




Though a part of Mala yearned to stand and fight, a wiser part realized it was time to retreat. He fled from the gate, calling for the others to follow. Another bead struck him on the buttocks, causing him to howl.

With arrows and balls of pitch on their heels, Mala and the monsters thundered away from the bulwark. The majority of the monsters had remained in the field beyond reach of the barrage, and they watched the withdrawal with a combination of shock and hidden amusement. When Mala’s raiding force was safely out of range, he stomped about like a bully who had lost his first fight and had no idea what to do next.

“Where’s that hairy little squirt? The Pabby guy. Gruely. Grugee! Where is he?”

“Do youuuu mean Gruugash?” the Warlish witch named Wyvern said.

“I thought you were dead,” Mala said.

“A dracool came to my resssscue,” she said, her face beautiful despite black smudges on her delicate cheeks. “But at least ssssix of my sisters did not ssssurvive. I am appalled.”

“Do you think I give a crap about your sssssssssssisters?” Mala said mockingly. “Where the hell is Grudack?”

The Pabbajja overlord came forward and bowed. Some of his hair had been singed, revealing a portion of diseased-looking scalp. “May I be of service, General Mala?” Gruugash said.

“May I be of service, General Mala? Yes, you may, asshole! Tell me what the hell just happened!”

“The shield was broken, general.”

“The shield was broken, general. Thank you for clearing that up. I feel so much better.” Then Mala pointed the prongs of his trident in the direction of Gruugash’s protruding eyeballs.

“Tell . . . me . . . what . . . happened.”




If Gruugash was afraid, he didn’t show it. “A force stronger than the Pabbajja—and the witches—broke the shield.”

“I thought you said the conjurers were not strong enough.”

“It was not the conjurerssss,” said another witch, in her hideous state, standing next to Wyvern. “It was your brother, Yama-Utu. He also bearssss great magic.”

Wyvern and Gruugash gasped and stepped back just in time to get out of Mala’s way. Mala’s eyes went wild, and he pointed Vikubbati at the ugly witch and blew her to shreds with a golden blast. Then he turned on the other monsters and spoke in a voice loud enough to be heard by all. “He is not my brother . . . is that understood?”

It was understood quite well.

When enough time had passed, Wyvern came forward timidly. “Master, our losssses already are great. We can afford no more.”

“Oh, shut up. We can afford whatever I say we can afford.”

Wyvern bowed her head to conceal a snarl.

Gruugash approached more boldly than the witch. “The snow giant, whoever he is, was indeed the cause of the collapse. At first I felt the conjurers attempt to break us, and fail. But the snow giant came next, and he wielded a power that was beyond even the Pabbajja. Among us all, General Mala, only you are the greater.”

Mala’s face went red, but the back-handed compliment reduced his rage just enough to make him manageable. Still, he stomped around for an exceedingly long time before regaining his composure.

“What to do? What to do?” he said. “Where’s that cowardly Augustus? I need to talk to him.”

The Duccaritan pirate named Tew raised his hand. “Master Mala?”

“What?”

“You . . . uh . . . sort of . . . uh . . . heaved Augustus over the wall, sir . . .”

“Oh . . . yeah. Right, right. Then . . . hmmm . . . how about this for brilliance? I promote you to second in command.”

MAYNARD TEW considered himself lucky to be alive. If he had not volunteered to lead the small force of pirates that had been requested to join Mala’s army, his bones now would be rotting somewhere in the streets of Duccarita, just one more victim of the Daasa uprising everybody had been talking about. In fact, he and several hundred other volunteers—those among them in the most trouble, debt, or both—had left the city just six weeks before the butchering.




It surely was ironic that those who had been sent to Avici still were living while the “lucky” ones back home were worm food. Actually, not even worm food; demons and ghouls from nearby Arupa-Loka were said to be taking care of the carcasses. Good for them, Tew thought. The more they eat, the less cleanup will be required. When the damnable wars were over, the pirate intended to return to Duccarita as its leader, his reward for helping the Chain Man whip the enemy.

When Tew had dared to remind Mala of what he’d done to the golden soldier, he thought maybe the Chain Man might kill him on the spot just for daring to speak. Instead, Tew had been shocked when Mala promoted him to second in command.

As if he weren’t sweating enough in his heavy red jacket, Tew felt new rivulets gush out of his armpits and drench his sides. Still, he found the courage to walk over to Mala, his devious mind racing this way and that in an attempt to come up with something sounding halfway smart.

“I have thought of something,” Tew said, trying to sound bold.

“Speak up, then!” Mala bellowed.

Tew gulped. “Well, your original plan would’ve worked had the snow giant not messed it up. There’s a saying in Duccarita: ‘If something’s only broke a little, then you only need to fix it a little.’”

“And?”

“Seems to me, Master Mala, all you need do is join the magic of your trident to the homeless guys, and then there’ll be no way the snow giant can break the shield.”

The Chain Man mulled this over. “Great idea. I want you by my side from now on.”

“It would be my pleasure, Master Mala,” Tew said. Then he relieved himself in his pants. But he already was so drenched in sweat, no one seemed to notice.

NOW IT WAS EARLY afternoon. The sun beat on the fortress like dragon fire. Kusala and the defenders of Nissaya hunkered down and watched as the Stone-Eaters took their original positions, apparently in preparation for another aerial bombardment.

“It appears they will attempt the same tactic,” Henepola said. “They will drive us from the battlement above the gate. And when Utu again breaks their shield, their losses will be far heavier than ours. They lost fifty score the first time.”

“Why repeat a failed tactic?” Palak said.

“They will attempt to strengthen the shield,” Utu said, matter-of-factly.




Kusala agreed. “Mala’s intelligence might be limited, but who knows the extent of his magic? If he strengthens the shield, can you break it again?”

Utu shrugged.

Kusala turned to Henepola. “If Utu cannot again defeat the shield, then it will be only a matter of time before Balak falls.”

“In which case, we will raise and dissemble the drawbridges and defend the second bulwark,” Henepola said. “When the monsters attempt to cross the moat, they will suffer terribly.”

“They might have canvas boats,” Palak offered, “but the larger monsters would be too heavy for such craft.”

“If you so order,” Kusala said to the king, “I will send the Tugars onto the field and attempt to disrupt the Stone-Eaters.”

“That would serve little, other than the loss of valuable lives,” Henepola said.

“I can’t say I disagree,” Kusala said. “Then the next question becomes, how many will you leave to defend Balak if it is breached?”

“All shall be permitted to cross over to Ott,” Henepola said.

“What of those who arm the murder holes?” Kusala said.

“I am able to release the contents from afar,” the king responded.

“In that case,” Madiraa said, “if Yama-Utu cannot defeat the shield a second time, we should immediately retreat.”

“So be it,” Henepola said.

When the Stone-Eaters began the second assault, the defenders again fled the battlement above the gates. Mala charged forward with the Pabbajja and a thousand other monsters, and the shield was rebuilt. Only this time, the Chain Man joined his trident to the effusion.

Almost lackadaisically, Utu touched his ring to the pale-yellow glow. The shield wobbled, but held.

“Mala is too strong,” he finally said, backing away.

Indajaala raced forward. “All of the conjurers are now with me on Balak. We can join our might to yours, Yama-Utu.”

“Not even a combined effort will be sufficient,” Utu said.

Indajaala started to protest, but the king waved him off. “Sometimes doom cannot be avoided. I trust the words of the snow giant. We must concede Balak and save our strength for Ott. Let the retreat begin.”

WHEN UTU ASSAULTED the shield, Mala felt a rush of power tumble toward him from above, coursing through his trident and into his flesh. It felt as if chilled blood were being forced into his veins. For a moment his resolve wavered. But then his ring and chain glowed angrily, and a superheated flow of magic erupted from the trident. Mala’s boldness returned.




Soon after, the pathetic band of wall-walkers abandoned the battlement. This pleased Mala. In his mind, the only significant loss thus far was Orkney the troll, who lay off to the side in a heap, his lifeless eyes staring at nothing. The ghouls and vampires couldn’t help but take a few bites of his still-juicy carcass, glancing frequently toward Mala to see if he would chastise them. But Mala didn’t really care. Things were going smoothly again. He even slapped the pirate on the back, knocking the scrawny little guy face-forward onto the black stone. But the pirate stood up and dusted himself off. Good! He was tougher than he looked.

One by one, the trolls smote the door of Balak with their magical hammers. As the heat of day built even further, the trolls maintained their assault . . . boom, boom,
boom. For the rest of the afternoon, they battered the black stone. Near dusk, the great door formed its first crack. When darkness fell in entirety, the trolls continued the barrage. Beneath the yellowish glow of the supernatural shield, they swung and swung . . . boom, boom, boom. The crack spread, zipping here and there, weakening the door’s foundation. Boom, boom, boom. The monsters snarled in the darkness. Boom! Again and again and again.

Near midnight, the great door of Balak, never before breached or even damaged, burst asunder. When the trolls cleared the debris, five iron portcullises were revealed. For the time being, Mala was satisfied. They would rest beneath the shield through the night and continue the assault at dawn.

WHEN HENEPOLA GAVE the order, hundreds of horns were sounded to announce the retreat. Never in the recorded history of Nissaya had the first bulwark been abandoned. And yet, Mala had managed this with relative ease. Though they numbered barely forty thousand, never had such a formidable army of monsters been assembled, save the dragon hordes of old.

Most of the defenders who had been stationed on Balak deserted its battlement and rushed across the four wooden drawbridges that spanned the spike-filled moat. About a thousand remained to dismantle the trebuchets so that they could not be turned and used against the second bulwark.




The huge gate of Ott had long been closed and would take several bells to open wide enough to accommodate an evacuation, so hundreds of rope ladders were lowered instead. The defenders, long practiced in scaling the bulwarks, even in full armor and bearing weapons, made their way up the wall five per ladder. By late afternoon, not a single black knight or Tugar remained on Balak.

By then, the disturbing sound of the troll hammers reverberated throughout the fortress. It was as if Balak were groaning like a living creature abandoned to the throes of torture. Through the rest of the afternoon, the defenders of Nissaya watched in silence.

Dracools circled the fortress out of range of bow and sling, frightening away the hawks that typically flew in the skies. From the high heights, the baby dragons posed little threat, other than to serve as taunting reminders that the monsters also ruled the firmament. The only blessing was that Invictus and Bhayatupa did not seem inclined to reappear.

From the moment they attained the battlement of Ott, the king of Nissaya and the chieftain of the Asēkhas huddled with several others, shouting to be heard over the constant drumming of the hammers.

“And so, we witness the fall of Balak,” Henepola said. “If I were not seeing it with my own eyes, I would not have believed it possible. My reign will forever be remembered for this failure.”

“Your words are foolish,” Kusala said, daring the king’s ire. “Why waste precious time speaking of failure? This is far from a rout. But we must make use of every opportunity we are provided. Though Balak will fall, its sacrifice will provide us with the time we need to make new plans. Mala must pay more dearly for the freedom to loiter beneath the second gate.”

The king met Kusala’s challenge. “You inspire me, chieftain. But what have you to say beyond bravado?”

“If we can find a way to negate the Stone-Eaters, then we can maintain our hold above the gate.”

“That’s all well and good,” the king said. “But how do we stop the Stone-Eaters? Their range is greater than our trebuchets, much less our bows.”

“We have to find a way to knock their projectiles out of the sky before they reach the battlement.”

“I already attempted this,” Indajaala said. “I struck several of them directly with bolts from my staff, with little success.”

“We might be able to redirect a few of them with fire from our trebuchets, but that would make little difference when hundreds are descending upon us,” Palak offered.




“We could fashion our own magical shield,” Utu said calmly, seeming pleased by the concept of saving lives instead of destroying them.

“That might work!” Indajaala said excitedly. “It would not be as strong as what Mala and the Pabbajja fashioned, but it should be stout enough to ward off the assault from above.”

WHEN DUSK ARRIVED, the dreadful heat finally released its grip. The night air remained warm, but it felt almost chilly compared to what the defenders had become accustomed. Though the terrible drumming of the trolls continued without hesitation, the black knights and their allies were able to drink, eat, and relax.

On the battlement of Ott opposite its gate, Yama-Utu sat far from the others, silent and motionless. Even from there he could hear the pounding of the hammers, but the sound was distant enough to make it tolerable. The snow giant stared at the crescent moon and breathed in the relatively cool air. So much had changed since Henepola introduced him to the ring. So much of his anger was gone. Kusala had asked him earlier in the day if he still had the desire to kill Mala. Now, Utu wondered himself. In most ways, Yama-Deva already was dead, overcome by an irresistibly pervasive evil. Would the destruction of his brother’s body repair the damage? For that matter, would anyone’s death right any wrong?

Near midnight, the booming stopped. The ensuing silence was blessed. Utu was so deep in thought he didn’t notice the approach of the shadow or hear the swishing of wings. Nor did he register footsteps. Perhaps he would not have heard them even if he had been listening.
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ON THE SAME morning that the Stone-Eaters first assaulted Nissaya, the great cleanup of the Green Plains began. For the fallen soldiers and Daasa, dozens of pyres, massive in height and breadth, were built just a mile beyond the northern gates. What remained of the druids did not deserve nor require elaborate pyres; after drying in the super-hot sun, their fibrous bodies would burn like fat wood.

Of the original forty-five thousand soldiers of Jivita, twenty-five thousand had survived the battle, though five thousand of those still lay in medical tents, and most others bore at least minor injuries. That left one thousand score dead, a staggering loss. Though long planned, building the pyres was an enormous task, especially for weary hearts toiling in the heat of the day.

Tons of wood, long since cut, seasoned, and stored, was hauled from the city and expertly piled to ensure the hottest burn. The exhausted soldiers were aided by fifty thousand citizens, more than half of whom had remained in the White City. Most of the druids were charred or hacked to pieces, their body parts spread for more than a league in all directions. Yet the task of piling the insect-like remains onto hundreds of hill-sized mounds was completed with amazing rapidity. The quicker their foul bodies were removed from the plains, the better.

With the help of so many, especially the hard-working Tugars, the druids were ready to be cremated by late afternoon. Urbana’s bloated carcass, which stank like pus, was dragged into the center of one of the largest piles.

With Laylah’s assistance, Rajinii and her necromancers used their staffs to set the mounds ablaze. No words were said beforehand, though many spat upon the heaps before they were lighted. Afterward, the magical fires roared so hot that most had to back far away, and the smell was worse than the swelter.

Among the Jivitans, there was a bittersweet mixture of sadness and joy. The white horsemen and infantry who had been killed in battle now dwelled with the One God in paradise. But caring for their own dead, many of whom the monsters had dismembered, was gruesome work. Tugging the vamprace off a severed forearm or the greave off a shattered shin sickened the hardiest. But the metal was too precious to allow it to rust in the grass.




The bodies of the destriers were laid upon the pyres first. Human bodies, each wrapped in a white sheet, were gracefully strewn on top. As a further show of respect for the new-found allies, the fallen Daasa were dispersed among them. By midevening, all was made ready for burning. It had been a day of astounding physical endurance. If not for the Tugars, it would have taken days longer to complete.

The horns were sounded again, but this time in honor of the fallen, not as a warning that the city was under attack. All of Jivita, except those still at the havens, gathered on the plains, most carrying torches or candles. In response to the horns, Archbishop Bernard came forth from the White City, alongside fifty clergymen wearing robes of white samite interwoven with strands of silver that sparkled beneath the crescent moon. Bernard’s eulogy was eloquent, and it immediately was followed by a harmonic chorus of song. The beauty of it touched even Torg. Tugars honored their dead, but usually in less eloquent fashion.

Navarese also spoke, and then the queen. Afterward, the necromancers, again aided by Laylah, set the pyres ablaze. These too burned fantastically hot and fast, and by midnight only large mounds of fluffy ash remained.

Soon after the fires began, Torg went to Laylah and took her aside. The sorceress had changed into a black outfit a Tugarian female had brought her. Though her clothing was fresh, Laylah’s face and hands remained smudged by the strains of battle and labor. Torg started to cleanse her with his magic, but she gently shook her head.

“Beloved, I wish not to bathe until the others have had the same opportunity,” Laylah said.

Torg understood. Then he said, “Please come with me.”

As always, she did not refuse.

They walked in the direction of the river, well away from the blazing pyres. Long before they saw him, Torg and Laylah heard Ugga’s mournful howls. Near the bank of the river, another pyre had been built, large enough for just one man. Bard lay atop it, covered by a black Tugarian blanket. Huddled at the base of the pyre were Ugga, Sir Elu, Jord, Lucius, and Bonny. The surviving Daasa were spread all around. The men and Bonny were now adorned in new tunics and breeches, while Jord wore a white samite robe woven from non-magical cloth, a present from Manta the necromancer.




Bonny smiled at Torg as he came near and mouthed the words “thank you.” Torg nodded, then turned his attention to Ugga, who continued to wail.

“Me Bard . . . me Bard . . .” the crossbreed said, as he had from the moment his friend had fallen. Elu was crying too. Jord’s face remained stolid.

Ugga looked up at Torg and Laylah, his small eyes still desperate with grief.

“I has known him since Jord . . . Jord . . . changed me,” Ugga said, as if feeling the need to explain his sorrow.

Then the crossbreed looked at Jord. “How long . . . has it been? How long has I been a man?”

“Longer than you might think,” Jord said.

“Tell me . . . please.”

“Many, many years, my dear. Thousands and thousands.”

“What will happen to me when I dies?”

“You will go where all living beings go when they die, unless they achieve enlightenment. You will move on, my dear—but as a man, not a bear. So say the Vijjaadharaa.”

At that, Ugga managed a smile. “That’s not all good, but it is what I wants.”

Torg knelt beside the crossbreed and hugged him. Laylah and Elu joined them, and then all were hugging one another, including Lucius and Bonny. Only Jord stood off to the side.

“When I moves on, will I be with Bard?” Ugga said to Torg. “I wants to be with him.”

“Trust me, Ugga . . .” Torg said. “The pain and sadness you feel now will not extend beyond this lifetime. And it may well be that you’ll encounter Bard in some future place.”

Afterward, Ugga seemed to realize there was no more to be said. The crossbreed placed Bard’s daggers in the trapper’s hands, and Jord came forward and laid her bow across his chest. Then Torg used Obhasa to set the pyre ablaze, the raging fire reflecting eerily off the Daasa’s purple eyes.

While the others watched in silence, Torg again drew Laylah away.

“There is a strange look in your eyes, beloved,” she said. “You’re frightening me.”

“Two Asēkhas are dead,” he said.




“How do you know this?”

“I simply do.”

“I’m terribly sorry. The loss of any Tugar is unthinkable, but an Asēkha worst of all.”

Despite the turmoil broiling within him, Torg allowed himself a brief smile. If Invictus were somehow defeated and peace again reigned on Triken, Laylah would make a queen worthy of the Tugars’ worship. But for now, that thought was just a dream.

“My love, do you know what I’m about to say?”

“I think I do.”

“I must go—with Jord.”

“She has the strength to carry us both.”

“You would be too near to him.”

“Now that he commands Bhayatupa, distance matters little. You know that as well as I.”

Torg sighed. “My services are needed at Nissaya.”

“From the beginning, you’ve had faith in me, and now you’ve seen my powers firsthand. Why do you think you are stronger alone than in combination with me?”

“It’s one thing to fight druids two hundred leagues from your brother’s stronghold, and another to willingly go inside a fortress his army besieges. You are powerful, Laylah. But what do you think will happen if Mala becomes aware of your presence? At the least, he will concentrate the full extent of his power on your capture. And more likely, he will alert Invictus, assuring Nissaya’s doom.”

“So you ask me to cower here alone, suffering every moment that you’re gone? Is that less of a danger? The thought makes my heart wither.”

“You will not be alone. The Tugars will guard you night and day, and you’ll have Sir Elu for company. And don’t forget, Ugga will need the comfort of your friendship.”

Then he took her in his arms and kissed her. At first she resisted, angry with him—but finally she softened. “I can’t bear to be without you,” she whispered. “If you are to die, I want to be at your side to die with you.”

“I promise you this: When it becomes necessary, I will retreat,” Torg whispered back. “My fate, our fate, lies in Jivita. But if my presence at Nissaya can increase Mala’s losses, then our chances here will be all the better.”

“And if I refuse to obey you?”




“I would never order you to do anything. All I can ask is that you trust my instincts—and what wisdom I have garnered.”

Laylah managed a rueful chuckle. “If you don’t return safely, I will bed Sir Elu—out of spite.”

Torg laughed. “I will return . . . soon.”

“Is there anything you would have me do while you’re gone?”

“Yes . . . help Rajinii, Navarese, and the Tugars prepare for the final battle, and keep track of Lucius, Bonny, and the Daasa. They will be needed as much as anyone. The sky is clear tonight, but a storm is coming that will dwarf all others.”

Not long after, he left her and flew aboard Jord to Nissaya.






  


4
 

UTU TURNED AND looked into the glowing eyes of The Torgon, who wielded both Obhasa and the Silver Sword. Beside the wizard stood the white-haired Faerie, wearing a glowing white dress magic had woven.

Jord was the first to speak. “I see you bear a new ring. Do you treasure it?”

“It grows on me.” Utu rose to his full height of ten cubits. As if in response to both the wizard and Faerie, the Maōi ring glowed. The snow giant clasped his other hand over it, wincing at the additional touch.

“You probably don’t remember me,” Utu said, eyeing the wizard carefully, “but you and I met centuries ago, which must seem like a very long time to you. You have changed little in your appearance.”

“I do remember, Yama-Utu. We spoke long, and the joy of your company remains one of the fondest moments of my lifetime, which must seem like a very short time to you. But I must admit—without insult or derision—that you have changed. You look old and weary, as if all the burdens of the world have been placed upon your shoulders.”

Utu grimaced. “The himamahaakaayo say, ‘Nothing can result from violence but more violence.’ For millennia beyond count, I believed the same. But the ruination of Yama-Deva changed me. Now the snow giants believe that I am insane with grief. What say you, Death-Knower?”

“Many times, I have slain living beings,” the wizard said. “That makes me a poor judge of anyone, much less a being of your caliber.”

“That is no answer.”

“Is it not? Very well. I will try again. In the ways of the world, some act, and some do not. Often, those who act are accused of madness.”

“Then you also are insane?”

Torg chuckled. “I have sacrificed personal gain for the greater good.”

“Aaaah, now I understand.” Then Utu’s eyes brightened. “Would you care to touch the ring? None others, not even the king, have dared.”

“Nor did I, the one time Henepola showed it to me,” Torg said. “Now I would be honored, but allow Jord to touch it first. And remove it from your finger before you do.”




The snow giant frowned. “I am reluctant to try.”

“Do not be,” Torg said.

“You have not worn the ring,” Utu said.

“No . . . but I sense its purpose.”

“What is that, Death-Knower?”

“The ring is pure,” Torg said. “But that is only part of its power.”

“You intrigue me. Please go on.”

“You already know . . .”

“Say it, anyway,” Utu said.

“More than pure, the ring is . . . empty,” Torg said.

Utu smiled knowingly. “Before the king gave this to me, I had become a creature consumed by rage. Given the opportunity, I would have throttled Mala with my bare hands. Now I am not so sure. Did Henepola blunder?”

“That depends,” Torg said.

“On what?”

“Your previous weapons were strength and anger. Now you wield awareness and clarity. Which would Mala find more difficult to defeat?”

Utu looked at Jord, who stood by in silence. “You have seen the fruits of my strength and anger. And you see me now. What say you?”

“You are more beautiful than before,” Jord said.

The Faerie’s answer satisfied Utu. The ring, which heretofore had been seared to his flesh, slid off his finger easily. When he placed it in Jord’s hand, he sighed with relief.

The Maōi seemed to have no effect on Jord. The Faerie shrugged as if disinterested and then dropped it into Torg’s large palm.

Instantly the wizard’s skin sizzled, oozing white vapor. The pain appeared to be excruciating. Torg stared at the ring, his eyes smoldering. “If . . . there were no Mala . . . no Invictus . . . no evil in the world . . . I would take this ring . . . and wear it until my death. All emotions . . . love and hate, joy and sorrow, pleasure and anger . . . are revealed as illusions by the scope of such blessed emptiness. But if I were to take possession of this thing, The Torgon would no longer exist. I, too, would be revealed as an illusion.”

With a jerky reluctance, the wizard handed the ring to Utu, who grimaced as he slid it back onto his right middle finger.

“You withstood the agony far better than I,” Utu said. “Why is that, I wonder? But I ask you again, Death-Knower: Did Henepola blunder by giving me this ring?”




“We shall see what we shall see,” Torg said, his eyes glistening.

“Yes,” Jord agreed.

UTU FOLLOWED TORG and Jord along Ott’s wide battlement. Balak loomed below, lonely and deserted. A short time past midnight, Torg encountered his first Tugar, a female warrior named Dalhapa.

“Well met, Asēkha,” Torg said, easily sensing her ascension.

Dalhapa gasped and went to her knees. “Lord
Torgon. Beyond hope, you have returned to us.”

“I congratulate you,” Torg said. “But tell me, who among the Asēkhas fell?”

“It is not known to us, lord. But only Tāseti, Rati, and Dvipa are not accounted for.”

“Tāseti?” Torg said. “Why is she not here? Did she journey with Kusala and the noble ones to Anna?”

“Your words confuse me, lord. The chieftain is but a short walk from where we stand.”

Torg felt as if he had been slapped. “Take me to him.”

“Yes, lord.”

Torg followed Dalhapa, his shoulders tense.

“Do not be rash,” he heard Utu say from behind. “There were . . . circumstances . . . of which you were unaware.”

“Is that the ring speaking . . . or you?” Torg said gruffly.

“They are becoming one and the same,” was the response, but it was Jord who spoke the words.

This humbled Torg, and he relaxed. Soon they encountered denser pockets of defenders. Scattered Tugars bowed, their faces flushed. A piercing cry came from Hakam far above. Torg recognized Asēkha-Podhana’s voice. After that, the news spread fast. Tugars rushed to greet him, and black knights joined them. The battlement of Ott became so congested Torg could barely continue forward.

“A king has come,” Dalhapa shouted. “Let him through.”

More Tugars appeared, interspersed with Asēkhas, and they formed a narrow channel through which Torg could pass. “Abhinandanena te garukaroma (We greet you with great joy)!” the desert warriors shouted, tapping their blades together.

Torg was overjoyed to be reunited with these Tugars. He knew all their names, ages, and familial relations. The Asēkhas, especially, were a pleasure to behold. But it was Kusala he most desired to see. And suddenly the chieftain was before him. The men clasped muscular forearms.




“Abhinandanena te garukaromi (I greet you with great joy),” the chieftain said. “All must be well at Jivita.”

“As well as could be,” Torg said.

Henepola appeared. Madiraa and Indajaala followed.

“Torgon,” the king said, “how came you here? Have you learned to fly? And who is your guest? She is a stranger to Nissaya.”

“How I came here will remain a mystery, if you please,” Torg said. “As for my guest . . . she is an ally to all free peoples of the world and is to be trusted as much as myself. Her name is Jord.”

The Faerie curtsied and then swung toward Kusala. “We have met before, chieftain.”

“I was honored then and am honored now,” Kusala said.

Torg raised an eyebrow and started to speak, but Henepola interrupted.

“Behold, Torgon,” he said, gesturing downward with a wave of his hand. “You have arrived just in time to witness one of the great tragedies of our age.”

Mala and thousands of other monsters swarmed in front of Balak’s gate, which now lay shattered like a pile of black bones.

“They have not yet breached the portcullises, and the murder holes still hold some surprises, but it is only a matter of time,” Henepola said. “We could send a force to accost them, but it would only create needless death. Instead, we have chosen to concentrate our efforts on defending Ott.” Then the king’s expression soured. “If you had been at our side, Balak would not have fallen.”

“One hundred thousand druids were defeated, and it was no easy task,” Torg said. “I came as soon as I was able.”

“Now that the druids are defeated, will the White City finally send aid?”

“Jivita lost more than one thousand score horsemen, and many more are lamed. It would take half a month for reinforcements to reach the fortress. By then, the siege of Nissaya will be over, one way or the other. I’m afraid that Jord and I are the only aid you will receive.”

Henepola had no more to say and went off to be alone. Torg grasped Kusala’s arm and took him aside. Eventually he and the chieftain sat within a crenel, nibbling on Cirāya and sipping Tugarian wine as Kusala told the story of Henepola’s deterioration at the hands of Invictus.

“Tāseti will make an excellent chieftain when I am gone,” Kusala said, “but you and I know Henepola far better than she. So I sent her to Anna in my stead. I know naught of her progress or whereabouts; only that at least one Asēkha has perished, given that Dalhapa has ascended.”




“Dalhapa told me that Rati is also not at the fortress.”

“I sent him alone to patrol the Ogha north of Senasana. I believe he is the most likely to have been slain.”

Torg sighed. “We will honor the namesake of whoever has fallen. In the meantime, let us hope that the noble ones reach Anna safely.”

“Lord, I apologize for disobeying you. I have done it more in the past year than in the past four hundred. But I did my best, under difficult circumstances.”

“You need not apologize.”

Kusala sighed with relief. “Thank you, lord.” Then the chieftain added, “I assume all is well with your lady? If she had fallen, I would have seen it in your eyes. But how fare your other companions?”

“Not all news is good. Bard is dead, and Rathburt is missing.”

“That is dire. And the annoying firstborn?”

Torg managed a rueful chuckle. “Let it suffice to say that he has grown in stature since you last saw him.”

A BELL BEFORE the rising of the sun, the air once again became as hot as a furnace. The Tugars, with their keen night vision, reported that another five thousand golden soldiers appeared to have died during the night.

“Many of their number will not survive the coming day,” Henepola said to Torg. “You are a fresh face among us. Do you have any idea why Mala tortures them like this?”

“I am as puzzled as you, sire.”

“The golden soldiers have yet to play any part in the battle, other than to give us sore scalps from all our head-scratching,” the king said. “Yet I refuse to believe they will not play an eventual role.”

“Agreed,” Torg said. He turned to Jord. “What say you?”

“If Lucius were here, he could give you a better answer than I,” the white-haired woman said. “After all, he once was their general.”

“The people who need to be here never seem to be,” Henepola said.

Torg shrugged. “Even if Lucius solved the mystery, would it guarantee victory? We must make do with what we know.”

“Which is?” Henepola said.

“That we must not allow Mala to wander freely beneath the battlement of Ott.”




“The Chain Man bears a magical trident that even Utu could not master,” the king said. “And there remains the matter of the Stone-Eaters. Did you inform Torg of their methods, chieftain?”

“Mala has given them powers that we have never seen from their kind,” Kusala explained. “They bombard us with flaming spheres vomited from their mouths. Twice they forced us to flee the battlement above the gate of Balak.”

When the chieftain finished speaking, Indajaala stepped forward and bowed to Torg, who was abashed by the conjurer’s blatant reverence, causing Henepola to laugh.

“Don’t worry, Lord Torgon. Indajaala’s duplicity has been revealed. In fact, it played a role in my . . . healing. I have learned that it is possible for a servant to be loyal to two kings without betraying either.”

“As my Vasi master used to say, ‘truer words have never been spoken,’” Torg said. “Especially when the kings are friends.” Then he turned to the conjurer. “By all means . . . speak.”

“Yama-Utu has suggested that we invoke a shield of our own to deflect the Stone-Eaters’ assaults,” Indajaala said. “We had hoped the combined power of the snow giant, the king, and his conjurers might prove strong enough. Now that you have joined us, our hopes have risen considerably.”

“I too will assist,” Jord said.

Henepola smiled. “Let us use what little remains of the night to—shall we say—practice?”

WHEN THE SUN rose, the furnace became an inferno. Mala ignored it. Nothing compared to the constant agony of his chain, so a rise in the temperature of the air mattered little. Besides, the intense heat was necessary to enact certain aspects of his plans. Today, he would unleash the full extent of his power.

While he and his monsters renewed the assault on the entrance of Balak, the Stone-Eaters began another long-distance barrage, this time launching their fiery spheres high over the first bulwark and onto the battlement of Ott. Mala had to give the ugly runts credit: As stubby and stupid as they were, they had excellent aim.

But what was this? Something was stopping the spheres before they fell upon the black granite. At first Mala was puzzled. Then his confusion turned to anger. Which turned to rage.

Even the three-headed giants, who were three times his size, shied from Mala when he was this way.




THE COMBINED strength of Torg, Jord, Utu, Henepola, and one hundred conjurers proved to be enough. When the spheres the Stone-Eaters launched fell upon Ott, they were incinerated without causing serious damage. Their position above the gate of the second bulwark remained secure.

From where he stood, Kusala was able to see the Kojin as it stepped into Balak’s wide entrance and grasped the first portcullis with her six powerful arms. The beast shook the heavy iron grating with spectacular strength, attempting to wrest it from the stone. But despite her best efforts, the grating held. This seemed to enrage the monster further, and she shrieked. In response, thousands of black knights cheered and shouted insults. The Kojin backed out of the entrance and pounded her bulbous chest in defiance, which served only to increase the volume of jeering.

Mala seemed none too pleased. He sent several trolls into the entrance with their golden hammers, and the pounding began again, only this time it was metal against metal instead of metal against stone. After what seemed like a long time, the trolls backed away from the grating, also unsuccessful. There was little doubt they could batter it down eventually, but Mala was losing patience.

Next he sent for one of the three-headed giants. As soon as it came into range of the defenders, but before reaching the protection of the magical shield, a shower of arrows and trebuchet fire rained upon it. But the beast paid the assault no more heed than an ordinary man might give to a swarm of mosquitoes.

This dismayed Kusala. Even the Asēkhas were no match for such might. Short of Utu and The Torgon, who among them could stand against these giants, especially if they were to somehow find a way to surmount Ott and Hakam and enter the city?

The monster had to lower its three heads to enter the tunnel. Then it lifted its iron hammer and dealt the portcullis a mighty blow. The iron grating caved inward and tore from the stone, bent and twisted. The sound was ear-splitting even to Kusala, and a collective gasp rose from the battlements of Ott and Hakam.

The giant took pleasure in the destruction, attacking the next portcullis with enthusiasm. It also fell from a single blow, as did the third. When the final grating gave way, the giant stomped through and howled. The sound was stupendously loud, dwarfing even the trumpeting of a mammoth, and it enraged Mala’s followers.

Trolls, druids, vampires, Mogols, and wolves stormed into the entrance in a mad rush. But just as the front-runners were about to emerge from the tunnel, Henepola raised his Maōi staff and fired a beam of milky energy at a small disk that protruded from the wall just above Balak’s entrance. After an explosive burst, the tunnel became clogged with tons of quicklime that dropped from the murder holes. Jagged boulders fell too, sealing the passageway. At least five hundred monsters were crushed in the upheaval.




Meanwhile, the three-headed giant had become stranded inside Balak, and once again it was barraged by arrows and missiles. This only seemed to anger it. But in its rage, it slipped on the narrow walkway in front of the moat and tumbled face-first into the dark waters, its ponderous weight driving it downward onto the razor-sharp spikes just below the surface.

Despite the severity of its wounds, the giant managed to raise its heads and crawl across the spikes on hands and knees. But each movement wrought further damage, shredding its bloodied flesh. Finally the beast fell forward again and lay still, its hideous back still visible above the surface of the water.

Kusala sighed with relief. No matter how huge or intimidating, even the greatest of the monsters weren’t invincible. Nissaya would not fall as easily as Mala must have hoped.

But the Chain Man refused to quit. He brought forth the Kojins and all his remaining trolls to unclog the tunnel. The quicklime irritated their hides but did little harm, and no boulder was too heavy for them to haul away. Kusala was stunned by how quickly the entrance was being cleared.

FOR THE SECOND time in recent days, Maynard Tew considered himself lucky to be alive. He had just missed being buried in the tunnel by the skin of his teeth, and if the rocks hadn’t crushed him, the nasty quicklime would have done him even dirtier. He wasn’t as tough as the trolls and other monsters, or even the Mogols. Quicklime would burn him up just like it would any ordinary guy. The only reason he was still living was that the stronger monsters had shoved past him and crowded in the entrance before he could get inside.

Now he managed the courage to stay near Mala while the Kojins and trolls cleared the way. Standing under the magical shield, made by the Pabbajja, made him feel a lot safer. Unlike many of the monsters, he could be killed by a stray arrow, no problem. If the shield went away, he was in deep poop.




Mala seemed to have some sort of plan to get past the moat, but what it might be was beyond a simple pirate from Duccarita. And what the Chain Man intended to do with the golden soldiers also confused him. It was a stupendous waste of manpower, as far as Tew could tell. Maybe Mala was just mad at them. It wouldn’t surprise Tew one bit.

By the time the trolls had cleared the entrance, it was midafternoon. Mala stomped forward with a bunch of the weird-looking Pabbajjan guys beside him. It was obvious the Chain Man didn’t intend to step inside the first wall and expose himself to all manner of bad stuff, at least not without the shield. That thing sure did come in handy.

All of the witches were with him, maybe four score, along with a bunch of their hags. Tew had to admit that even now he couldn’t help but stare at the witches and hags who were pretty. They were something else. He had bedded a pretty hag once and was proud to have survived it with all his parts intact. To this day, it was the best sex he’d ever had, but also the scariest. He wouldn’t dare mess with a real witch, at least voluntarily.

That trident of Mala’s was nasty. When the Chain Man held it up, the shield grew right back over their heads. The Pabbajjans and the witches joined in. Pretty soon, the whole bunch of them, including Tew, were inside the first wall, safe and sound. And there was nothing the Nissayans could do about it. Those black knights were scary guys too, no doubt about it, but not as scary as Mala.

Still, the moat was blocking their way, and they all could see, clear as a bell, what it had done to one of the three-headed giants. All Tew could do was watch and wait. Mala was the boss. Let him decide how to cross it. And if he asked for Tew’s advice again, well . . . he’d do his best to come up with something. It was either that or get his head bashed in. And pirates were never fond of that.

The Pabbajja were spooky guys. Tew sensed something in the way they acted that he didn’t quite trust. They had an arrogance that most of the other monsters lacked. A couple of times, Tew considered talking to Mala about it, but each time he kept his trap shut. The Chain Man could break him in two with one swipe of his hand. No sense stirring up trouble when you didn’t need to.

Mala was aiming the trident down at the water. Some of the Pabbajjans were doing the same with their much-smaller tridents. The shield already had a roof and walls, but now a floor was forming, and it streaked across the water flat as a pancake. Tew was amazed. As easy as that, they had a way to walk over the moat. Then Mala was grabbing his arm—man, that hurt even worse than when he’d smacked him on the back—and dragging him toward the scary black water.




“You first,” the Chain Man screamed.

Tew tried to resist, but Mala was strong as an elephant—hell, a dozen elephants—and he found himself being thrown onto the magical bridge. He let out a screech and wet his breeches again, but the nearly invisible platform held his weight, no problem at all. So he walked a few more steps, turned around all brave-like, and waved for the others to follow.

“Come in, the water’s fine,” he felt like yelling. But Mala didn’t seem to like jokes too much, ’less they were his own. So the pirate just kept on walking.

WHEN MALA AND the Pabbajja used their magic to form a platform over the moat, Torg and the others finally understood how the Chain Man intended to cross the deadly waters and begin his assault on the gate of Ott. The pale-yellow floor was three times as broad as the largest of the fortress’ elaborate wooden drawbridges, key portions of which had been hauled up over the battlement with thick ropes to render them useless to the enemy.

The aerial assault from the Stone-Eaters continued, forcing the defenders to maintain their own buffer, which was tiresome, even for Torg. The conjurers were already fading, their dark faces bathed in sweat. Still, as long as Utu lent the strength of the ring, their shield remained strong enough to ward off the fiery spheres. But it would be difficult to mount an attack on Mala’s shield while maintaining the integrity of theirs.

Meanwhile, the Chain Man, witches, and Pabbajja lined up along the walkway that ringed the inside base of Balak. Mala’s trident spewed massive gobs of magic into the air, and when joined by the homeless people’s tridents and the witches’ staffs, the shield they formed grew wider, taller, and stronger. Soon it was cavernous in height and girth. Mala used his magic to raise the shield over the moat and lean the magical roof against the side of Ott. If the defenders could not defeat it, the Chain Man and his minions again would have free rein at the foot of a gate.

A lone pirate, appearing pitifully small when compared to the others, led the way across the moat, but trolls, Mogols, and wolves soon followed him. The Kojin, a demon, and several druids joined them. Some of the witches also started across. Soon, the magical platform supported at least a thousand, yet it did not bow.




“Torgon,” Henepola shouted, “you and Utu must separate from the rest of us and attempt to break their shield. The conjurers and I will hold off the assault from the Stone-Eaters.”

“Without them, we will not be enough,” Indajaala said.

“We have no other choice,” Henepola said.

“Mala’s shield must be defeated,” Torg agreed. “Come, Utu. We must release our strength and attempt to fracture theirs.”

“I think not,” Kusala said.

“What?” Torg and Henepola said in unison.

“Behold,” the chieftain said, pointing a thick finger at the Pabbajja below.

THIS TIME, THERE would be no convenient excuse. The betrayal would be evident, and it was unlikely that any of the Pabbajja at Nissaya would survive their traitorous actions. But if it meant the end of Mala, it would be well worth the sacrifice. Perhaps then the black knights and their Tugar allies would have the strength to defeat the invading army and win back freedom for the remainder of the homeless people who were hidden on the borders of Java.

Psychically, Gruugash ordered his people to lower their tridents and decease. Then they focused their magic on destroying the shield, rather than nourishing it. When they did, the floor and ceiling of the shield wobbled, crackled, and weakened. In a cacophony of terror and rage, more than a thousand monsters tumbled into the moat. Instantly the Mogols and wolves were shredded on the ugly tangle of razor-sharp spikes hidden in the dark water. But the other monsters, some tougher than others, writhed near the surface in shrieking agony.

No longer protected by the shield, the attackers were assailed by arrows and stones. Gruugash saw Tugars and black knights scrambling down rope ladders, apparently to finish off any monsters that had crossed the moat and reached the walkway beneath the second bulwark. But then, the high overlord turned his attention to his true quarry. The entire contingent of Pabbajja, two hundred and fifty score strong, turned their tridents on Mala and—in unison—blasted him with all their power.

Caught by surprise, the Chain Man was blown backward through the entrance of Balak, tumbling head over heels onto the gravel road that led to the gate. So mighty was their assault, the witches and other monsters that had not fallen into the moat were cast aside. The rage and frustration of countless millennia had been unleashed—with Mala as the focal point.




Gruugash led the charge through the tunnel, howling as loud as any of the others. The Chain Man was on his knees, clinging to Vikubbati for support, when they struck him a second time. Few beings on Triken could have survived such an accumulation of power. Mala was thrown back again, as if the winds of a hurricane had battered him, but now the other monsters were rushing to their leader’s side. They did not love the Chain Man, but they feared him greatly, and more so his master.

Gruugash felt more than heard a disturbance at their rear. The Kojin that had fallen into the moat had pulled itself out, its own magical sheath too strong to be punctured by mere rocks, no matter how sharp. Now the beast named Harīti, who loved Mala more than any other, attacked the homeless people from behind, smashing dozens of them with her massive fists. The three other Kojins joined her. The witches had rallied too, striking vicious blows with their staffs. And almost forty thousand monsters rushed toward them from the plain, braving arrows and trebuchet fire from Ott.

The Pabbajja were forced to fight not just Mala but countless others. Within his mind, Gruugash screamed at his people to ignore the onslaught and make one final attempt to destroy the Chain Man, but it was too late. The homeless people were whelmed and swept away, and though they killed as many as they lost, in the end it was no matter. Not even the defenders of Nissaya had been able to aid them, being trapped on the other side of their own moat.

Soon after defeating the Pabbajja, the monsters again withdrew out of range of arrow and trebuchet.

As Gruugash lay dying, a strange quiet arose.

All this, and it was not even dusk.

EVEN BEFORE KUSALA gave the order, Churikā lowered a rope ladder and scrambled down the steep side of Ott. Against powerful monsters, opportunities such as this were rare. Havoc needed to be wreaked—fast!

Before the Pabbajja sabotaged the shield, fewer than a dozen monsters had reached the walkway at the exterior base of Ott. Churikā was the first defender down, and she went to work with typical Asēkha precision. While a Mogol, astride a black mountain wolf, struggled to calm his mount, Churikā took out the wolf and warrior with one thrust, punching her uttara through the beast’s neck and into the Mogol’s belly. Then the Asēkha withdrew the blade and cast them both into the moat.

A Warlish witch and a pair of hag servants had also made it across. When they saw Churikā, they snarled and charged. But now several other Asēkhas were by her side, including the recently ascended Dalhapa. The hags were slaughtered, and Churikā beheaded the witch, though a splotch of acidic blood splashed on her black jacket between her breasts, burning away the fabric and exposing her cleavage.




In a short time, only a lone Duccaritan remained on the walkway, and he was escorted up the wall on a rope ladder. The pirate did not resist, seeming almost relieved to become their prisoner. Churikā was amazed that, despite all the surrounding madness, the man seemed to be leering at the exposed portions of her breasts.

Meanwhile, the monsters that had fallen into the moat continued to thrash and shriek. The trolls were especially hideous, shredded and bloodied but too stubborn to die. The druids also were brutally slashed, humming their teeth-chattering song. The witches and a lone demon, protected by sheaths of magic, struggled through the foaming madness toward the walkway at Balak’s base. Churikā unleashed her sling and peppered them, one by one. A metal bead penetrated the base of a witch’s neck, piercing the gristle. The witch exploded, gushing fetid fumes.

But they could not kill them all. The Kojin escaped from the moat, along with most of the witches and the demon. Eventually Churikā, the other Tugars, and the black knights were ordered back to the battlement.

Soon after, the rope ladders were withdrawn.

YAMA-UTU WATCHED the Pabbajja strike Mala with the combined force of their magic, blowing his brother’s body through the entrance of Balak. It was obvious that this stunned Mala. Was this Utu’s chance? He could leap down upon the deserted battlement, then pounce on the Chain Man and strangle him, ending Yama-Deva’s long suffering.

But if he were looking for excuses, he had plenty: The Pabbajja might destroy Mala on their own; and even if Utu did attack, the other monsters would reach him before he could finish the job. Besides, Nissaya still needed his strength. But he knew all these excuses were hollow; now was as good a time as any. Yet he could not bring himself to do it. Not yet. Kusala had asked him several times if he had changed his mind. The true answer, which he had not revealed, was twofold: He planned to confront Mala, but not in the way he had previously envisioned. Rather than slay his brother, Utu hoped to heal him.

And so, he waited. When he and Mala finally met, when their bodies finally touched, Utu wanted the opportunity to embrace his brother and make him whole.




The ring given to him by Henepola made it possible.In front of his eyes, the Pabbajja were overwhelmed. Utu felt grief over their deaths but also a bizarre relief. If the homeless people had managed to defeat Mala, then Yama-Deva would have been lost forever. Yama-Utu could not bear the thought. How he longed to be with his brother again. To talk with him. Sing with him. Admire the glorious beauty of the mountain peaks together. With Yama-Deva returned to Okkanti, the Himamahaakaayos would be whole—and Bhari would be so proud. “You were right,” she would say, “to leave us for a time. It took one wanderer to rescue another.”

Utu could sense Kusala’s eyes on him. The chieftain was not the Death-Knower’s equal, but he was clever.

“The Pabbajja have fallen,” said Kusala, his voice just loud enough to be heard by Utu above the clamor of battle. “But Mala has not.”

“It wasn’t the right time.”

The chieftain arched an eyebrow. “As you say.”

Soon after, a dread silence ensued. Thousands of the Pabbajja lay dead, their bodies mangled and tridents broken. The Kojins killed several hundred, and the witches and remaining trolls also wreaked terrible damage. Many monsters perished, as well: more than a thousand Mogols and wolves; at least five hundred wild men; and hundreds of ghouls, ogres, and vampires. However, in the end, the Pabbajja had been outnumbered and had received no aid.

Once the Asēkhas brought their lone prisoner onto the battlement, the Duccaritan pirate immediately was taken to the king. Utu listened intently.

“I am King Henepola X, sovereign of Nissaya. What is your name?”

The pirate blinked, as if surprised to have not yet been beaten or tortured. “I am called Tew, your lordship. Maynard Tew.”

“I have a question for you, Maynard Tew.”

“I will answer all your questions, your lordship!”

“Just one will do. Tell us why Mala tortures the golden soldiers. What devilry is this?”

Tew’s eyes sprang open. “Your lordship, you will believe I am lying to you, but I promise I’m not. Of all the questions you could have asked, this is the only one I can’t answer. I don’t know why the Chain Man is doing this thing. It’s pure crazy! But nobody can tell Master Mala what to do. If you just look at him wrong, he’ll whack off your head.”

With a speed that impressed even Utu, Churikā knelt in front of the pirate and placed the edge of her Tugarian dagger at the base of his throat. “Do you take us for fools? Answer the king’s question, or I will cut off your . . .” Then she moved the point of the dagger between his legs.




Tew’s face went red, but even then his eyes dared to stray to the warrior’s exposed cleavage. “I am not lying, mistress, I swear. Master Mala doesn’t trust nobody. He didn’t even tell the general, the guy he heaved over the wall.” He glanced up at Utu. “That was a good catch, by the way.” Then he returned his gaze to Churikā. “I don’t know why he’s doing it, mistress. Ya can cut me anywhere you like, but it won’t change my answer—not ’cause I’m loyal to Invictus, only ’cause I don’t know. If I did, I’d tell you right now, no problem.”

“Stand!” Torg said to Churikā, with what sounded to Utu like annoyance. Then the wizard knelt down and placed the palm of a large hand on the pirate’s face. A blue-green glow enveloped Tew’s head and shoulders, and he momentarily went slack.

“Why are the newborns tortured?” the wizard whispered.

“I don’t know,” said the pirate, his voice monotone.

Torg rose and faced the others. “He could not have lied.”

Tew shook his head and seemed to regain most of his composure. Then Utu knelt down and positioned his massive face just a span from the pirate’s. “I have questions.”

Tew’s face went pale. “You . . . you . . . kinda look like him . . . like Master Mala . . .”

“Never mind that. Just listen. Does Deva . . . I mean, Mala . . . ever behave strangely?”

The pirate grunted, then managed a nervous chuckle. “Are you kidding?”

“Answer!”

“I’m not sure what you mean, Master Giant. If you ask me, Mala acts strange all the time.”

“Does he ever act different? Does he talk to himself? Does he ever act . . . nice?”

“He talks to himself . . . and to everyone else. But I have never seen him act nice.”

Utu grimaced, then stood, towering above them all. “This one is worthless,” he said to the others. “Do with him as you will.”

Then he stormed away.

IT TOOK UNTIL midnight for Mala to regain enough composure to renew the assault on Nissaya. The Pabbajja’s betrayal had been unforeseen. At no time had he been suspicious, and it enraged him. Mala felt like falling on his back and kicking his legs like a toddler throwing a tantrum. But that would be embarrassing, even to him.




Without the Pabbajja, it would be far more difficult to maintain the shield. Then again, that didn’t matter so much anymore. It soon would be time to enact the next phase of his plan, which finally included the newborns.

He had no reason to hold back. The assault on Balak had been purposely methodical, and he had hoped to breach the gate of Ott before unleashing his secret weapon. But the Pabbajja had messed things up. Now it was time to repair the damage.

Mala chose the most dangerous monsters to come with him: the four Kojins; six Warlish witches; a dozen Stone-Eaters; ten demons; and a score of others of undetermined breed, including a spider with a human head and a worm that walked on a thousand tiny legs. Last but not least was the remaining three-headed giant, thirty cubits tall and still enraged over the death of its sibling. This contingent, three score all told, was as powerful as an army of ten thousand ordinary men.

Beneath the crescent moon that would soon set in the west, the monsters passed through the shattered entrance of Balak and approached Ott. Thousands of arrows fell upon them, but such was their might that few were seriously harmed. Mala glared up at the dark-shrouded battlement of Ott and issued another challenge.

“Cast aside your weapons and open your gates—and I will be merciful,” Mala shouted, his voice booming throughout the fortress.

From above came a voice that sounded meek in comparison. “We will do neither,” the king said.

Mala growled. “Very well.” Then . . . “Behold!”

Gripping Vikubbati’s staff with both hands, Mala dipped the tines into the moat. The trident glowed, as did the ring Carūūl and the chain. Immediately the dark waters bubbled, and then boiled, casting off a foul-smelling stench. From the battlement of Ott came panicked screams. The moat became a hissing ring of crimson. Steam rose in a swirling crescendo, containing foul substances that burned eyes and flesh. There were more screams from above. Several bodies tumbled off the wall. The moat continued to broil.

After a time no water was left, all having evaporated to mist. It revealed the labyrinth of rock spikes, which glowed like molten spears. The three-headed giant howled, and the other monsters joined in.

But Mala wasn’t finished. Now he stepped back and raised the trident. Three stupendous beams of golden energy sprang from the tines and leapt into the sky, casting a light over the fortress that for a time was as bright as day. The beams merged and formed a broad circle that expanded far beyond the outer wall. Then a ringlet of power, writhing and crackling, fell from the sky—directly upon the newborn soldiers.




WHEN THE FIRE fell from the sky, Whiner—who until that moment had been lying visor-down in the grass—arched his back and howled. In response to Mala’s magic, the newborn’s golden armor, sword, and scabbard first melted and then fused with his flesh, creating a level of agony beyond the power to endure.

Like Lucius and Bonny, Whiner was “of the Daasa.”

The same was true of all the newborn golden soldiers, of which more than one hundred thousand still lived. Each transformed into a carnivorous monster far stronger than the greatest of the black knights, their flesh now metallic and impervious. Mala had tortured and starved them for a reason. He wanted them to be hungry.

When he called, they came.

A swarming, glowing blur of fury.

Within the walls of Nissaya lurked the one thing the transformed newborns craved most . . .

Flesh.
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BHAYATUPA SPRANG from the rooftop of Uccheda, consumed by the wildness of freedom. A spirited wind blew toward the northwest, which was exactly where the great dragon planned to go. He would hide from Invictus somewhere in Nirodha, where he would feast on mammoths and fat white bears. Surely in the frozen wastes of the far north, the chain that constricted his neck would lose its fire, and he could eventually find a way to pry it off his scales. He was done fighting, for now. Survival was his only concern—even if it meant giving up his quest to parley with the Death-Knower.

But Bhayatupa was no more than a half-mile from the rooftop when the chain glowed red-hot, searing through his scales into the tender flesh beneath. Without even realizing it, he plummeted from the sky and smote the ground, his fall cushioned only by a blanket of wildflowers. Colorful petals blew out in all directions, fluttering in the breeze. Bhayatupa lay motionless, smoke oozing from his nostrils and ears.

Somehow he retained consciousness, though he could not seem to open his eyes. Or maybe they were open, and he was blind. Eventually, he heard the distinct sounds of a dracool’s leathery wings and then soft footsteps.

“You are interesting, Bhayatupa . . . I must give you that. But you are not my match.”

Bhayatupa finally managed to open his eyes just enough to see the sorcerer standing a few paces from the end of his snout. When Bhayatupa spoke, it hurt to move his jaws. His baritone voice quivered like a coward’s. “How long . . . have you known?”

Invictus threw back his head and laughed. “From the beginning, of course!”

Bhayatupa groaned. “Was I that . . . transparent?”

“Not at all. As an actor, you were brilliant. After all, you fooled even my grandmother. But I knew something you did not.”

Bhayatupa’s eyes opened slightly wider. “What . . . might that be?”




“Why, only a being of supreme intelligence would be able to tolerate the pain caused by the chain I placed around your neck. From the very beginning, a mindless creature would have writhed and screamed without cessation. Your ancient strength betrayed you.”

“But you played along . . .”

“Of course.”

Bhayatupa sighed. “What . . . now?”

“Ahhh, a good question. Well, it has become obvious to me that you and my grandmother are . . . how would you say? . . . allies of sorts. Is that not so?”

“It is not so.”

“Ha! Don’t think me such a fool. I’ve seen you together . . . and I know that Vedana schemes against me. Tell me her plans.”

“I know naught. Nor do I care.”

“Dear dragon, I can increase the heat of the chain around your neck anytime I desire. Do not insult me again.”

“All right . . . I do know her plans. Or at least what she wanted me to know. But I will not tell you.”

The sorcerer sneered. “With very little effort, I could have you begging to tell me.”

Bhayatupa managed to raise his head a few spans off the ground. “I do not doubt it. Still, I will resist with the strength I have left.”

“Which will not be enough.”

Bhayatupa’s eyes came fully open. “Except for one thing . . . there is something about great dragons that even you don’t know.”

“Ahhh?” said Invictus, his expression curious. “Please tell me.”

“I have the ability to end my own life, at the time of my choosing.”

The sorcerer appeared startled. “I would stop you.”

“No. You can cause me pain, of that there is no doubt. But you could not stop me from killing myself. I can do it in less than a heartbeat.”

“You’re bluffing.”

“No . . .”

“You wouldn’t. You love yourself too much.”“As your prisoner, I would not be myself.”

“Hmmm . . . an interesting quandary. What if I were to tell you that I don’t really care what grandmother is planning? That she cannot possibly harm me. That I like not knowing. It creates excitement that is otherwise lacking.”

“I would tell you that I’m not even sure that she told me the truth. For all I know, her real plans are entirely different.”




“Knowing Grandmother as I do, that would be my guess,” Invictus said. “Which means, dear dragon, that I don’t care whether you end your life or not.”

“Oh . . . but you do.”

“Why might that be?”

“You enjoy the grand stage. It’s one of the few things that still interests you. And what could be grander than having Mahaasupanna at your side when you finally vanquish your enemies? But you were right about one thing, at least. I do love myself—and I do not wish to die.”

Invictus sat down cross-legged in the grass, as if he were having a chat with a friendly acquaintance. “Do as I say . . . and I’ll allow you to live. Do as I say . . . and I might do more than that. The Death-Knower isn’t the only one with the secret to eternal life. I know many secrets, and you’ll like mine far better than his. My powers could keep you alive for as long as you desire.”

“Even if what you say is true, it would come with a catch. I would forever be your slave.”

“Partner, Bhayatupa . . . you would be my partner.”

“And Mala?”

“He has been loyal . . . while you have not. If you wish to outrank him, you would have to earn back my trust.”

“I could not take orders from Mala.”

“Let me show you what you can and cannot do,” Invictus said.

The pain flared again. Bhayatupa arched his back and howled, spewing crimson flames into the sky. Just as suddenly the agony ceased, replaced by intense relief that surged through his sinews, creating a sense of pleasure rivaling an orgasm. The chain glowed again, but this time gloriously and even sensually. For a miraculous moment, Bhayatupa was filled with the joy of youth. Yet his mind saw far, and he understood even more deeply the scope of Invictus’ power—which was so strong that even death could not withstand it. Bhayatupa panted with desire. When the epiphany came to a regretful end, he moaned with aversion.

“Do you see?”

Bhayatupa did see. And he was stunned. But even then, he did not permit himself to yield. “No matter what glories you provided, I could not take orders from Mala.”

“Ha! The stubbornness. Very well, then . . . I offer you a deal: Do as I say . . . when I say . . . and I will not harm you further. And when the wars are over—and it won’t be long now—I will show you the true path to eternal life. But if you attempt to betray me again, or to flee, I will not be merciful.”




“And Vedana’s plan?”

“Do you think it will work?”

“I never did. But I believed it might buy me some time.”

“Marvelous! I love surprises. Don’t tell me more. When her plan fails—as it will—we can laugh together.”

“At Vedana’s expense?”

“Of course.”

Bhayatupa grunted.

“You still don’t trust me,” Invictus said, with an exaggerated pout.

“No . . .”

“Hmmmm . . . what can I do to persuade you? Wait . . . how’s this?”

The sorcerer spun around and gestured to the dracool. “Iriz! Come here.”

“My liege?” the dracool said.

“Come here.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Do you disobey me?”

“My liege! I would never . . .”

“Then . . . come here.”

The dracool waddled forward, her eyes darting to-and-fro. When she came within ten paces of Invictus, she stopped again. “Is this close enough, my liege? I fear the dragon.”

“Yes,” Invictus said. Then he raised his hand and released a blob of golden energy that swept around the beast, engulfing and withering first her wings and then her lower legs. Iriz cried out.

“Mother . . . save me!” the dracool screamed.

“You see?” the sorcerer said. “This is what I typically do to those who betray me. The dracool has long been a pawn of my grandmother’s. Dear dragon, does this not prove my love for you? I give you, and no other, a chance at redemption.”

Horrified, Iriz wriggled helplessly on the ground.

Bhayatupa sat up on his haunches and smiled his dragon smile. “I’m hungry.”

“Be my guest.”

The dracool tasted like chicken.

As always.
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“THE MYSTERY IS revealed,” Torg shouted to all who stood near. “The newborns have changed—and they come for us.”

“They are of the Daasa,” Jord said, her voice disturbingly monotone.

“I don’t understand, lord,” Kusala shouted above the ever-rising clamor. “What does this mean?”

“The newborns are transformed into something far deadlier that we could have imagined,” Torg said. “And they are more than five thousand score.”

“And very hungry,” Henepola said, as if realizing for the first time the direness of the situation.

As the crescent moon plunged out of sight in the west, the transformed newborns broke from the ringlet and stormed toward the broken entrance of Balak. The defenders loosed their bows and launched missiles from trebuchets, but these weapons had little effect on the newborns, who—in addition to having grown almost as large as trolls—now had flesh of magical armor that glowed as fiercely as Mala’s chain.

“So many . . .” Torg said, but this time in a whisper no one heard.

“They still cannot cross the moat,” the king said. “If anything, it is even more dangerous now than before. See how the spikes glow.”

“Regardless, we need to prepare oil and fire,” Torg said. “And the great door of Hakam should begin to be lowered. You should delay no longer.”

“Agreed!” Henepola said. “Commander Palak, give the orders.”

Vats of oil, clear as spring water but slippery as ice, were dumped over the side in front of the gate, forming a slick but invisible coating on Ott’s exterior. Torg turned his focus to Mala. The Chain Man was aglow, and the Kojins and other monsters surrounding him were agitated, to say the least. Something was about to happen that sent chills up Torg’s spine, but he knew naught what to do but wait and watch.

“What is their plan?” he said to Jord.




“They are of the Daasa,” she said yet again. “They do not fear pain or death. They are already in pain, and death would bring relief . . .”

The newborns poured through the entrance of the first bulwark like a flood of phosphorescence. But instead of funneling along the narrow walkway of Balak’s interior, they plunged straight forward, heedless of what awaited them. The leaders spilled into the moat as if intent on committing suicide, striking the glowing spikes with enough force to pierce their armored hides and become impaled. Hundreds, then thousands followed, leaping onto the backs of the others and scrambling over and through the razor-sharp spines. In just a few moments at least ten thousand were skewered by the weight of the others pressing at their backs, but their deaths were not in vain. A gruesome bridge of metal, gore, and sinew slowly crept across the moat. At two bells before dawn, the first of the newborns made it across.

The moat was breached.

The defenders dumped more oil over the side. They also dropped granite boulders, sacks of broken glass, and clay canisters of quicklime. No ordinary army could have withstood such a barrage. The walkway would have been too slippery for sollerets or boots, and the debris and poisons, cast from such a height, would have crushed, singed, or sickened anyone at the base of the bulwark. But the sheer mass of the newborns propelled them forward, and to the horror of the defenders, the bridge reached the base of the wall and became a living ladder, creeping up the side of Ott like an army of troll-sized ants. The slippery oil slowed the newborns’ progress, but their enormous numbers overcame the hindrance. In a relatively short time, they were halfway up the side of the bulwark, despite a relentless barrage from above.

“Step back! Step back!” Torg said. Then he leaned over a crenel and touched the slick granite with the head of Obhasa.

“Aggi!” he cried. Blue-green fire burst from the head of the staff, setting the oil aflame. There was a poof and a clap of thunder, and then a huge portion of Ott’s exterior became coated with fire. The nearest of the newborns were engulfed and fell backward, tumbling into the moat. Visors lowered, the defenders peered over the edge and cheered.

“Torgon! Torgon!”

Torg knew it was far too soon for celebration, but even he was tempted to linger and watch the result of the conflagration, leaving himself exposed a moment too long. A trio of golden beams leapt up from below, unleashed from Vikubbati’s tines. As Torg was knocked off his feet, he lost his grip on Obhasa, which clattered onto the wall walk. If not for Kusala, Torg might have been thrown all the way across the battlement and off the other side, but the chieftain sprang mightily and snared Torg’s ankles, dropping him hard on the black granite.




Torg tried to sit up, but dizziness overcame him.

Then darkness.

KUSALA CAUGHT THE back of the wizard’s head and laid it down gently. It was the first time the chieftain had ever seen his lord bested so convincingly. The flesh of his own face still burned from the force of Mala’s attack, yet the chieftain had been standing several paces away from the direct strike. Kusala had never felt such power. The Chain Man was far greater than he had been at Dibbu-Loka or in the mountains west of Kamupadana. The trident was a thing of magic beyond the Asēkha’s comprehension.

Utu knelt beside Torg.

“How badly is he hurt?” the snow giant said to Kusala.

“You tell me.”

Jord appeared and placed her delicate hand on Torg’s chest. “The wizard is strong,” she said. “But Mala’s magic is stronger. An unseen battle rages within Torg’s flesh.”

Kusala started to respond, but then Churikā was behind him, waving her arms in distress.

“Chieftain! The fire wanes, and the newborns mass again. Soon they will breach the battlement.”

Kusala turned back to Utu and Jord. “Can one of you awaken him? Can you heal him?”

“We will try,” Jord said.

Reluctantly, the chieftain left Torg and raced back to the parapet. As Churikā had reported, the fire was nearly burned out, and the supplies of oil and debris were depleted. Kusala guessed that another ten thousand newborns had perished in the fires, but at least four thousand score still lived. Once again, they were scrambling up the wall, one on top of the other, in three separate piles of tangled fury.

Far below, Mala and the other monsters massed in front of Ott’s gate. Trolls were there, and Kojins, and the remaining three-headed giant. The first thunderous boom from the giant’s tree-sized hammer shook the battlement, enraging the newborns further. Kusala realized that only the Tugars could prevent a slaughter. Kusala pushed through a mob of confusion until he found Henepola, who was poised directly over the gate.




“You must retreat to Hakam!” Kusala said.

“I will not leave my people,” the king snapped back.

“Not just you!” Kusala screamed. “All but Utu and the Tugars must flee. Your knights cannot stand against these monsters. Hakam will provide better protection. Leave the newborns to the Tugars.”

“Do you believe us so craven?”

“Kusala speaks the truth,” said Madiraa, who stood at her father’s side. “You are capable of facing these beasts, but the rest of the black knights will be outmatched. Order the retreat to Hakam . . . while we still have time to rush beneath the closing door. And come with us, so that we might have your leadership a while longer.”

At first Henepola was furious. Then his expression softened. Though he cared little for his own welfare, he still loved his people.

“Very well,” he said to Kusala. “The door will take until dawn to fully close, but Ott should hold at least until then. Regardless, ladders will remain lowered until every Tugar is safely on the battlement of Hakam.”

“Agreed,” Kusala said. “Go!”

As Henepola and the black knights began their retreat down the stairways that lined Ott’s interior, Kusala ordered a dozen Tugars to encircle Torg and Utu. Then he returned to the parapet. A pounding sound as loud as an earthquake shook the bulwark, causing the black granite to quiver. The three-headed giant had struck again, and Kusala peered over the side and watched as it swung the tree-sized hammer a third time. Ott shuddered, but the gate—six cubits thick—held firm.

Kusala raced back to Utu and Jord, pushing between the Tugars. “Any progress?”

“His body is motionless, but his mind writhes within a nightmare,” Jord said.

“We’ll need him—soon! Can’t you do something?”

The snow giant shook his head. “When he wakes, he wakes.”

Churikā was behind him again. “Chieftain . . . they come!”

Kusala growled. “Take him, then,” he said to the Tugars who guarded the wizard. “Carry him to the battlement of Hakam.”

“I will go with him,” Jord said.

“And you?” the chieftain said to Utu.

“Yes?”

“We need you to help us fight!”

“I think not.”

Even as they spoke, the first of the newborns fought past the defenders and climbed over the parapet.




THOUGH THE WORLD around Torg was filled with bedlam, it did not compare to that which raged inside his own head. The blasts of energy from Mala’s trident had done more than just knock him backward, they had cast him into a deep but noisy unconsciousness that resembled a storm laced with lightning and thunder. The Chain Man’s magic, imbued with the might of Invictus, swirled through his flesh, attempting to disintegrate it from the inside out. No one who defended the fortress—except perhaps Utu and Jord—could have survived the assault. Even Henepola or Kusala would have perished from a direct strike.

But Torg’s flesh was beyond a conjurer’s, beyond even a Tugar’s. He was a Death-Knower, the greatest to ever live, and it was enough. Bit by bit, he directed his own magic to consume the intruding power. Eventually his mind calmed, and soon after he began to hear voices.

“Give me the ring. I will protect it with my life and return it to you as soon as you request it of me.”

“I will not.”

As the final shreds of Mala’s assault were incinerated, Torg managed to sit up.

“You must . . .” His voice sounded weak. He took a deep breath and then said, more steadily: “You know that you must.”

Utu stood and towered over Torg, who remained seated on the hard stone. But before either said more, an angry beast—huge and golden—leapt upon the snow giant’s back. Utu shrugged and cast the thing aside, where it crashed onto the hard stone. At once several dozen Tugars attacked, hacking and stabbing at it. Yet even the magnificent Tugarian blades could not kill it. Golden armor, extremely strong but surprisingly pliable, protected the beast like metallic skin. Only a slit that revealed the eyes exposed any hint of weakness. And when Kusala stepped forward, turned his uttara on its side, and drove the blade through the slit, the newborn collapsed.

Still, it was just one death. At least eighty thousand remained alive.

Another booming sound shook the bulwark. More newborns surmounted the battlement. The Tugars were hard-pressed.

“Mala and the giant assault the gate,” Kusala shouted to Torg.

Torg regained his feet. He held the Silver Sword in his right hand and Obhasa in his left.

“Henepola?” he said to the chieftain.

“The king, his conjurers, and the black knights have already begun a retreat to Hakam. The great door lowers, even as we speak.”




Another newborn crashed among them, reaching for Kusala with glowing hands almost as large as a troll’s. Now almost fully recovered, Torg spun and struck at the creature’s neck with his sword. The supernal blade hacked through armor, flesh, and bone, with its usual disdain. The newborn fell and lay still, but did not bleed. Instead, tendrils of fire spurted from his neck.

More golden monsters pressed closer. Torg heard the rare but unmistakable cries of injury and anguish; for the first time in centuries, desert warriors were dying in significant numbers. The transformed newborns were too strong and numerous, and the supernatural armor provided protection almost as impenetrable as a Kojin’s magical sheath.

Torg stood beneath the snow giant and stared up at his broad face. “Either give Jord the ring—or leave us.”

“I will do neither. I wish to confront Mala—and I will need the ring to do it.”

“Agreed,” Torg shouted in a voice so loud that it echoed between Ott and Balak. “But we need you now . . . without the ring! Jord will not attempt to steal it from you. She is beyond its influence. Yama-Utu . . . give . . . her . . . the . . . ring!”

Now at least a hundred of the newborns had gained the battlement of Ott, and many more were close behind. Another boom shook the wall. Then another. Above the clamor, Mala’s obnoxious voice could be heard, full of threats and boasts.

“Give Jord the ring—or leave us,” Torg shouted one final time. “I can afford to dally here no longer.”

THOUGH MADNESS raged all around him, Yama-Utu felt strangely calm. Fighting and anger accomplished nothing. Violence begat violence. Love begat love. The ring burned his finger, but it now burned only with purity . . .

And emptiness . . . so limitless and blessed even Mala would succumb to its eternal lure.

But when he was asked to surrender the ring, Utu’s serenity was disturbed. Anger, which now felt unfamiliar, crept into his awareness, like a tendril of lava slipping off the side of a mountain into a bed of flowers.

“I will not,” he had said.

But he knew that he must. What good was truth if it could not tolerate its own scrutiny? The ring was beyond the sensation of craving, so he must be too.




Utu removed the ring. Though it fit the snow giant’s middle finger almost too tightly, Jord was able to slide it over her small hand and onto her wrist, where it hung like a loose bracelet. The pure Maōi, which had burned him so painfully, seemed to have no effect on her pale flesh.

Instantly, the snow giant sensed his perception begin to change. Suddenly, the battle that raged around him felt far more threatening. And when his sensitive ears picked out Mala’s ramblings within the cacophony, a rage rose inside him that caused him to bare his fangs. To Utu’s consternation, his companions seemed pleased by his sudden change of mood.

“As my Vasi master used to say, ‘If it’s a fight they want, it’s a fight they’ll get!’” Kusala said.

Utu turned to Jord, as if seeking her approval.

“The moment you ask . . .” she said, and then raced toward one of the inner stairways.

An ever-increasing number of newborns pressed against a host of Tugars on the battlement. The Death-Knower and his chieftain strode to meet the golden creatures. Utu watched as blue-green flame spurted from the head of the wizard’s staff, blowing up a pair of newborns and knocking more than a dozen others off their feet.

Tugars pounced upon the fallen ones, attempting to drive their blades into the exposed slits, but the newborns were quick and powerful. Three more monsters were killed, but the rest attacked again, driving the warriors back. The Tugars’ skill and dexterity amazed the snow giant, but it became obvious that even they were outmatched. If not for Torg’s presence, they would have been routed.

Far below, there was another boom, followed by the horrific sound of rending stone—and then an explosion of laughter from Mala. Apparently the gate of Ott had begun to fail, but Utu paid it little heed. Instead, he listened to the Chain Man’s absurd exhilaration with intense concentration and found that he was able to detect a tiny shred of Yama-Deva in that laugh.

Whatever remained of Utu’s placidity was swept away. Rage replaced it. The snow giant waded into a mob of newborns. Though some stood as tall as eight cubits, Utu was taller still—and stronger. Not even their golden coats could resist his battering fists. Torg came up beside him, hacking the enemy to pieces with his sword, while the Tugars pressed forward from both sides. The newborns were herded toward the parapet, where they began to tumble backward off the wall. Not even their bodies could survive a fall of one hundred cubits, and those that struck stone splattered, while others landed on their own kind, killing both. The snow giant heaved the last of the newborns far into the darkness.




As the Tugars cheered the apparent victory, another boom shook the night, followed by a shattering of stone. Utu peered over the side and saw that the door had been broken. Next came a rumbling sound.

“Henepola has flooded the tunnel with quicklime and debris,” Kusala said.

Mala cursed and railed, then ordered the trolls and Stone-Eaters to clear a new path. The remaining three-headed giant joined in, digging through the rubble with hands as large as a man. Without warning, the Chain Man looked up and seemed to peer directly into Utu’s eyes. Then he whipped the tines of the trident upward and launched three bolts of power directly at the snow giant’s face. Utu leapt aside just in time. The golden beams clipped the edge of a merlon and shattered it. A shard of granite struck a Tugar with enough force to puncture his thigh. The warrior looked down in amazement, as if the sight of his own blood was an impossible occurrence.

From Obhasa, Torg launched a bolt of his own. Utu watched Mala stagger backward, enveloped in a sheath of blue-green flame. But then, an incalculable array of colors—crackling like fire in dry leaves—enveloped first Mala’s left fist and then his entire body. The Death-Knower’s magic was swept away, prompting the Chain Man to howl triumphantly. Then he launched more than a dozen blasts at the top of the wall, forcing Torg and Utu back while shattering large portions of the crenulations. At least six more Tugars were injured.

“We must retreat to Hakam before its great door slams shut,” Utu heard Kusala shout to Torg. “Once the entrance of Ott is breached, climbing the rope ladders will be too slow. We’ll be trapped.”

ONE BELL BEFORE dawn, King Henepola X stood on Hakam and watched with dread as the first of the newborn monsters reached the battlement of Ott. Then he saw Torg’s magic lash out, and he cheered heartily along with the rest of his army. The snow giant joined in the fight and forced the enemy back. There was more cheering. But even on Hakam, the king and his black knights could feel the bedrock tremble as Mala and his monsters assaulted Ott’s great gate.

“I should not have fled the second bulwark,” he said to Madiraa. “I should be fighting alongside Torg and the Tugars. Too long have I cowered!”

“Father, you have never cowered,” Madiraa said. “But I fear that your desire to fight will be realized all too fully. Each and every one of us will have to fight before this day is done.”




“Perhaps not,” Indajaala said.

“What do you mean?” Madiraa responded.

Surprisingly, the conjurer dropped to his knees before the king. “Sire, it may be that Mala is too great, even for us. But that does not mean that all must die. I know that you would never abandon Nissaya, and so I would not ask it. But must all your people perish? Must your bloodline end forever?”

“Speak plainly!” Henepola said.

“I would suggest that Madiraa lead a small force of black knights into the bowels of the keep, where they could escape into Mahaggata,” Indajaala said. “At least some among us would survive.”

“Never!” the princess shouted, with enough force to stagger the conjurer. “I will not flee to the caverns like a coward. No order, not even from my king and father, could impel me to do such a thing. I would bare my throat and slice it open with a dagger before I would agree.”

Rather than become angry, Henepola chuckled. “You encouraged me to flee Ott, but you will not take the same advice,” he said to his only child.

In the torchlight of Hakam, Madiraa’s dark face grew even darker. “It is not the same.”

“And so it is not.” Then he turned to Indajaala and gestured for him to rise. “Though I love my daughter more than life itself, I would not ask such a thing of her. Perhaps the time will come for her—and others among us—to flee. But that time is not now. Do not forget that the energy of God’s creation is forever our ally, thriving within the very stone. As long as Hakam stands, we will remain to defend Nissaya.”

“And what of the refugees within the city?” the conjurer said.

“If we fall, they will fall.”

Commander Palak pointed down at the second bulwark. “Sire, the door of Ott has been broken . . . and it appears the Tugars are retreating.”

Henepola sighed. Then he raised his Maōi staff and fired a blast of milky energy at a protrusion above the entrance of Ott. The murder holes released their fury. It would buy them enough time for the Tugars to retreat and for Hakam’s door to fully close, but it was evident that Ott was lost.

“If the third bulwark falls, what then?” he whispered to himself.

Even as he spoke, the first of the Tugars poured underneath the half-closed door of Hakam, some carrying dead warriors on their backs.




WHILE THE REST of the Tugars rushed beneath the door of Hakam, Torg, Utu, Kusala, and the Asēkhas stood in front of the interior entrance of Ott. Though the second bulwark’s door had been broken, the tunnel-like entrance, sixty cubits deep, remained protected by ten iron portcullises in addition to being clogged with dust and debris. The monsters clearing the entryway were stunningly strong, but even they could not open a path before dawn. The greater danger was the newborns regaining the battlement now that Torg and Utu had descended, but Mala seemed to be holding them back. Apparently he wanted to be the first present when the next phase of the battle began. For the time being, those behind Ott remained safe.

“Lord, we should enter Hakam,” Kusala said to Torg. “There is nothing to be gained here. And I’m sure Henepola is anxious for our return. If we linger too long, the king will come down and join us.”

Torg managed a chuckle, though it sounded more solemn than mirthful. “As always, you cut to the quick, as Dēsaka liked to say. Very well. We will leave this place. But if the gate of Hakam is breached, those who stand among us now will be the first to confront the enemy.”

“With Henepola by our side, I’m sure,” Utu said.

“Indeed.”

In less than a bell, everyone was atop Hakam. Just as dawn—and the dreaded heat of day—made its appearance, the great door slammed shut. Including the Tugars, almost sixty-thousand defenders lined the wide wall walk, which towered two hundred cubits above the narrow gap between Hakam and Ott. Ten thousand archers with one hundred times that many arrows peered over the short wall of the battlement. Countless tons of stone and quicklime and a seemingly limitless amount of flammable oil, boiling water, and acidic liquids were ready to be dumped upon their enemy, turning the narrow gap into a quagmire. 

The king was pleased to greet Torg, though aggravated—as the chieftain had predicted—that they had dallied so long after retreat appeared inevitable.

“Were you gentlemen having a friendly little chat down there?” Henepola said. “Or perhaps you were planning your breakfast.”

“Speaking of breakfast,” Torg said, “I wouldn’t mind a quick bite—and a sip of water, if it wouldn’t be too much trouble.”

Several desert warriors rushed forward with bread, cheese, and a skin of wine for Torg and Kusala.




“They are more accommodating than my own squires,” Henepola grunted. “Though it appears our gigantic friend never needs to eat or drink.”

The king gestured to his left, where Utu stood a dozen paces away, staring down at Jord. Torg wondered if the snow giant might ask for the ring then and there, but he did not. Instead, he returned to Torg’s side.

“A skin of water and a bushel of dried apples would be fine,” the snow giant said.

“So you do eat and drink, at least a little,” Kusala said. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen you do either.”

“My appetite is boundless—for proper food,” Utu said. “But proper food can only be found in the peaks of Okkanti.”

The king laughed. “Gentlemen, your banter has lightened my mood. But my heart will again be heavy soon enough. The final battle is about to begin.”

WHEN THE SUN began its slow rise, Mala’s glee intensified. His assault of Nissaya had produced unexpected setbacks, but now things were going well. Between the three-headed giant, trolls, and Stone-Eaters, the clogged entrance of Ott was clearing fast; and he had quickened the pace considerably with occasional blasts from his trident. It wouldn’t be long before his army could claim the second bulwark for its own. The third would follow. By nightfall the fortress would belong to him.

Even better, his newborns—he liked them now—soon would have nice full bellies. He might even permit them to change back to their smaller selves afterward, just to get a full appreciation of what they had accomplished. This made him laugh.

However, he wasn’t entirely pleased. First, he had been surprised that the desert king managed to survive the blast from Vikubbati; Torg should have been cooked to the bone. Next, the damnable wizard had caught him off guard and nailed him with a burst of magic from his elephant tooth; the blue-green fire had burned even worse than Bhayatupa’s hot breath. If not for his ring, things might have gone really bad. But Carūūl had saved him. Mala realized that his newest gift from Invictus might be even more powerful than the trident.

Still, he could not take full pleasure in his achievements. The wizard wasn’t his only problem: The snow giant from Okkanti also disturbed him. Ever since the ugly ass-kisser sounded that horn, Mala had felt uneasy. What was the big-footed moron doing at Nissaya, anyway? He should have stayed where he belonged, all cold and cozy in Okkanti. Well, Mala would deal with the snow giant, too, along with the rest. In some ways, he was happy that Nissaya wasn’t completely helpless, that there were those within the fortress capable of putting up a fight. It would make his victory all the sweeter.




From within the tunneled entrance, he heard one of the trolls groan with stupid pleasure. There was a rumbling sound, and then hoots from the Mogols. Ott was officially breached.

The newborns had been lying quietly all around him, spread out along the base of Ott and even resting on the dead bodies of those skewered in the moat. But when Mala lifted the trident and spewed a shower of golden energy into the air, they came angrily awake and charged into the opening. So fierce was their coming, even the trolls were forced to stand aside.

Mala joined the surging throng, shouting and laughing like a playful child. Behind him came the Kojins, Mogols, and wolves. Like floodwaters careening through a break in a dike, the monsters rushed through the entrance—more than six thousand score strong. Many charged up the inner stairways to stand on the battlement of Ott, but most clogged the narrow gap between the two bulwarks.

At first, no reaction came from the defenders that lined Hakam. They stood silently, staring down like dark statues. This confused Mala. He had expected a violent response. Even the newborns—their minds ravaged by rage and hunger—seemed puzzled.

Mala pounded the tail of Vikubbati onto the floor of black granite. A booming sound seemed to shake the entire stone mountain. Then he called up to his enemy.

“Have you grown weary of fighting? I offer you one final chance for mercy. Open the door!”

WHEN THE MONSTERS poured through the entrance of Ott, the defenders of the fortress lowered their heads, as if doom itself had marched through the broken gate. Mogols, mounted on wolves, scrambled up the stairways that lined the second bulwark’s interior. Once on the battlement, the Mahaggatan warriors waved their war clubs and bows, taunting the enemy that stood silently above. The newborns swarmed about the base of the wall, attempting to climb its sheer side in fits of scrambling energy. All manner of growl, snarl, hiss, and scream echoed between the walls, and glowing eyes stared upward in challenge.

When Mala pounded his trident against the bedrock, the vibrations that ripped through the stone foundation of Nissaya felt like despair. Knights were knocked off their feet, and refugees deep within the city felt the reverberations. Even Henepola was intimidated, and when Mala made his final offer of mercy, the king did not respond.




Despite the hopelessness that the Chain Man inspired, Torg found the strength to answer. “No mercy would you show, and none shall we!”

Torg’s voice broke the hypnotic spell. Suddenly there again was a reason to fight. Hope was renewed in Henepola’s eyes.

“The fools loiter at our feet,” the king screamed to his knights, his voice as piercing as a trumpet. “With God as our witness, let’s give them a taste of Nissayan fury.”

Ten thousand archers leaned over the short wall, took aim, and loosed a torrent of war arrows, their thick shafts, each more than two cubits long, bearing narrow steel piles designed to pierce armor or hide. Sledges of rocks were dropped from the battlement, tumbling down with the force of an avalanche. Tons of quicklime and sulfur, stuffed into cloth bags designed to burst upon impact, were cast over the side. Vats of boiling oil and pitch were dumped down the sheer wall, followed by flaming bundles of straw that set it all afire.

Despite their great number and the force with which they were delivered, the arrows did less damage than Torg had hoped. Mogols and wolves fell, along with wild men, vampires, and ghouls, but many of the other monsters were not seriously injured, even if directly struck; and Torg witnessed the slaying of only one newborn when an arrow found its way between the slit.

The rocks were more effective, crushing dozens of newborns. To the most powerful monsters, the quicklime and sulfur were more nuisances than anything else, but when the oil and pitch caught fire, the sulfur also ignited, turning the gap between the walls into a maelstrom. Boiling water was added to the wicked mixture, causing the quicklime to emit a noxious steam. Some of the monsters appeared to be blinded.

The Mogols on the battlement of Ott loosed arrows at the defenders of Hakam. But it was a difficult angle, and most bounced harmlessly off the side of the granite. Soon after, they were slaughtered as arrows rained on them from above.

Torg lashed out with power of his own, sending blue-green bolts into the tumult. Henepola and his conjurers joined him. Utu lifted boulders five times as heavy as a man and cast them down. The Tugars unleashed thousands of beads from their slings. But with all the steam and smoke, it became difficult to determine how much damage they were inflicting. Ironically, their own assault had partially camouflaged the enemy’s whereabouts.




Then something unexpected occurred, surprising even Torg. The noxious vapor began to swirl, slowly at first, but ever faster—and in a short time, a titanic vortex lifted into the sunlit sky and was swept away in the upper heights. Mala stood at the bottom of it, holding Vikubbati high above his head. Now that the gap was cleared of mist, the extent of the damage was revealed.

Perhaps three hundred score monsters and newborns were slain, and that many more wounded, but ten times that many were unharmed. However, the assault had forced the majority of them to retreat through the entrance of Ott. Those that remained on its interior, including Mala, stood motionless and silent, as if in a trance.

“They have tested us and been bitten,” Madiraa said.

“Though the bite was far less severe than I had hoped,” Henepola said. “We exhausted a third of our armament, yet we barely dented them . . . especially the newborns.”

“We must save the rest to protect the gate,” Madiraa said.

“Which means we are at Mala’s mercy,” Kusala said. “We cannot react until he makes the next move. But we can continue to strike with arrows and beads at those who remain within our range. We have no shortage of either. At least we can rid ourselves of some of our lesser enemies.”

“Make it so,” Henepola said.

“And what about you, lord?” Palak said to Torg. “Must you ration your powers?”

Torg sighed—and then surprised himself by yawning. “I have limits. Remember, I am fresh off one battle and on to another. Obhasa will do as I command. But even I must rest.”

“I meant no offense,” Palak said.

“None taken. I wish I were more than I am.”

“You and the snow giant are the greatest among us,” Henepola said. “We can ask for no more. I am exhausted and yet have done little.”

“In some ways you have done more than any of us,” Torg said. “But enough talk. For whatever reason, the Chain Man has called another halt—and so should we. Let us rest a bit and take some sustenance before the heat of this brutal day destroys the last of our appetites. We must do our best to keep up our strength.”

KUSALA SAT WITH his back pressed against the low wall of the battlement of Hakam, sharing a portion of cheese, dried meat, and warm ale with Churikā. Even the chieftain had a difficult time not staring at her exposed cleavage. But if the feisty Asēkha noticed his leering, she didn’t let on.




“It’s almost noon, yet Mala’s army just stands and stares,” Churikā said, her eyelids heavy. “What devilry is this, Kusala?”

“As my Vasi master likes to say, ‘Your guess is as good as mine.’ But something will happen soon. Will we be up to the task?”

“I wonder that myself. Never before have I felt so outmatched. Even the Tugars were hard-pressed against these horrid newborns, and that doesn’t even take into account the giants, Kojins, witches, and Stone-Eaters. I don’t know, chieftain . . . I don’t know.” The Asēkha lowered her head, as if ashamed to appear fearful.

“Look into my eyes,” Kusala said. “Do you not see respect? Your words are born of reality, not fear. I too cannot conceive how to stop them once . . . if . . . Hakam’s gate is breached. I fear that our efforts will be barely enough to buy time for a few to escape into the catacombs beneath the keep. Otherwise, Nissaya will be our last stand. And it will be up to the Tugars who remain in Anna and Jivita to carry our banner.”

Churikā smiled, but did not speak. Soon after, she lowered her head and fell into a queer sleep. Kusala considered joining her, but curiosity overcame him, and he stood groggily and peered over the low wall. At first, nothing appeared to have changed. The monsters he could see remained still, staring upward like nightmarish statues. But then Kusala seemed to sense more than witness a subtle movement among the newborns. A sizable number of them shuffled inward toward the gate, drawn by a swirling wind that continued to originate from the tines of the Chain Man’s trident.

Kusala looked around to see if anyone else noticed. Thousands of knights and Tugars also were watching, but they seemed too sleepy to care. Torg was standing far off to the side, leaning against his staff. Utu was lying flat on his back, eyes closed.

Kusala shook his head and looked again. Now there was no doubt: At least ten thousand newborns had shuffled nearer to the gate. But even Kusala felt disinterested. All he wanted to do was join Churikā and Utu for a nap. Kusala knew something wasn’t right. It was as if the air had been robbed of vitality. He thought about conferring with Torg, but it seemed like too much effort. A deep yawn stretched his jaws to the limit.

“What do you see, my friend?” someone said to Kusala. “You wear the same expression as when Tathagata gave a lecture at Dibbu-Loka.”




Kusala turned slowly. Torg stood before him, his beautiful face blurry.

Kusala yawned again. “Nothing of import, lord.”

Torg smiled. “I too am sleepy. It must be the heat.”

Kusala felt pleased with himself. Perhaps I drank too much ale. More likely it’s just exhaustion from day upon day of too little rest. What does it matter? A quick nap won’t hurt anything.

The swirling winds from Mala’s trident swept over the battlement and through the dense city. Kusala yawned a third time. He had no memory of lying down. Afterward he dreamed that he lay alone in a quiet cave. But a shuddering sound continually interrupted his reverie. Boom . . . boom . . . boom! Over and over.

Whoever made that obnoxious noise was quite rude.

VIRTUALLY EVERYONE on the battlement and in the city lost consciousness, including Utu and Torg. The monsters below did not sleep, but neither did they move. Even the dracools abandoned the skies, perching on the battlement of Ott. But Mala remained alert, continuing to wave the trident. And there was other movement. A few thousand newborns pressed ever closer to their master, linking arms and legs together like pieces of a golden puzzle.

One defender did not sleep. The magic of Vikubbati affected only the living, and in ways only she and her kind understood, she was not truly alive.

Jord wandered the battlement like a pale ghost. She knelt before Henepola and felt his brow. She rested her hand on Utu’s massive chest. She leaned down and kissed Torg tenderly on the cheek. But she made no effort to wake any of them.

A hole appeared in the air above the wizard, hovering like a black bubble. As if climbing through a window, a small girl slithered out of nothingness. She wore a glimmering dress, and her eyes were pure white, without iris or pupil.

“The ring is beautiful,” were Peta’s first words to Jord.

“How does it appear to you?” Jord asked.

“Purely black . . . and empty as a great void.”

“You are wise.”

Peta did not respond. They stood silently for a time. Finally, Jord began to pace.

“I should do something,” Jord said.

“It is not necessary.”




“By the time they awaken, it will be too late. Many, many will perish . . . it will be horrible.”

“I have foreseen this,” Peta said. “Do you think it pleases me? But for Invictus to fall, the collapse of Nissaya must occur. You want to see an end to the sorcerer as much as I.”

“As much as Vedana, too. Speaking of your mother, why is she not here? I expected her to gloat.”

“She trusts you to perform your role. Besides, she’s not comfortable around you.”

“As if I can tolerate her presence,” Jord said. “She is a foul thing. Perhaps we should be more concerned with her demise than her grandson’s.”

“In regards to that, I will play no role,” Peta responded. “Once Invictus falls . . . if he falls . . . you can scheme against Vedana all you like—and also against the other, of whom we will not speak.”

“Your father will vanquish one, I the other.”

“It is foreseen. But again, I will play no role. My time will be finished.”

“So I’m supposed to stand here and do nothing?” Jord said. “I will be viewed as a traitor.”

“Pretend you were also sleeping,” Peta said.

“Torg will be suspicious. Utu, as well.”

“My father loves you. If he is suspicious, it will not be of your motives, only your methods.”

“Such wise words, for a child,” Jord said.

“Not a child,” Peta said. “I am ten thousand years old.”

“As I said . . . a child.”

“How old are you, Vijjaadharaa? I mean, beyond your stay on Triken.”

“Compared to the full length of my existence, even Vedana is a child,” Jord said. “I do not measure it in years. Count the eons, and then you will begin to understand.”

Boom!

Despite her antiquity, Jord was startled. “It has begun,” the Faerie said.

Boom . . . boom!

“Father will wake soon,” the ghost-child said.

“But it will be too late to save Nissaya.”

“The fortress must fall. It is foreseen.”

“Many, many will perish,” Jord repeated.




“And if the fortress were to survive? They would not perish?” Peta said.

“You know what I mean.”

“And you know what I mean,” Peta said. “You and your kind have always known. Sometimes, though, what you do makes me sad.”

Boom!

“Emotion has nothing to do with it,” Jord said.

Boom! Boom! Boom!

Peta wiped away a single tear. Then she leapt back into the hole and vanished.

WHEN THE BOLT of energy from Mala’s trident had struck Torg, he had been cast into an unconscious pandemonium. During this second period of unconsciousness, he felt only darkness, as calm and quiet as a room without windows or doors—but also as insidious.

If not for the booming sounds, he might have slept exceptionally well. Was someone chopping wood or splitting stone? Torg considered getting up and ordering whomever it was to stop. But that seemed like so much effort. Better to press his hands against his ears and attempt to muffle the annoying noise.

“Grin and bear it,” his Vasi master would have chided.

But Dēsaka also said, “Anyone can be fooled once. But a warrior is never fooled twice.”

“I’ve fooled you many times,” Torg said proudly.

“Are you certain?”

The warrior-turned-Asēkha-turned-Death-Knower grunted and then sat up. Now it was midafternoon and as hot a day as Torg had ever experienced. Obhasa lay beside him, thrumming on the black stone as if attempting to wake him, but when Torg drew the Silver Sword from its scabbard and touched the blade, it was cold.

Then Jord was beside him.

“Where am I?” Torg said to her.

“Mala assaults the gate,” she said.

Torg rubbed his eyes.

“Why didn’t you wake us?”

“I was . . . unable.”

Torg grunted again. “You remind me of Dēsaka.” He stood groggily, leaned against Obhasa for support, and then staggered toward the low wall. He cautiously peered over the side—and gasped.

“Why didn’t you wake us?” he said again to Jord, but this time he was screaming.




Her pale cheeks flushed. “I could not.”

“You have doomed us!”

“It was unavoidable.”

“Get out of my way!” Torg shoved past her and went first to Utu, reaching down and slapping the snow giant across the face. There was no reaction, so he drew the Silver Sword from its scabbard and stuck its point into Utu’s cheek. The snow giant shrieked, sitting up so fast that Torg was cast aside. A thin trail of blood ran down Utu’s jaw and looped over his chin and down his neck.

“Where am I?” he screamed at Torg, his eyes bewildered.

“My words, exactly,” Torg said. “Listen to me, Yama-Utu. We are the victims of an extraordinary spell. The power of Invictus, working through Mala’s trident, has put us all in a trance. During that time, the Chain Man has formed a living portico over the gate of Hakam, and he and his monsters stand beneath it and assault the door.”

“I don’t understand . . .”

“The newborns. He has bound some of them together—melted them together—and formed a shield even greater than the one the Pabbajja created. We must wake the others. Doom is at hand!”

Torg went next to Kusala, lifting him by his jacket and shaking him. The chieftain came fully awake and then joined Torg in stirring the others. In a relatively short time, the battlement again was filled with active defenders. They stared down at a bizarre shield that pressed against Hakam above the gate, arching downward to the stone floor. Most of the other newborns and monsters remained outside this portico, but Mala, the three-headed giant, the trolls, and Stone-Eaters were nowhere to be seen. The pounding, however, betrayed their location.

“We must break it,” Torg shouted to Henepola. “Or the door will fall!”

Boulders were dumped over the side, but they bounced off the golden shield and tumbled away, crushing monsters that stood nearby but doing little damage to the portico. Utu heaved down the largest of the stones, but even they—cast with his great strength—could not dent the protective covering. Torg blasted it with Obhasa . . . one time, a dozen times, a hundred times, but the portico held.

“Do something!” Torg said to Jord.

“I have not the strength,” the Faerie said. “Not that kind of strength.”

The great bulwark shuddered. There was a cracking sound, a rending of stone. And then a screech—as if the black granite were crying for help.




Torg sighed, his face gone pale.

“We have two choices,” Torg said to Henepola. “We lower the ladders and fight them in the gap . . . or we wait for them inside the wall and fight them in the city. You are the king of Nissaya. This is your decision.”

Fiercely, Henepola gripped his staff. “We will wait for them inside the gate. But before we desert the battlement, we will wreak as much havoc as possible from above.”

Then the king went over to a wooden lever and yanked it, choking the tunneled entrance of Hakam with debris.

“That will buy us time, but we have twice learned not much,” Torg said. “Do what you will from above. I go now to the entrance to await the enemy.”

“I will join you,” Utu said urgently. Then he looked at Jord. “You must come, as well.”

“Of course,” said the Faerie, her green eyes ablaze.

AS TORG, JORD, and Utu raced down an interior stairway of Hakam, a sound as loud as an erupting volcano roared all around them. The defenders of the third bulwark were unleashing every armament that remained on the battlement, once again filling the gap with debris, fire, smoke, and steam.

“More monsters will die, but too few to make a difference,” Utu thought. “The princess was right when she said that Mala must fall for Nissaya to survive. And only I am capable of defeating him. Not even the Death-Knower wields that kind of power. But I must put on the ring at the last moment. Otherwise, my resolve will falter.”

Thousands of knights were already racing into the streets to protect the citizens and refugees who huddled in the bowels of the city. Several times during his stay at the fortress, Utu had walked among their masses, which included children and elderly. But there also were strong men and women, many of whom were armed. It was ironic that these people might form the final defense of the fortress. However, against the carnivorous monsters that came for them, they would be no match. Their deaths would be horrible, filling the air with screams that would haunt this mountain of stone for centuries. Though they were not of his kind, Utu pitied them—and held even greater anger at those who would perpetrate such a slaughter. The snow giant clung to these emotions with all his psychic strength. If he could imprint them deeply enough in his memory, perhaps they would linger after he placed the ring back on his finger.




Holding Obhasa in his left hand and the Silver Sword in his right, Torg stood next to Utu before the interior opening of the clogged entrance. The snow giant was amazed by the extent of the debris. It would take a dozen of his kind more than a day to clear such an avalanche of broken stone, but Utu could sense by the vibrations in the rubble that Mala’s monsters were proceeding far faster. The trolls and Stone-Eaters were especially adept at working with rock, and the Kojins were powerful and tireless. Occasionally, the mass of rubble rumbled and glowed. Utu believed it was during these times that Mala used the trident and the ring to blast away especially troublesome debris or perhaps one of the many portcullises.

Jord came beside Utu and Torg, but seemed to shy from the wizard’s gaze. Utu wasn’t sure what was going on, but he could guess: The white-haired woman had been in a position to help, but had not. Why? At this point, Utu didn’t care. For the past three decades, he had been obsessed with his brother’s kidnapping, so much so that it had changed whom and what he was. Now the culmination of his desires and aversions chewed its way toward him through ninety cubits of poisoned rubble.

“Stay close,” he said to Jord.

“Yes,” the Faerie responded.

King Henepola, Madiraa, Indajaala, and the conjurers joined them. Kusala, the Asēkhas, and seven thousand Tugars, minus two score who had perished on Ott, also approached. Soon the remainder of the black knights who had not already entered the city to protect the refugees came forth. In all, almost fifty thousand awaited Mala’s army. Though the Chain Man had managed to defeat the three bulwarks, he had killed few defenders in the process. Nissaya was prepared to go down fighting, to say the least.

For the rest of the afternoon they stood in the heat, waiting for the greatest evil of their time to make its appearance. Great supplies of water and wine were shuttled through the ranks to fend off dehydration. Just beyond the gate, there were few places of shade, and the sun beat down on them like a titanic cinder, baking their bodies and brains and soaking the heavy padding within their armor with sweat. But they didn’t care. They no longer were concerned with conserving energy or rations. One way or the other, the battle would end on this day. The heat only made them angrier.




Henepola arranged his troops in an orderly fashion.

Though most of the city was a dense maze of narrow streets and tall stone buildings, a huge courtyard and garden ten hectares in diameter stood immediately behind the gate, providing enough room to contain most of the large army. The archers, five hundred score, were placed at the front. When Mala’s army emerged, they would bathe its front-runners with arrows and then give way to the black knights and Tugars. Then the archers would retreat into the city and hide in its many buildings, becoming snipers who would loose arrows from windows and rooftops.

“Rather than wait for them by the gate, we should spread our entire army throughout the interior,” Commander Palak argued. “It will make it more difficult for the monsters to defeat us.”

“That would only extend our misery,” Henepola said.

“We draw the line here,” Torg said, as if the debate already were over.

Palak said no more.

“If we are routed, what then?” Kusala said to both kings.

“Whoever’s left will fight them in the streets,” Henepola said. “But eventually, the few who remain should make for the keep and attempt to escape to the mountains. There are many places to hide in Mahaggata. Find whatever safety you can. And pray to God the Creator, all the while.”

“Sire, when will we know when the time is right to run?” Palak said.

“You will know,” Jord said to the commander, with a supernal certainty.

“Listen to me!” Utu said. All who stood near fell into silence. “Regardless of what happens, I must be allowed to confront Mala without the threat of ambush from without.”

“Understood,” Torg said. “The Asēkhas and I will surround you. When the time comes, concern yourself only with Mala. We will take care of the rest.”

The snow giant nodded solemnly, then turned to Jord. “As I said before, stay close.”

“What do we do if Mala chooses not to face you?” Palak said. “For all we know, he’ll shy from you, preferring to have his minions do the fighting.”

The snow giant chuckled ruefully. “He wields the trident, the ring, and the chain. He will not be shy.”

“I’ve seen no ring,” Madiraa said.




“Nonetheless . . .” Utu said.

At dusk, the heat relented, and the mass of rubble at the border of the clogged entrance shuddered visibly. Nissayan scouts on top of the battlement reported that the monsters were gathered near the entrance, prepared to charge.

At full dark beneath a quarter moon, the first speckles of golden light shone through pinholes in the debris. The jumbled rock shook like the inside of a door being splintered by a battering ram. Crumbles of stone, dust, and quicklime frittered downward, swirling in the torchlight. Utu grasped Jord’s thin arm and squeezed.

“Now.”

The Faerie complied without resistance—and then stepped away and blended into the throng. Torg, Kusala, and the Asēkhas encircled the snow giant. The entrance rumbled, and a boulder fell away, followed by an explosion of rock and dust.

Utu slid the ring of pure Maōi back onto his right middle finger. The now-familiar agony returned, causing the snow giant to cry out and collapse to his knees. Even then, he was taller than the desert warriors who surrounded him. 

Once again, the Maōi cleansed his mind. His desire to destroy Mala fizzled, an all-encompassing craving to heal him replacing it.

“Purity is the enslaver,” Henepola had said just three nights before, though now it seemed like eons ago.

Santapadam (Path of Peace) called to him in a voice as crystalline as perfection.

“Utu, are you all right?” he heard Torg shouting, though the Death-Knower’s voice sounded far away. At that moment, the snow giant again realized how much he loved the wizard, though he had spent so little time in his presence. He loved them all: Kusala, Henepola, Madiraa, and the rest. They were wonderful beings.

“If I can get close enough,” Utu mumbled, not certain if his words were even audible. “If I can . . . touch . . . him.”

The rubble gave way, tumbling apart like a dam weakened by floodwaters. From the smoke and dust strode Mala, his trident, ring, and chain aglow. He had a wild look in his eyes. Rage. Hunger. Madness. All in one.

And then the newborns burst around him, snarling like rabid dogs. Henepola’s army was besieged. A battle commenced of horrific proportions.

Torg and Kusala tried to lift Utu to his feet, but it burned to touch him. Nevertheless, the snow giant smiled—and then stood without aid.




“Yama-Deva!” cried Utu in a voice so loud that all action halted. “To slay the others, you must slay me first.” But he did not intend the words in the manner they were spoken.

Mala’s face twisted. “Who are you?”

“I am the end of all things,” Utu said, “and the beginning.”

Then he strode toward the Chain Man, arms spread wide.

So ends Book Four.






  


Blinded by Power 
(Book Five: The Death Wizard Chronicles)
 

(Excerpt)

Fall of the Fortress

HEEDLESS OF THE quicklime dust that poisoned the air, a company of monsters tore through the portcullises, boulders, and debris that clogged the entrance of Hakam. But it was taking longer than Mala expected. Some of the stones were too heavy for the Kojins, trolls, and Stone-Eaters to lift. And the iron gratings of the largest bulwark were crafted in such a way that not even the three-headed giant could break them.

Again and again, Mala was forced to blast the most difficult obstacles with golden beams from the tines of Vikubbati. The thick iron gratings, never before assailed, put up an admirable fight. But eventually they grew red hot, liquefied, and pooled on the ground. The most troublesome boulders also succumbed, splattering like clods of dirt. Even then it took from midafternoon until well into the evening to clear a sizable opening through the long tunnel.

When only about twenty cubits of debris stood between Mala and his enemies, he impatiently unleashed a continuous stream of power that seemed to shake the very bedrock of the fortress. Finally the rubble could no longer tolerate the abuse, and it blew apart.

With the ruthlessness of a conqueror, Mala entered Nissaya. Behind him came the snarling newborns, angry and oh, so hungry.

At first the smoke and dust obscured Mala’s view, but soon it became evident that a great force of Nissayans was strategically arranged in a courtyard that lay beyond the gate of Hakam. Thousands of torches were raised in challenge. Polished blades glimmered in the moonlight. Much to his dismay, Mala sensed little fear from his enemies.




The defenders loosed a locust-swarm of arrows, dozens of which struck him. Even without his magic to protect him, the arrows would have done Mala little harm, but the essence of Carūūl formed a magical sheath over his flesh that was impregnable to ordinary weapons. The newborns also were unharmed, their metallic flesh tougher than the finest armor.

The arrows signaled the beginning of a ferocious battle. Mala stomped forward, prepared to crush anything in his path. In no way would he be a passive commander, cowering behind his troops while they did the dirty work. What pleasure would there be in that? Murder and mayhem were Mala’s favorite pastimes, and he would take on any and all challengers, including the Death-Knower, if he dared to show his annoying face. With the addition of the trident and the ring, Mala had grown beyond all but Invictus. None among this pathetic rabble could stand against him.

Unexpectedly, a milky illumination formed before his eyes, so bright it was blinding. Then a proud voice rose above the rising tumult.

“Yama-Deva! To slay the others, you must destroy me first.”

Once again the unease he had experienced when he had first heard the sounding of the horn reared its ugly head. How dare this fool attempt to thwart the glory of his coming?

(Please continue reading for much more information)






  


Glossary
 

Author’s note: Many character and place names are English derivatives of Pali, a Middle Indo-Aryan dialect closely related to Sanskrit but now extinct as a spoken language. Today, Pali is studied mainly to gain access to Theravada Buddhist scriptures and is frequently chanted in religious rituals.

Aarakaa Himsaa
(ah-RUH-kah HIM-sah): Defensive strategy used by Tugars that involves always staying at least a hair’s width away from your opponent’s longest strike.

Abhisambodhi (ab-HEE-sahm-BOH-dee): Highest enlightenment.

Adho Satta
(AH-dho SAH tah): Anything or anyone who is neither a dragon nor a powerful supernatural being. Means low one in ancient tongue.

Akando (ah-KAHN-doh): Eldest brother of Takoda.

Akanittha (AHK-ah-NEE-tah): A being that is able to feed off the light of the sun. Means Highest Power in the ancient tongue.

Akasa Ocean (ah-KAH-sah): Largest ocean on Triken. Lies west of Dhutanga, Jivita, and Kincara.

Ancient tongue: Ancient language now spoken by only Triken’s most learned beings, as well as most Tugars

Anna: Tent City of Tējo. Home to the Tugars.

Aponi (ah-POH-nee): Biological daughter of Takoda. Younger sister of Magena.

Appam (ah-PAHM): Tugar warrior.

Archbishop Bernard: Highest-ranked Jivitan clergyman.

Arupa-Loka (ah-ROO-pah-LOH-kah): Home of ghosts, demons, and ghouls. Lies near northern border of the Gap of Gamana. Also called Ghost City.

Asamāna (ah-sah-MAH-nah): Senasanan bride of Invictus.

Asava (ah-SAH-vah): Potent drink brewed by Stone-Eaters.

Asēkha (ah-SEEK-ah):
Tugars of highest rank. There always are twenty, not including Death-Knowers. Also known as Viisati (The Twenty).

Assarohaa
(ASS-uh-ROW-huh): White horsemen of Jivita.

Asthenolith (ah-STHEN-no-lith): Pool of magma in a large cavern beneath Mount Asubha.




Avici (ah-VEE-chee):
Largest city on Triken. Home to Invictus.

Avikkhepa (ah-vih-KAY-puh): King of Jivita during the war against Slag.

Badaalataa
(BAD-ah-LAH-tuh): Carnivorous vines from the demon world.

Bakheng (bah-KENG): Central shrine of Dibbu-Loka.

Balak (BAH-luk): First wall of Nissaya.

Bard: Partner of Ugga and Jord, trappers who lived in the forest near the foothills of Mount Asubha.

Barranca (bah-RAHN-chuh): Rocky wasteland that partially encircles the Great Desert.

Bell: Measurement of time approximating three hours.

Bhacca (BAH-cha): Chambermaid assigned to Laylah.

Bhasura (bah-SOOR-ah): One of the large tribes of the Mahaggata Mountains.

Bhayatupa (by-yah-TOO-pah): Most ancient and powerful of dragons. His scales are the color of deep crimson.

Bhojja (BOH-juh): Mother of all horses. Magical being of unknown origin or lifespan.

Black mountain wolves: Largest and most dangerous of all wolves. Allies of demons, witches, and Mogols.

Bonny: Female pirate from Duccarita who has joined the forces of good.

Boulogne’s: Out-of-the-way tavern favored by Jivitan locals. Owned by “Burly,” a Gillygaloo enchanter.

Broosha (BREW-shah): Female vampire from Arupa-Loka. Daughter of Urbana.

Bruugash (BREW-gash): Pabbajjan overlord.

Bunjako (boon-JAHK-oh): Stone-Eater; son of Gulah, grandson of Slag.

Cariya River (chah-REE-yah): Largest river west of Mahaggata Mountains.

Catu (chah-TOO): Northernmost mountain on Triken.

Cave monkeys: Small, nameless primates that live in the underworld beneath Asubha.

Chain Man: Another name for Mala.

Chal-Abhinno (Chahl-ahb-HIH-no): Queen of the Warlish witches.

Che-ra (CHEE-ruh): Svakaran name for a fat possum.

Chieftain: Desert gelding befriended by Tāseti.

Churikā (chuh-REE-kah): Female Asēkha.

Cirāya
(ser-AYE-yah): Green cactus that, when chewed, provides large amounts of liquid and nourishment.

Cubit: Length of the arm from elbow to fingertip, which measures approximately eighteen inches, though among Tugars a cubit is considered twenty-one inches.




Daasa (DAH-suh): Pink-skinned slaves captured on the western shore of the Akasa Ocean.

Dakkhinā (dah-KEE-nay): Sensation that brings on the urge to attempt Sammaasamaadhi. Means holy gift in the ancient tongue.

Dalhapa (dal-HAH-puh): Tugar warrior.

Death-Knower: Any Tugar—almost always an Asēkha—who has successfully achieved Sammaasamaadhi. In the ancient tongue, a Death-Knower is called Maranavidu.

Deathless people: Monks and nuns who inhabit Dibbu-Loka. Called deathless people because some of them live for more than one thousand years. Also known as noble ones.

Death Visit: Tugar description of the temporary suicide of a Death-Knower wizard.

Dēsaka (day-SAH-kuh): Famous Vasi master who trained The Torgon.

Dhutanga (doo-TAHNG-uh): Largest forest on Triken. Lies west of the Mahaggata Mountains. Also known as the Great Forest.

Dibbu-Loka (DEE-boo-LOW-kah): Realm of the noble ones. Means Deathless World in the ancient tongue. Originally called Piti-Loka.

Ditthi-Rakkhati (DEE-tee-rack-HAH-tee): Current-day Jivitan who is a spy within Duccarita.

Ditthi-Sagga (DEE-tee-SAH-gah): Jivitan captain who battled druids during war against Slag.

Dracools (drah-KOOLS): Winged beasts that walk on hind legs but look like miniature dragons. Taller than a man but shorter than a druid.

Druggen Boggle (DROO-gun BAH-guhl): Druid representative from Dhutanga.

Druids (DREW-ids): Seven-cubit-tall beings that dwell in Dhutanga. Ancient enemies of Jivita.

Duccarita (DOO-chu-REE-tuh): City of slave traders, pirates, thieves, and rapists in the northwestern corner of the Gap of Gamana.

Dukkhatu (doo-KAH-too): Great and ancient spider that spent the last years of its life near the peak of Asubha.

Dvipa (DVEE-puh): Asēkha left in charge of Anna.

Efrits
(EE-frits):
Invisible creatures that dwell in the Realm of the Undead. When summoned, they voraciously devour the internal organs of living beings.

Ekadeva
(ay-kah-DAY-vuh): The One God worshipped by the Jivitans and many other inhabitants of Triken.

Elu (EE-loo): Miniature Svakaran who is an associate of Rathburt.




Eunuch (YOO-nuk): Castrated male slaves who reside within the fifth wall of Kamupadana.

Fathom: Approximately eleven cubits.

Gap of Gamana: Northernmost gap of the Mahaggata Mountains.

Gap of Gati: Southern gap that separates the Mahaggata Range from the Kolankold Range.

Gillygaloos: Enchanters and enchantresses from Kincara. Small in stature, but powerful.

Golden Road: Road paved with a special golden metal that connects Avici and Kilesa.

Golden soldiers: Soldiers of Invictus, mass-bred in his image.

Golden Wall: Oblong wall coated with a special golden metal that surrounds Avici and Kilesa.

Gray Plains: Arid plains that dominate much of the land east of the Ogha River.

Green Plains: Lush
plains that surround Jivita.

Gruugash (GROO-gash): A representative of the Pobbajja.

Gulah (GOO-lah):
Stone-Eater who became warden of Asubha. Son of Slag.

Gunther: Son of Vedana, father of Invictus and Laylah.

Hakam (huh-KAM): Third wall of Nissaya.

Harīti (huh-REE-tee): Kojin rumored to be in love with Mala.

Henepola III (HEN-uh-POH-lah): King of Nissaya during war against Slag.

Henepola X: King of Nissaya during war against Invictus.

Hornbeam: Ancient trees whose twisted lust for life causes madness. Called Pacchanna in the ancient tongue.

Ice Ocean: Ocean that lies northeast of Okkanti Mountains.

Iddhi-Pada (IDD-hee-PUH-duh): Series of four roads that leads from Jivita to Avici, passing through Lake Hadaya, the Gap of Gati, Nissaya, and Java.

Indajaala (inn-duh-JAY-la): Powerful Nissayan conjurer.

Invictus (in-VICK-tuss):
Evil sorcerer who threatens all of Triken and beyond. Also known as Suriya (the Sun God).

Izumo (ee-ZOO-moh): Dracool from Mahaggata.

Jākita-Abhinno (JAH-kih-tuh-uh-BHEE-no): Successor to Chal-Abhinno as queen of the Warlish witches.

Jākita-dEsa (JAH-kih-tuh-DAY-suh): Hag servant of Jākita-Abhinno.

Java (JAH-vah): Dark Forest that lies east of Nissaya.

Jhana (JAH-nah):
Father of Torg.

Jivita (jih-VEE-tuh): Wondrous city that is home to the white horsemen. Located west of the Gap of Gati in the Green Plains. Also called the White City. Known as Jutimantataa (City of Splendor) in the ancient tongue.




Jord:
Mysterious partner of Ugga and Bard, trappers who lived in the forest near the foothills of Mount Asubha.

Kalakhattiya
(kah-lah-KHA-tee-yuh): Black knights of Nissaya.

Kalapa (kuh-LUH-puh): Powerful Asēkha chieftain during war against Slag. Grandfather of Kusala.

Kamupadana
(kuh-MOO-puh-DUH-nah): Home of Warlish witches and their lesser female servants. Also called the Whore City.

Kattham Bhunjaka
(kuh-TAM boon-JAH-kuh): Most powerful druid queen to ever exist.

Kauha Marshes (COW-hah): Deadly marshes that lie between Avici and Kilesa.

Kilesa (kee-LAY-suh):
Sister City of Anna.

Kincara Forest (KIN-chu-ruh): Large forest, though not as large as Dhutanga, that lies south of the Green Plains.

King Lobha (LOW-bah): Sadistic king who built Piti-Loka.

Kithar (kee-TAR): Tugar warrior.

Kojin (KOH-jin): Enormous ogress with six arms and a bloated female head. Almost as large as a snow giant.

Kolankold Mountains (KO-luhn-kold): Bottom stem of the Mahaggata Mountains, located south of the Gap of Gati.

Kuruk (KERR-uck): Traitorous Ropakan who desired Magena.

Kusala (KOO-suh-luh):
Second most powerful Tugar in the world next to Torg. Also known as Asēkha-Kusala and Chieftain Kusala.

Lake Hadaya (huh-DUH-yuh): Large freshwater lake that lies west of the Gap of Gati.

Lake Keo (KAY-oh):
Large freshwater lake that lies between the Kolankold Mountains and Dibbu-Loka.

Lake Ti-ratana (tee-RAH-tuh-nah): Large freshwater lake that lies west of Avici.

Laylah (LAY-lah): Younger sister of Invictus.

Long breath: Fifteen seconds. Also called slow breath.

Lucius (LOO-shus): General of Invictus’ legions before the creation of Mala.

Madiraa (muh-DEE-rah): Daughter of Henepola X, king of Nissaya.

Magena (mah-JAY-nah): Name given to Laylah by the Ropakans.

Mahaggata Mountains (MAH-hah-GAH-tah): Largest mountain range on Triken. Shaped like a capital Y.

Mahaasupanno
(mah-HAH-soo-PAH-no): Mightiest of all dragons.

Mahanta pEpa
(mah-HAHN-tah PAY-pah): Great Evil that resides within Duccarita.




Mala (MAH-lah): Former snow giant who was ruined by Invictus and turned into the sorcerer’s most dangerous servant. Formerly called Yama-Deva.

Majjhe Ghamme
(Mah-JEE GAH-mee): Means midsummer in the ancient tongue.

Manta: Jivitan necromancer in the service of Queen Rajinii.

Maōi
(muh-OYUH): Magical black crystals found in caverns beneath Nissaya.

Maynard Tew: Duccaritan pirate.

Mogols (MAH-guhls): Warrior race that dwells in Mahaggata Mountains. Longtime worshippers of the dragon Bhayatupa and the demon Vedana. Ancient enemies of Nissaya.

Moken (MOH-kin):
A chosen leader of the boat people.

Mount Asubha (ah-SOO-buh):
Dreaded mountain in the cold north that housed the prison of Invictus.

Nagara (NUH-gah-ruh): Central keep of Nissaya.

Namuci
(nah-MOO-chee): Magic word that summons the efrits from the Realm of the Undead.

Nirodha (nee-ROW-dah): Icy wastelands that lie north of the Mahaggata Mountains.

Nissaya (nee-SIGH-yah): Impenetrable fortress on the east end of the Gap of Gati. Home of the Nissayan knights.

Noble ones: Monks and nuns who inhabit Dibbu-Loka. Also called deathless people.

Obhasa (oh-BHAH-sah):
Torg’s magical staff, carved from the ivory of a desert elephant found dead. Means container of light in the ancient tongue.

Ogha River: (OH-guh): Largest river on Triken. Begins in the northern range of Mahaggata and ends in Lake Keo.

Okkanti Mountains (oh-KAHN-tee): Small range with tall, jagged peaks located northeast of Kilesa.

Olog (OH-lahg): Ogre from the interior of Mahaggata.

Orkney: Cave troll.

Ott: Second wall of Nissaya.

Pabbajja (pah-BAH-jah): Homeless people who live in the plains surrounding Java. Little is known of their habits.

Pace: Approximately 30 inches, though among Tugars a pace is considered 36 inches.

Palak (puh-LUCK): A
senior commander of the Kalakhattiya.

Paramita (puh-ruh-MEE-tuh): Magnificent sword made by a Tugar master. Contained a dragon jewel on its pommel.

Peta (PAY-tuh): Ghost girl of Arupa-Loka. In life, she was blind.




Pisaaca (pee-SAH-kuh): Female demon from Arupa-Loka.

Piti-Loka (PEE-tee-LOH-kuh): Original name of Dibbu-Loka. Built by King Lobha ten thousand years ago as his burial shrine. Means Rapture World in the ancient tongue.

Podhana (POH-dah-nuh):
Asēkha warrior.

Porisāda (por-ee-SAH-dah): Most dangerous of all Mogols. Are known to eat the flesh of their victims.

Raaga
(RAH-gah): Magic word from the Realm of the Undead that causes humans to experience orgasmic lust.

Rathburt (RATH-burt): Only other living Death-Knower. Known as a gardener, not a warrior.

Rajinii (ruh-GEE-knee): Queen of Jivita during war against Invictus.

Rati (RAH-tee): Asēkha warrior.

Ropaka (row-PAH-kah):
One of the large tribes of the Mahaggata Mountains.

Sakuna (sah-KOO-nah): Eagle incarnation of Jord.

Salt Sea: Dead inland sea south of the Okkanti Mountains.

Sammaasamaadhi
(sam-mah-sah-MAH-dee): Supreme concentration of mind. Temporary suicide.

Sampati (sahm-PAH-tee): Giant condors crossbred with dragons by Invictus. Used to transport people and supplies to the prison on Mount Asubha.

Sāykans (SAH-kuns): Female soldiers who defend Kamupadana.

Senasana (SEN-uh-SAHN-ah): Thriving market city that lies north of Dibbu-Loka.

Short breath: Three seconds. Also called quick breath.

Silah (SEE-luh): Female Tugar warrior.

Silver Sword: Ancient sword forged by a long-forgotten master from the otherworldly metals found among the shattered remains of a meteorite.

Simōōn (suh-MOON): Magical dust storm that protects Anna from outsiders.

Sister Tathagata (tuh-THUH-guh-tuh): High nun of Dibbu-Loka. More than three thousand years old. Also known as Perfect One.

Sivathika
(SEE-vah-TEE-kuh): Ancient Tugar ritual.
Dying warrior breathes what remains of his or her Life Energy into a survivor’s lungs, where it is absorbed into the blood.

Slag: Stone-Eater defeated by Torg outside of Nissaya. Father of Gulah.

Snow giants: Magnificent beings reaching heights of 10 cubits or more that dwell in the Okkanti Mountains.

Sōbhana (SOH-bah-nah): Female Asēkha warrior.

Span: Distance from the end of the thumb to the end of the little finger of a hand spread to full width. Approximately nine inches, though among Tugars a span is considered 12 inches.




Stēorra (STAY-oh-rah): Wife of Gunther, mother of Invictus and Laylah.

Stone: Equal to fourteen pounds.

Stone-Eater: Magical being that gains power by devouring lava rocks.

Svakara (svuh-KUH-ruh):
One of the large tribes of the Mahaggata Mountains.

Takoda (tuh-KOH-duh): Adoptive father of Magena.

Tanhiiyati (tawn-hee-YAH-tee): Insatiable craving for eternal existence suffered by some long-lived beings.

Tāseti (tah-SAY-tee): Most powerful female Asēkha in the world.

Tējo (TAY-joh): Great Desert. Home of the Tugars.

Tent City: Largest city in Tējo. Home to the Tugars. Also known as Anna.

The Torgon (TOR-gahn): Torg’s ceremonial name. Also Lord Torgon.

Torg: Thousand-year-old Death-Knower wizard. King of the Tugars. Means Blessed Warrior in the ancient tongue.

Triken (TRY-ken): Name of the world. Also name of the land east and west of the Mahaggata Mountains.

Tugars (TOO-gars): Desert warriors of Tējo. Called Kantaara Yodhas in the ancient tongue.

Uccheda (oo-CHAY-duh): Tower of Invictus in Avici. Means annihilation in the ancient tongue.

Ugga (OOO-gah): Human-bear crossbreed who was a partner of Bard and Jord, trappers who lived in the forest near the foothills of Mount Asubha.

Ulaara the Black (uu-LAH-ruh): The supreme dragon before the rise of Bhayatupa.

Undines
(oon-DEENS): Creatures of the demon world who—when summoned—can infect living bodies and turn them into flesh-eating zombies.

Uppādetar (oo-pay-DEE-tar): The God of Creation worshipped by the Nissayans.

Urbana (oor-BAH-nah): Mistress of robes assigned by Invictus to attend Laylah. A vampire.

Ur-Nammu (oor-NUH-moo): High priestess of Kamupadana.

Uttara
(oo-TUH-ruh): Specially made sword wielded by Tugar warriors and Asēkhas. Single-edged, slightly curved.

Vasi master (VUH-see): Martial arts master who trains Tugar novices to become warriors.

Vedana (VAY-duh-nuh): 100,000-year-old demon. Grandmother of Invictus and Laylah. Mother of King Lobha.

Vijjaadharaa (vee-jhad-HUH-rah): Mysterious guides.




Vinipata (VEE-nee-PUH-tuh): Central shrine of Senasana.

Warlish witch (WOR-lish): Female witch who can change her appearance between extreme beauty and hideousness.

Wild men: Short, hairy men who thrive in the foothills of Kolankold. Their women do not fight as warriors and are rarely seen. Longtime enemies of Nissaya.

Wooser: Wild man from Kolankold.

Worm monster: Nameless beast with more than a thousand tentacles that lives beneath Asubha. Largest living creature on Triken.

Worrins-Julich (WAR-ins-JOO-lich): Senior captain of the white horsemen of Jivita.

Wyvern-Abhinno (WHY-vurn-ahb-HEE-no): Powerful Warlish witch.

Yakkkkha
(YAH-kuh): Magic word from the Realm of the Undead that brings corpses and skeletons temporarily back to life.

Yama-Bhari (YAH-muh-BAR-ee): Snow giant. Wife of Yama-Utu.

Yama-Deva (YAH-muh-DAY-vuh): Ruined snow giant that became Mala.

Yama-Utu (YAH-muh-OO-too): Snow giant. Brother of Yama-Deva. Husband of Yama-Bhari.

Ziggurat (ZIG-guh-raht): Nine-story temple located within the first wall of Kamupadana.
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