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Prologue


Above him the sarcophagus lid scraped open,
flickers of blue light blinded his newly awakened sight. Tarreq waited until
the sound of stone grinding on stone stopped before he lifted his body into a
sitting position. When the last of the blue lights faded out he clapped his
hands twice and flames whooshed into the torches bracketing the walls,
extinguishing the dark.


The chamber was exactly as he’d left it;
sacred engravings covered the stone walls and roof, artifacts jostled scrolls
on the cramped table, the remains of a cup of wine was propped on top of the
papyrus like a paperweight and it was as if he’d just stepped out for a moment.
A sigh escaped his lips as he examined his hand. Unfamiliar lines crisscrossed
the parchment-thin skin, and the hair which hung like moss past his breast was
white; he’d been in hibernation for a long time.


He wriggled his toes, testing his strength
before climbing out of the sarcophagus. He was a big man and the room appeared
to shrink when he stepped into it. He stretched, popping underused muscles, but
energy surged through his veins and a smile lit his face as his fears of
frailty vanished.


Almost skipping, he rushed to the front of
the chamber. Unbroken stones, perfectly aligned, sealed the entrance; a sign it
was not yet time for him to return to the lands of Keymett. As a student of
history he knew what he had to do, he would use this time to prepare by
reviewing and memorizing the knowledge stored here, so when they came he’d be
ready. Keepers had for many worlds been the last bastion against the loss of an
entire civilization’s knowledge. Often the Keeper’s existence was unknown,
ensconced within stone monuments, their locations lost to passing memories
until they were called upon.


This was not his first world, he had learnt
his craft on others but he’d been content to settle here, there were many
similarities in cultures visited or inhabited by the Gods and Goddesses of The
Holy Way. He loved the deserts and monuments of Keymett. They reminded him of
Egypt, a land, worlds away, he’d been lucky enough in his youth to spend time
there as a pilgrim.


He didn’t know how long he’d been gone from
Keymett’s affairs or what events had hewn from the calamity that had thrust him
into exile but the Goddesses had woken him and he knew that meant someone was
coming for him.


 



Chapter One


The night’s silence shattered as metal cogs
cranked the arena gate open. Flaming torches bounced waves of shadows and light
across the path ahead and the guard jabbed the blunt end of his spear into
Kalli’s back and said, “Move.”


She staggered down the tunnel; grasping her
stomach, vomit swirling in her belly like a volcano. Bitterness scalded her
tongue and she gulped to clear the rancid taste of the priest’s concoction,
believing the guard’s threat to force fed her more of the vile drug if she
dared to be sick.


The guard shoved her into the arena, and as
she tumbled through the opening he snagged a handful of her shift. The cloth
ripped, leaving her sprawled naked in the dust. Behind her the gate slammed
shut.


Kalli bolted to her feet, struggling to
cover her nakedness. First her hands rushed to her budding breasts, then fluttered
down to hide her dusting of pubic hair. A chorus of laughter from the stands
sent her spinning on her heels. The motion loosened her hair coil and it
unraveled in a cascade of yellow. The crowd’s merriment choked into a
collective hiss; on the streets of Wasset yellow hair was cursed as unlucky.
She glared into the stands, but torches marred her view of the front rows, and
darkness smoother than polished obsidian blanketed the rest of the arena seats.


A baritone voice asked, “What do you see?”


The hairs on her neck heckled up as she
scanned the arena, a whisper of decay scented the air; she wasn’t alone. A
juggernaut of brown fur rushed at her and forgetting her modesty she scuttled
backwards like a lopsided crab. The bear squealed as its chain hauled it up
short, yanking its head sideways. Mere inches separated her flesh from his
claws. He shook his head testing the collar and when it didn’t budge, he
roared, and the stench of maggoty meat surged into the space between them.


“What do you see?”


The word she’d been about to say clogged in
her throat as she looked at the bear a second time. Her eyes widened. His shape
blurred. She blinked her eyes back into focus and studied him again. The bear
became a fuzzy outline which loomed over a man crouched in a fetal position.


“A…a man?”


The only answer she received was a trapdoor
smashing open on the arena floor and the squeal of the chain as it hauled the
bear-man into its depths. It clanged shut with mechanical precision, slicing
off his screams to leave a seamless hatch in the sand.


The bodiless voice directed, “Select a weapon.”


Kalli cast her gaze ahead and spied three
weapons: a sword, a wooden staff, and a dagger. She paused; she was a girl
unaccustomed to weapons, her father was the soldier not her. For the hundredth
time since waking this morning she cursed the priests and their initiation; it
was madness.


“Choose!”


Her hand hovered toward the sword but a
wave of dizziness reeled her backwards. The same giddiness occurred when she
tried to pluck up the dagger. Tentatively, her fingers clasped the wooden
staff, and when she felt no ill effects she lifted it up, but it felt more like
a familiar broomstick than a weapon.


Chains rattled on pulleys as a gate
clattered upwards and a tiger skittered into the arena. Its ears were flattened
against its skull as it drew back its whiskers and hissed at her, revealing
incisors mildewed by age, but looking as sharp as meat cleavers.


She glanced at the woefully inadequate
staff she’d chosen then down at the ground for the sword or dagger but all she
found was mussed up sand; the other weapons were gone.


The tiger snarled and she almost wet
herself. Her grip tightened on the staff as she staggered back, wishing she was
somewhere else, and not naked, armed with nothing more threatening than a
toothpick. Mange mottled the tiger’s hide, his sides heaved in and out over
threadbare ribs like an overworked bellows; but his sickness didn’t appear to
deter his hunger or aggression.


The baritone voice said, “Protect what you
love most.”


Confusion fogged her thoughts; what did he
mean? Something moved behind her and a cry burst from her lips when she
recognized the trussed-up bundle squirming in the sand as Bibian, her little
sister. Anger geysered through Kalli, she raised the staff, pinning her sight
on the tiger as she positioned herself between them. The tiger leapt and she
thrust the staff toward him, wishing him gone. Golden light appeared from
nowhere and licked along the staff’s length like fire and she almost dropped
the staff in surprise. The tiger yowled, and she smelt singed fur as he swerved
away from her glowing staff.


Kalli tracked the tiger’s position as she
checked on Bibian but her sister was gone.


“Bibian! Where are you?”


Her heart racked up another notch as she
swiveled her gaze around the arena searching for her sister. She detected
movement behind the tiger, and had to bite her lip to stop herself from calling
out. Xandar, her younger brother, was strapped to a chair.


Flames erupted from the arena floor, a ten
foot barrier, which cut her off from Xandar and the tiger. Wailing filled her
ears; first it was the tones of both Bibian and Xandar as they called to her,
“Kalli, save us!”


Then her parent’s voices added to the
maelstrom. “Help us! Kalli, please save us.”


Through the fiery curtain she could see all
four members of her family as they jiggled against their restraints, struggling
with the knots as the tiger padded toward them.


Her family’s screams became a chant,
hammering in time with her laboring heart. 


“Save us, save us, save us…”


Heat blistered off the flames, driving her
back and scorching her lungs as she sucked in a super-heated breath.


Bibian screeched. The tiger pounced, the
curve of its claws glinting in the firelight. Fear pounded in rhythm with her strides
as Kalli threw her body at the fire wall. Before impact she closed her eyes and
red flares blossomed on the inside of her eyelids. She braced herself for the
fire’s hair-shriveling embrace, but the fingers that grabbed her were flesh and
not flame. The staff was ripped from her grasp as two guards secured her arms.
She swiveled her head and called, “Bibian? Xandar?”


There was no trace of them, or the fire;
only the tiger remained, and guards with nets and spears were herding it away.
It didn’t look so threatening now but rather bedraggled and forlorn.


A doorway meshed in shadows loomed before
her. The nausea returned, swamping her senses as the guards dragged her
forward. She bucked and kicked like a wild donkey being branded but their grip
didn’t slacken until they’d tossed her through the doorway.


She landed in a jumble of naked limbs.
Someone chucked a tunic at her; although feeling weak, she gratefully scrambled
into the garment. The coarse fibers scratched her skin and it stunk of musk but
she was glad to be clothed again. Her legs were shaky so she squatted on the
floor as she scouted the chamber. Ten battered girls huddled in the room; she
recognized some of them from the cart which had picked her up this morning.


So much had happened since being roused
from her bed at dawn by the patrol. Mystery surrounded the initiations all
young girls went through, and any hope she’d harbored that she’d soon be
returning home was shattered by the hard set of the guards’ faces positioned
next to the exits, it appeared her ordeal wasn’t over yet.


Most of the girls were huddled in a group,
except three who sprawled on the floor, sobbing and babbling, and looking as
shaky as she felt.


One of the standing girls whispered,
“What’s wrong with them?”


Another girl said, “The drug made them
hallucinate.”


A guard said, “Quiet! Brother Jenkin is
coming.”


The guards snapped to attention as a red
robed priest strode through the doorway. He took a moment to assess them, and
then pointed at the four prone girls included Kalli, and said to the guards,
“Those four.”


Without another glance he ascended the
stairs and the guards ushered the standing girls after him, but when Kalli
staggered to her feet and tried to follow she was held back by the point of a
spear.


Tinkles of laughter and high spirited
babble filtered back down the stairs; the sound of families being reunited. The
four girls left below longingly looked up but one of the guards sneered and
gestured, “This way for you lot,” as he pointed to a staircase that disappeared
down into darkness.


 



Chapter Two


The shock of water jolted Kalli awake as
she spluttered to unclog the tepid brew from her mouth and nose. A guard
whistling off key sauntered away, swinging an empty bucket. Cramps pinched her
limbs and her head thumped as she sat up and assessed her surroundings. It was
past dawn.


Beams blocked her side view. Alongside her
a dozen girls were crammed into a yard open to the sky. Like cattle destined
for slaughter some of the girls paced and brayed along their prison boundary.
Iron walls, metallic brown and black, splotched with rivers of ferrous green
towered around blocking out the rest of the horizon. Kalli groaned; she was
deep inside the Ferrasium.


Her stomach rumbled, emptier than a sieve,
and her tongue felt overlarge in her dry mouth. Shrill voices gabbled nearby as
two girls huddled together, clasping each other’s hands and crying for their
mothers. A strident voice overrode them, “Hey. You with the bucket; do you know
who my father is? There must be a mistake. Let me out!”


The girl rattled the wooden beams of the
pen. Soon other girls took up her cry and high-pitched hysteria swamped the
yard.


Two guards rushed out of the guardhouse
shaking their short swords. “Silence.”


“Let me out. Now! My father is a noble
citizen of Keymett and favored by Pharaoh’s house. You don’t want to anger him
and …”


One of the guards jumped up on the railing
and hoisted her over the top, dropping her carelessly onto the ground. She
landed with a thud and lay at their feet, winded and gasping like a fresh
caught river perch.


Each word the guard spoke was emphasized
with either a kick or a punch. “You…are…nothing…a…non-citizen…no…rights…an
abomination.”


They beat her, leather on skin, until her
blood smeared the dust into a thick paste and her body flopped as if stuffed
with soft rags and no further protests whimpered from her throat.


Shocked, the penned girls stumbled back
from the fence with wide eyes and quivering lips. The guards picked up the
injured girl and chucked her back into the pen like she was a broken sack of
wheat. Blood pooled around her still form.


“There are no favorites here.” The guard
smacked his fist into the palm of his hand. The girls jumped. “Anyone else want
to dispute their presence here?”


The girls were silent, none meeting his
stare.


#


Marching feet stamped into the yard as a
squad of slightly older girls dressed in coarse grey tunics, stomped around the
yard’s outskirts. They wore blank faces, squared-back shoulders, eyes forward,
arms and legs pumping in time as a leader barked out instructions.


One of the guards called out, “Meretiti,
over here.”


The leader gave a final command to the
marching group before trotting over to the pen. Older than the huddled girls by
at least a decade, maybe more, she wore her nut-brown hair cropped short. It
stuck out at odd angles as if it had been hacked at with a knife. Tight,
worn-in, tan leather sheathed her muscular frame. Once she might have been
handsome, but a crooked nose splayed across her face, she was missing half her
left ear, scores of puckered scars crisscrossed her exposed skin, and vivid
malachite tattoos sleeved her sinewy forearms. Her bronze eyes reflected no
human emotion as her gaze swept over the captive girls.


The guard said, “These are yours.” He
stared hard at Meretiti, as if expecting her to protest.


Boldly, she held his look until he shrugged
and limped away, followed by the other guard. When they were several paces away
Meretiti muttered at their backs, “Bastards.” 


The first guard’s head spun around but
Meretiti whipped out a lethal-looking knife and nonchalantly picked at her
nails with her eyebrows raised at him. He took a step toward her, but his
comrade grabbed his arm and said, “Come on Vadah, leave her.”


The guard checked himself, regained his
composure and gave her a tight smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “You’ll keep.”


Meretiti merely turned her back on the
guards as she viewed her new charges. Her look didn’t thaw even one degree
warmer, nonetheless the girls surged toward her and Kalli was caught up in the
excited throng.


Meretiti spoke in clipped syllables. “Make
no mistake, I’m not your friend, you can no longer afford the luxury of
friendship. Listen closely as your lives depend on what I’m going to tell you.
Your old life is over, don’t waste time pinning for it, you can’t go back. All
of you were taken, as is the custom, for initiation rites after you bled your
first moon cycle, because your magical talents, if you have any, are unleashed
with the blood flow. Unfortunately the priests don’t tolerate women who can
wield power. Their solution is absolute; you are now non-citizens. They believe
by removing you from the population, stopping you from breeding, that
eventually there will be no more of you. Their plan seems to be working as each
year there are less initiates. Family is in the past, they are forbidden to
mention your names; you no longer exist. You’ll be trained as feminators, to
fight death bouts for the priesthood’s entertainment. You will never leave
these iron-impregnated walls – welcome to the Ferrasium.”


Behind Meretiti, a single set of hands
clapped. The red-garbed priest stepped forward, “So pessimistic Meretiti, you
do these young women a disservice. There is a way out, not an easy way I’ll
grant you, but a way out no less,” he addressed the girls, “our Meretiti is
being modest, she has nearly obtained her freedom. Behold her tattoos, each one
represents a kill and by the decrees of the Ferrasium, when they reach her
elbows she has earned her freedom. She will be rewarded with riches befitting a
noble: a villa in one of the more affluent quarters of Wasset, servants to
cater to her every whim, the finest foods to grace her table, the softest
linens and the most exquisite jewels to adorn her body; she’ll be retiring into
a privileged life.”


The priest retreated as softly as he’d
arrived and the girls all stared at Meretiti with a mixture of renewed hope and
fear. Meretiti waited until he’d disappeared then said, “You’d be foolish to
believe Brother Jenkin’s words, like all the priests you can tell when he’s
lying; his lips move.”


Meretiti placed her hands on her hips. “The
power in you is repelled by iron, that’s why the Ferrasium is lined with it,
and for a perverse touch they make you fight with iron weapons. Some of you
will sicken and die, poisoned by the metal. Others will die a violent death,
either slaughtered by the sword of one of your peers or torn apart by a
maltreated wild animal. Take a look at the person next to you, in a few months
they could be your executioner. So decide now, how much do you want to live?
Killing gets easier with practice; some of you will be surprised at the lengths
you’ll go to survive. Forget escape, they have this place locked down tighter
than a virgin’s chastity belt.”


A chill lanced through Kalli as she
surveyed the other girls, all had midnight tresses and dark eyes. She had
always been an outsider, her locks bright like the sun and her eyes as pale as
amber stones. A slight gap opened up around her. Even in shared adversity she
was being singled out. Tears stung her eyes but she refused to shed them as she
thought about her family, she couldn’t believe they would abandon her here. Her
father had military connections; surely he’d be able to do something. Visions
of the guards beating the girl intruded, eroding her confidence. Kalli thought
of her mother and almost smiled, Adawna radiated serenity but her stubbornness
was legendary in their household. She knew her mother would never give her up.


Meretiti finished cleaning her nails,
pocketed the knife, and motioned a drudge forward who dumped a basket load of
bread over the railing. The girls fell upon the food like scavenging seagulls.
The bread was pockmarked with mould and looked tougher than sandal leather but
Kalli was starving, so she picked off the green bits and chewed. 


Meretiti said, “Forget your old names, they
died when you entered the inner wall, you will be given new ones.” Meretiti
flicked a latch and opened the gate. “Follow me, I’ll show you to your
quarters,” she pointed to a plump girl and indicated the girl lying comatose on
the ground. “Hey, Hippo – you drag Princess.”


Meretiti paused and said, “Disobedience is
severely punished, Princess got off lightly, she might live. The priests and
guards don’t tolerate dissention in any form, so keep your tongue still and
make your choices wisely. No one is coming to rescue you, so save your crying
for the night hours.”


Heads drooped and shoulders slumped as they
shuffled after Meretiti’s bold stride. She led them into a dark tunnel and the
iron’s poisonous grip pulled at Kalli’s gut with queasy fingers and strangled
the breath from her lungs. The ferrous affected others too: beads of cold sweat
burst onto foreheads, breaths huffed, bodies hunched, faces contorted, and
moans slid past clenched teeth. A fog of stale perspiration lingered behind
them like a snail trail in the tunnel’s air.


Eventually they emerged into the sleeping
quarters. Claustrophobic stone cells lined the quadrangle, their doors of
meshed iron bars were swung open in sinister invitation. Rotting vegetation
which rustled and squeaked with rodents encrusted the dirt floor. In the middle
was a trough of water, more turbid than thrice used bath water and swarming
with a cloud of insects. A broken bucket was propped beside it.


Hippo followed Meretiti’s instructions and
dumped the injured girl into a cell. She groaned but didn’t open her eyes.


Someone asked, “What will happen to her?”


Meretiti glared at them, slammed the cell
door shut and said, “Don’t look at me like I’m your wet nurse. I can’t help
you. I’m a prisoner too. If I was ever innocent and doe-eyed, that girl has
been long washed away by the sacrificial blood of many.” She raised one
tattooed arm and shook it at them, emphasizing each emerald ink blotch denoting
a life snuffed out. 


Kalli shivered and hugged her arms around
her middle. Like a series of islands, each girl was huddled into herself and
Kalli had never felt so alone.


Meretiti continued her lecture, “You rise
at dawn. Don’t be fussy; eat whatever scraps they provide as you’ll need your
strength. If you’re thinking of starving yourself, be warned that the last one
to try that was thrown into the tiger pit. The day is devoted to training, with
a break at noon. Several girls have tried to kill themselves at training, but
the wooden weapons used in practice are ineffective. Each girl was swiftly
removed, and not seen again until arena day, when they were used as
demonstration dummies for a variety of experimental weapons. The kills weren’t
clean or quick. Before dark you’ll return to your sleeping quarters, where a
pot of gruel or something equally unappetizing will be waiting for you. Please
the priests and you might get some meat. If the guards are in a good mood,
there’s half an hour free time allowed in the quadrangle before lock down.
That’s the routine, day in and day out.”


Meretiti scowled. “Training starts now.
Line up in single file. Follow me.”


As they shuffled out of the quadrangle,
Kalli spied the guard Vadah lurking in the shadows of another exit. His gaze
gobbled over them while his hand crept past his beer belly and he scratched his
balls. He caught her stare and smirked. Kalli felt like she’d been splattered
with the contents of a slop bucket, and shuddered.


#


A spear rattled along the cell doors,
rousing Kalli. Her body ached as newly discovered muscles pinched with internal
fire, her head thumped and she gingerly touched the bruises blooming on her
thighs and arms like a fresh batch of spring bulbs. Even though the practice
swords were wooden; they left their mark.


The last fog of sleep left her and she
cursed, realizing that her existence was no nightmare she’d escape from but
chillingly real. The door swung open and she shuffled into the yard joining the
breakfast queue. The serving was pitiful, a beige splash which barely covered
the bottom of the bowl. It was so bitter it took her three attempts to swallow
it, and she gagged, almost spewing, when a drowned fly snagged in her throat.


No one spoke to her and when she splashed a
handful of the trough water over her face a ripple of homesickness overwhelmed
her. She yearned for the bathroom she shared with Bibian: a sunken peach tiled
bath lapping with warm water, the scent of lavender, strawberry and cinnamon
oils, the steaming surface scattered with pink and amber rose petals, the
luxuriant drying cloths, thicker than her thumb, and softer than a lamb’s
fleece which lay piled up in baskets next to perfumed soaps and skin-softening
ointments. A sigh escaped from her chapped lips.


The flat side of a sword whacked across her
calves. Frightened, she jerked forward as the guard grunted at her, “Get in
line.”


Kalli fell into formation, her bare feet
already slapping in tune – left, right, left as they filed past the cells.
Rusty streaks streamed on the dirt floor outside Princess’s empty cell and
Kalli had the feeling that she’d never see her again.


#


Crack. The sword flew from Kalli’s fingers
and spiraled away, thudding into the sand at Meretiti’s disapproving feet. The
trainer kicked the sword with a generous dose of sand, back at her. “Do that in
the ring and you’re dead. Learn from your mistakes, there are no second chances
in the arena. Do something they won’t expect. Pick up the sword and resume the
fighting stance.”


Kalli wiped the sweat from her hands and
picked up the sword carefully to avoid splinters. She faced off against the
much larger Hippo who lunged at her, swinging her sword, mirroring her last
maneuver but this time Kalli sidestepped at the last moment and brought up her
own sword and slipped it into Hippo’s armpit. Shocked, Hippo stumbled, unable
to stop her momentum and tumbled to the ground.


Meretiti cuffed the back of Kalli’s head.
“That’s better, Cat.”


Kalli chaffed at her new name, but knew it
could have been a lot worse, and no one won an argument with Meretiti; at least
the trainer thought she had quick reflexes. Meretiti stalked off, roaring at
others, “Fluffy, Precious, hold those up like you mean it, they’re swords, not
walking sticks.”


Hippo picked herself up and squinted
through piggy eyes at Kalli. “Maggot-hair, make a fool of me again and you’re
dead.”


Before Kalli could respond a screech filled
the exercise yard. All focused on an older girl struggling with a guard. He
thrust his hand into her hair, jerked her to her knees, and wrenched her head
back, exposing her rounded belly. Another guard – Vadah, forced a jug into her
mouth. Brown liquid gushed over her face as she thrashed and spluttered like a
skewered fish. When the jug was empty, Vadah flung it onto the ground; it
smashed forming a scattered mosaic. As he stomped through the shards the other
guard released her and she dropped to her knees sobbing and clutching her
belly.


Meretiti loomed into Kalli’s field of
vision, her voice quiet but authoritative, “Resume fighter’s stance.”


When Kalli didn’t move, Meretiti pointed
with her knife at the girl writhing on the ground and said, “Learn from her
mistake; the priests won’t let you breed; by nightfall their poison will have
ripped the seed from her womb. Fraternizing with the guards doesn’t win you any favours; Vadah was probably the father.”


 



Chapter Three


“What’s in the bag, freak?”


Xandar ignored the bullies, keeping his
eyes straight ahead; over the years he’d learnt to never make eye contact with
his tormenters. One, two, three steps, unhurried but steady his legs plodded
on; he’d also learnt, to run was to invite chase. His features were schooled
into a blank visage, masking the fear that churned like a lump of butter in his
gut. His nail-bitten fingers tightened their grip on his school bag strap.


Footsteps, hard and fast, stampeded toward
him and Xandar flinched, his lungs shrank, and his breath became daggers that
stabbed with quick, mean spikes. What would it be this time? A few punches that
would leave him bruised in places he wouldn’t have to explain, or a pummeling,
to leave him breathless, bleeding, humiliated, on the ground to be helped home
by strangers?


Whack! The bag flew upwards, scrolls
unraveled, rolling in the sand. Laughter as raucous as jackals echoed along the
street as sandaled feet kicked the scrolls as if they were balls, scattering
them along the street. “Didn’t know freaks could read.”


The bullies shunted a scroll between their
feet as they disappeared around the corner. Xandar stood for a moment,
struggling to blink back the tears spilling from his eyes and sucked in a
calming breath. Relief settled over him as he began to pick up the strewn
scrolls, but anger threatened to overwhelm him when he discovered some of the
scrolls ripped. His carefully crafted words torn apart, rubbed away into the
shifting sand.


When he bent down, his golden side lock of
hair swung into view; swiftly he flicked it away. Unlike his mother and sisters
who could hide their fair hair beneath ebony wigs whenever they left the house,
he was constrained by conventions which designated that boys wore their hair in
a side lock until adulthood. He longed for the time when he could disguise his
despised locks and blend into the crowd.


Finally he reached the back alley to his
house and slipped through the archway. Angry words resounded from the parlor;
out of place in the sanctuary that was home. Xandar crept down the hall,
planning to sneak past and escape into the privacy of his room, but movement on
the stairs startled him and he nearly cried out. Bibian, his little sister, was
crouched on the bottom stair quivering like a scared puppy. She lifted her
tear-streaked face to him. “Mama and Papa are fighting. I want Kalli!”


Xandar drew her into a hug.
“Sh...sh...shush, little one.” He rocked her, not sure what to say.


“Where’s Kalli? I want Kalli!”


He nearly smothered her. “You must not
s…say that name. S...s...she is gone.”


Bibian shook him off and spat at him like a
riled up kitten, “That’s what Papa says too,” and sped up the stairs.


His name, muffled, but recognizable
filtered through the shut parlor door, he edged closer and heard his mother
say, “They can’t take my son, too.”


Her voice was uncharacteristically raised;
she was usually all grace and serenity, a tranquil oasis with deep waters. Adawna
had passed on to all three children her slender form, blonde tresses, amber
eyes and milky complexion. His father, Marcellus was the complete opposite with
dark cropped hair and mahogany skin, but when it came to family matters they
were usually a united front. Measured steps paced up and down the parlor, and
Xandar pictured his father’s athletic form, cape swishing, scabbard clinking as
he strode among the confines of delicate furniture like a caged puma.


“It is an honor to be asked to initiate for
the priesthood, especially as Xandar is only twelve.”


Adawna’s voice was like chipped glass. “An
honor! Those foul priests have stolen Kalli away, and now you would give them
my son.”


Marcellus’ pacing stopped. “It's forbidden
to say her name. You have to forget her.”


“Forget her!” 


Xandar jumped back from the door, sure he
could have been standing at the end of the street and he still would’ve heard
his mother clearly.


“Forget my first born daughter, my
beautiful light; easier to ask me to stop breathing. Now you want me to throw
away my only son. What of Bibian? Will you expect me to forget her in four
years time when the priests drag her away too?”


Xandar waited for his father’s reply.
Marcellus spoke so softly he had to strain his ears to hear. “I miss her too,
but this is the custom. After first blood all girls
must undergo the initiation, the priests’ decision on their future is final. What would you have me do? As for Xandar, it is only right he is
given the choice to attend the initiation if he wants to.”


“It’s barbaric!  It’s not right to take
away a mother’s children.”


The parlor door sprang open, missing Xandar
by a snake’s fang and Marcellus glared at his son as he stalked to the front
entrance, slamming the door so hard that Xandar expected it to crack. Weeping
filled the parlor as Xandar fled up the stairs, his heart pumping so fast, he
felt dizzy.


He threw himself down on the cushions, his
thoughts spinning pictures of new futures he’d only dreamed about in secret;
the priests wanted him. He wouldn’t have to embarrass himself or his father by
bumbling through an army apprenticeship. He imagined becoming a scholar, and a
smile lit his features. Kalli’s face flashed into his mind, but he pushed the
vision away; she was gone, he had to forget her, by priests’ law she was no
longer his sister.


 



Chapter Four


Sweat oozed down Kalli’s forehead,
dribbling into her eyes stinging like acid and she couldn’t control her hands
from trembling as she clutched the steel dagger. Vomit coated the back of her
throat like lumpy porridge and her tongue wrestled to keep the bile from rising
again. Meretiti leaned against a post, yawned, cleaned her nails with the short
knife that was never far from her grasp and ordered, “Hold! Don’t let go until
I tell you.”


Queasiness boiled in Kalli’s stomach like a
vat of tallow, red spots fuzzed her cross-eyed vision, but she hung onto the
poisonous metal handle. Others dropped around her; Precious lay crunched up
like a fist while Fluffy collapsed to her knees in a shower of vomit.


“Hold!”


Hippo’s hands shook as she glared at Kalli,
obviously willing her to let go first, but stubbornness born of anger, engulfed
Kalli, and she tightened her grip, narrowed her eyes, and scowled back at the
bully. Around them the other trainees fell or abandoned the toxic weapons until
they were the only two left standing. An amused look flickered over Meretiti’s
face as she moved toward them to observe them more closely. 


Tremors rippled through Hippo’s jellied
layers and her face was screwed up so tightly her eyes disappeared into
skin-fold craters. Kalli’s breathing changed to a harsh rasp that chipped away
at her lungs, all reasoning was gone and she could no longer think as the
venomous iron seemed to seep through her pores tainting her blood, and with
each beat her heart pumped the cancerous metal, polluting her vital organs.
Kalli keeled over.


Strong hands caught her, they wrenched the
infectious dagger from her grip, flinging it away, and instantly Kalli felt
relief. Meretiti helped her stand, squeezed her arm and said, “Better.”


It was only then that Kalli saw Hippo
sprawled at their feet, still clutching her sword. Meretiti kicked the blade
away, but like her namesake, Hippo remained wallowing in the dust. With hands
on hips, Meretiti surveyed her shattered students. Most were hunched over,
recovering, except Precious who appeared comatose, and Fluffy who was
convulsing like a carp out of water, froth trickling out the corners of her
blue-tinged mouth.


“The only way to conquer the sickness is
exposure to iron.” Meretiti tapped her head, “And willpower. You have to fight
it up here.” The small knife appeared in her hands and she picked at her nails.
“The priests insist you fight with iron, so you need to get used to it. We’ll
break for lunch and then we’ll pick it up where we left off.”


Kalli staggered to the water bucket,
scooped up a cupful before collapsing into the meager shade offered by the yard
wall. She sat apart; it was easier that way. If she ever moved too close to the
other girls they scuttled away faster than a land crab as if she was covered in
leprous sores. She watched Meretiti pick at her nails and realization kicked
in; Meretiti used an iron knife and carried it around on her person, showing no
outward signs of distress. Admiration flooded her, appreciating how much
control it must take the warrior to perform that small feat.


Their meal arrived. A drudge lugged in a
basket of last week’s bread and cheese so hard they had to be careful not to
snap a tooth. Kalli waited her turn, watching as the drudge dug her grimy hands
into the basket and ferreted out each meal. Constantly hungry, the girls
snatched the offerings, refined table manners already relegated to their past
lives. 


The drudge sidled up to Kalli and slipped a
couple of rolls from the bottom of the basket into Kalli’s outstretched hand.
Kalli was startled by their softness but shoved them into her mouth without
question. Her eyes rolled back as the delicacies melted on her tongue. Next a
round of softened cheese as big as a man’s fist materialized out of the basket
and was thrust into her hands.


The drudge squatted, pretending she’d
dropped something, her grubby skirts shielding Kalli from view as she sunk her
teeth into the cheese. Mid bite, Kalli paused curious. The bread-bringer
glanced up from under the shawl shadowing her green eyes; her face starvation
thin making her hawk nose appear even sharper. Kalli flinched when the
bread-bringer’s hand grabbed her arm, fingers like claws shoving a bit of
parchment into Kalli’s palm. “Read it, then destroy it,” she said, her voice no
louder than a hiss.


Stunned, Kalli gripped the note in one
hand, the remains of the cheese in the other.


The woman plucked up her basket, poised to
go, but turned back and said, “Hurry up and eat the cheese, stupid girl.”


Without looking back the woman vanished
into the service tunnels, leaving Kalli wondering what had just happened.
Hastily she scoffed the cheese, with her head turned against the wall to
conceal her actions until every last delectable bite was gone. The note burned
like a hot coal in her clenched fingers. Striving to look composed, Kalli
peeked at the other trainees, but no one was paying her any attention; Meretiti
faced the other way, and the guards were not in sight. With her heart knocking
at double time she unraveled the scrap, finding it difficult to focus as tears
blurred the neat, tightly packed script she recognized as her mother’s.


Dearest daughter, you are not forgotten;
somehow I will get you out. Do what you must to survive.


A shadow fell over the words, she jerked
upright, concealing the note in her palm, as Meretiti twitched her head, and
said, “Back to training.”


#


After her encounter with the bread-bringer,
Kalli couldn’t help herself from eagerly watching the woman whenever she
entered the yard. But the woman treated her as if nothing had conspired between
them and was curt on most days, and down right disdainful, if not outright rude
on the others; efficiently discharging the meals before stalking off. To Kalli
it felt like the bread-bringer was the only link she had to the outside world. 


Several days passed with no change and
Kalli was beginning to wonder if she had imagined the whole episode; maybe a
side effect of the poisonous iron. The note, her only proof, was gone; dissolved
in her gut, days ago. She waited like a first time father-to-be for her midday
meal, her attention glued onto the woman as the bread was passed out. She
noticed a flash of color marking the woman’s arm above her elbow whenever her
shawl snaked upwards. Finally, Kalli’s turn came but she wasn’t prepared for
the naked fury that radiated from the bread-bringer as she slapped the hard
bread into Kalli’s palm.


“Stupid girl, stop watching me!”


Kalli flushed pinker than a sunset and
averted her eyes but the woman hadn’t finished with her yet, she whispered, “We
need to talk, I’ll come to your cell tonight.”


#


Kalli tensed as she heard the scrape of a
sandal against a loose stone; could this be the bread-bringer? All night she’d
laid awake, alert to every noise, waiting for her visitor. Mice scuffled,
rustling the straw, while girls tossed, moaned and sometimes wept into the
darkness. Insects buzzed and bit, while guards patrolled with steady steps
which echoed through the still air.


Uneven footsteps approached, she froze,
pretending to be asleep as they stopped outside her cell. Her door, like all
the others was shut, but unlocked; there were many other locks to stop them
escaping. Whoever was there, didn’t move along, but remained silently watching.
She tried to keep her breathing even, but feared they could see her jumping
heart as it ricocheted around her chest.


Short, harsh breaths, jingling metal and
scratching, emerged from the other side of the door. None of which tallied up
with her image of the bread-bringer, so she risked a look, nearly squawking out
loud when she saw Vadah, the filthy heathen, rubbing himself in a place she’d
rather not think about. Thankfully, he was so engrossed with himself, his face
screwed up like when a dog’s scratching its bum along the ground, he hadn’t
noticed her slight movement. She shut her eyes which made her feel even more
vulnerable, and silently panicked; what if he came into the cell?


Abrupt grunts joined his disgusting
pantomime and she itched to cover herself, aware that the shift was exposing
most of her bare legs. Finally a long groan shuddered from Vadah, and then he
shuffled forward, clinking into the metal door, and whispered, “Hey kitty-cat,
I know you’re awake. I was just warming it up for you.”


Outwardly Kalli didn’t stir, but her
insides felt like they’d liquefied into lava, which burned channels of fear
down her spine.


Another guard approached, “Come on Vadah,
the beer is aging.”


Eyes screwed shut, Kalli held her breath,
willing him to leave. Vadah paused; she could almost feel his foul gaze as it
lingered over her. He laughed then promised, “Another time,” before limping off
to join the other guard.


She lay there, forcing air into her lungs;
weakness had dissolved her muscles and she flopped back amongst the straw. But
before she’d recovered, the cell door creaked opened, and a shadow flitted
through. Strong fingers closed over her mouth, snapping off her scream, and the
bread-bringer murmured, “Quiet.”


With wide eyes Kalli nodded and the woman
released her hold. “The guards will return soon, so I talk and you listen. Your
mother has arranged to get you out. This is no easy feat so you’ll have to be
patient, but you also have to be ready to go at anytime. Without questions or
hesitation you must follow my instructions. Do you understand?”


Kalli whispered, “Yes. How will…”


“Shush, stupid girl, do you think Bedriska
has all night to chat with you; this is not a slumber party. Your mother has
paid for extra provisions; I’ll slip them to you when it’s safe. You must
ignore me, behave as the other girls do, and don’t draw attention to yourself.
We will get you out as soon as we can.”


Bedriska pressed something soft into her
hands and said, “Bury this in your cell, if you are in desperate fear for your
life, then dig it up and place it by the cell door in the hour before dawn.”


Kalli grasped Bedriska’s arm. “The guard
Vadah, he was just here, he threatened to rape me. You must help me.”


Bedriska pried her arm free, the movement
causing her shawl to shift, revealing the tattoo above her elbow. A purple
flower circled her arm, the prettiness and daintiness of the design was at odds
with Bedriska’s manner. 


“You will have to help yourself.  I won’t
compromise myself or others over a maidenhead. We are oath bound to help you
escape when the time comes, but what happens to you while you’re here, is
beyond my control. Just keep yourself alive.”


Before Kalli could say another word,
Bedriska whisked herself out of the cell, and her dark shape was lost to the
shadows. Kalli stared after her for a long time, hope brewing; was it possible
she could escape?


Remembering the token, she lifted it up; it
was a purple flower, identical to Bedriska’s tattoo. For a second she pressed
the soft petals against her nose, sniffing in its outside essence before
burying it.


#


The sun was well past its highest point,
Kalli’s stomach gurgled. Bedriska was late with the food. A guard signaled to
Meretiti, who then pointed and called out, “Cat, run down that lane and find
out where our food is, I’m starving.”


Her heart raced, was this it, her chance to
escape? Bedriska had never been late before. Scurrying down the lane, she heard
Bedriska’s curses before she saw her. The bread basket lay on its side, its
contents scattered like confetti and Bedriska sat nursing an ankle, swearing
like a sailor’s parrot.


Kalli rushed to help Bedriska, but her hand
got slapped away. “Silly girl, pick up the bread, and make sure you wipe all
the sand off.”


“What happened?” She righted the basket,
cleaning and stacking the loaves.


“Are you more stupid than a brain-dead
goldfish? I tripped and fell, that’s what happened. I was running late, due to
running errands on your behalf, so that makes it your fault.”


Wisely Kalli didn’t ask what errands,
finished loading the bread, then got a shock when she looked back at Bedriska.
A grey tail was poking out of her shawl. Casually, Bedriska tucked the tail out
of sight.


“What’s that?”


Bedriska sighed, and then pulled the folds
back to reveal a kitten. Kalli hadn’t seen a kitten up close before as the
priesthood didn’t favor cats. Some of her thoughts must have painted themselves
on her face because Bedriska spat into the sand, and ranted, “Vile priests hate
cats. Bedriska hates priests.” She accentuated each time she said the word - priests,
by spitting on the ground. “I breed cats, just to piss the priests off. I let
them loose in their so-called temples. Priests. Bah!”


Meretiti’s roar filled the lane, “Cat,
where’s my food?”


Without another word Kalli grabbed the
basket and headed down the lane with Bedriska limping after her. But Kalli
couldn’t help wondering, why was Bedriska working here if she hated the priests
so much? Bedriska was free to come and go from the Ferrasium as she pleased.
What was she really up to and who was she? 


#


That night after training Kalli collapsed
onto her sleeping pallet, stiffened muscles aching to the bone, but the pain
paled in comparison to the heartache of missing her family. Bibian’s merry face
splashed into her mind, picturing her younger sister, head tilted back, dimples
sparkling, as she laughed. 


“Oh no!” The image shattered and fear
pierced Kalli like a spear in the ribs as she remembered another scene; Bibian
juggling balls of sunlight that dissolved like bubbles. She cursed; Bibian
already had the power, the kind of power the priests destroyed women for, and
in three or four years, her precious sister would be herded here, to the
Ferrasium, just like she had been. The thought of Bibian in the priests
clutches made her weep; it wasn’t fair. Once she’d started crying, she found
she couldn’t stop, and after a while she wasn’t even sure who she was crying
for; herself, Bibian or both.


The straw rustled, then heaved like a
volcano, and Kalli scurried back against the far wall. Rodents were common cell
companions, but they usually scuttled away from her. This rat had to be huge
judging by the moving mound of straw so she edged upwards to her feet.


Whiskers protruded, followed by a grey
shape. It pounced. She shrieked and lifted her arms up to protect herself. A
grey kitten, green eyed like Bedriska stared up at her. It had to be the same
one Bedriska had been hiding earlier. She couldn’t keep a kitten here. But the
kitten had its own ideas and it snuggled against her, purring as it rubbed its
back along her legs.


A guard smacked his spear on her cell door,
“Keep the noise down.” His gaze took in the tiny feline, which arched its back,
fur bristling, growling back at him. Surprisingly, the guard chuckled, and
said, “The priests won’t like your little lion.”


The kitten darted into the straw, emerging
moments later shaking a mouse. The guard shrugged, and said as he walked away,
“It’s useful, but keep it out of the way, and I never saw it.”


Kalli sunk to her knees and gazed at her
new, furry friend who had released the mouse and was toying with it. She called
to the kitten. Distracted, it looked at her and the mouse made its escape. The
kitten prowled toward her; its carriage proud like a big cat. Picking it up,
she discovered it was a she, and nestled her face into the soft fur, murmuring,
“Oh, great huntress, you need a name. Fierce as a lion; I’m going to call you –
Lil Tau. What do you think about that?”


By the amount of purring dribbling from the
kitten, Kalli took that as an agreement.


 



Chapter Five


Bells tolled through the dusk, drawing the
procession of boys onwards like they were bees following the scent of musical
honey, but the hive the boys flocked to was a temple. Two massive flags,
striped gold and white with blazing sun rays topped the towering pylons that
framed the temple’s main entrance. The tips of the flagpoles were dipped in
shining electrum. Reliefs, taller than giraffes, scored the immense walls, and
depicted Pharaoh smiting his enemies under Raia’s guiding light. A majestic row
of ram-headed sphinxes lined the processional way, ending by a matching pair of
red granite obelisks topped with gold, which rose like needles to pierce the
sky above the temple’s outer wall. The gates, two mighty cedar doors, were
cranked open in invitation to the novices.


People lined the streets, tossing flowers
and shouting words of encouragement as small children chased each other through
the throng, their voices squeaking with excitement. It was an honor to be
selected for initiation, an even greater honor to pass, and a profitable
outcome for the families of those that became priests. The brotherhood was rich
and powerful; second only to Pharaoh himself. Overawed, Xandar waited on his
doorstep. His father squeezed his shoulder, smiled and said, “God’s light, son.”


As the crowd rushed past, Xandar took one
step forward and was swept up, carried away like an autumn leaf in a flash
flood. His father proudly stood, watching until his son disappeared from view.
Above him, Xandar saw a shadow frame an upstairs window, his mother; probably
crying. He pushed thoughts of her away; this was his chance to prove himself,
and he wasn’t going to let his mother’s over-emotional pleading spoil the
experience. If he could endure tonight’s initiation, then he could become a
novice priest, and hope to eventually win his heart’s desire to become a
scholar.


The stars in his eyes from his daydream
shattered into a thousand fragments as he tripped and landed spread-eagled in
the sand. He staggered to his feet, juggling left, and then right, to avoid the
crowd’s stampeding feet. A shove between his shoulder blades sent him
sprawling, sand sprayed his eyes, and blindly he groveled to his knees. This
time a sandaled foot kicked him in the chest. Winded, Xandar clutched his
ribcage and gasped for breath as a foot painfully tapped into his side and a
cultured voice mocked him. “Mutants don’t belong in the priesthood; we don’t
want your kind. Crawl home before you get seriously hurt.”


Xandar looked up at his tormenters, his
vision blurry and stinging from the gritty sand; all he could make out were
three indistinct shapes looming over him as the press of the swaying
congregation, their sweaty bodies exuding sweet and sour odors, closed in on
them.


The prodding foot stilled and the voice
said, “Whew, it stinks here, let’s go.”


Two of the bullies were slow to follow
their companion, getting in a few more kicks and punches. The voice, slightly
shrill, penetrated the hubbub of the mob, “Senmut! Iteti! Come on.” This time,
they obeyed; leaving Xandar slumped like a protruding rock in a shallow stream.


A black hand as small as a child’s and
trimmed with neat pink nails, reached out to Xandar from the sidelines, and
with surprising strength, hauled him to his feet. Xandar found himself eye
level with a pygmy hunter and his four foot bow; a rare sight in the city as
they favored the isolation of the desert regions. Bone pierced his nostrils and
ears, and deep parallel scars scored his cheeks. Xandar stammered his thanks,
but the pygmy had already vanished into the throng.


Bells pealed and white frocked priests
carrying incense, chanted sacred songs as they chased the end of the
procession. Underfoot, the sandy streets gave way to paved stones as he reached
the beginning of the processional way. Xandar lifted his feet and ran to catch
up as the tone of the bells changed to a more rapid beat. Ahead he could see
the majestic temple gates moving, closing in with each clang of the bells. If
he wasn’t inside the temple grounds before the bells stopped the gates would
shut, barring him from the initiation ceremony. He flashed past the crouching
sphinxes, their stony stares oblivious to his flight. Between the obelisks,
townsfolk milled, blocking the gates as they said farewell to loved ones.


Sweat trickled freely on Xandar as he
dodged through the crowd which was thicker than treacle. A mere four paces
separated him from the gate but it was steadily closing, the crack only wide
enough for a pregnant mule to slip through. From the top of the walls, horns
sounded; the final call. He charged forward, throwing himself sideways and flew
at the closing gates. The wind buffeted his slight form as he sailed through
the narrow gap. Behind him the gates boomed shut.


Xandar lay panting on the inside of the
temple almost kissing the ground in relief that he’d made it. The courtyard was
immense, lined with terraces and pillars of ivory marble. Pennants to the royal
house and the Supreme God Raia fluttered: turquoise, gold, and vermilion.
Spectacular buildings sprawled as far as his eyes could see, towers jutted to
dizzying heights, colorful domes stained with delicate glass and crystals
speckled the roofs. Colossal statues of Pharaoh and Raia, regal in pose, thrust
upwards to the heavens.


His awe turned to anxiety when he realized
how empty the yard was. Across the courtyard, he saw the last of a line of boys
disappearing into a hall which was flanked by two towers, the tops bearing
ceremonial fires. He bolted to the beacon, his sandaled feet slapping against
the snowy marble.


Outside the hall four novice priests waited
by the massive wooden doors, preparing to shut them. Xandar's pace slowed to a
sedate walk as he felt their stares enfold him, and self-consciously he
smoothed his dirt stained tunic, aware he must look flustered and sweaty. For a
long moment the novice priests said nothing, finally one said, “In you go.”


With eyes lowered Xandar scurried into the
hall, behind him the novices chuckled and another said, “Seems they take anyone
these days.”


The first one replied, “He hasn’t passed
the initiation yet.”


His confidence in shatters, Xandar slunk
into the hall, squinting to find his way in the dim interior. He passed through
a cobalt archway painted with the rays of the sun, emerging into another hall
filled with a sea of boys. He sunk down on the closest bench, sucking in
calming breaths, while he examined his surroundings.


Two hundred silent boys crammed the
regimental pews; they all looked like they were made from the same mould, with
their dark side locks and dusky eyes. Once again Xandar cursed his golden
visage, which made him stand out; so alien from the rest of them. Godlike
sculptures lost in shadows lined the hall, and sparse torches quivered with
orange flames. Far above him the roof was engraved with mysterious star constellations.
Several priests held communion up front; scanning the boys’ faces, they pointed
and muttered amongst themselves.


Five pews in front of him, a tall boy
turned and stared at Xandar, his handsome face twisted in distain. He poked out
his tongue, before returning his eyes forward. He sat between two hulking boys
whose bodies resembled obelisks, almost identical, except one had cauliflower
ears sprouting from his conical head, while the other appeared to have no ears
at all and his sleek head looked like a seal’s; or would have if seals were
that ugly. A sinking sensation gathered in Xandar’s gut; these were the bullies
from the procession. Hot tears pricked behind his eyelids as he pondered – why
couldn’t he just be left alone, especially tonight of all nights? Resolve
thickened in his veins, vowing to himself, no one was going to stop him passing
this initiation. He sat up straighter, lifted his head, and boldly looked past
the bullies to the front of the hall where one of the white-garbed priests was
preparing to speak.


“Welcome initiates, may the light guide
you. The road traveled by the priesthood


isn’t smooth, but carved out of blood and
tears, as well as discipline and dedication. Those not willing to make the
sacrifices, weak of heart, or unsure – leave now.”


No one moved. The priest glared at the
assembly for several heartbeats before saying, “Very well, you have been
warned. But you must prove yourselves, so tonight you will undergo initiation
rites, to weed out the chaff amongst you. If a priest presents you with a grain
seed, you must go. Silently, immediately, unquestioningly because you have been
selected as unworthy. There will be no arguments, but those you’ll find with
the guards’ whips if you dither.”


Sandals scraped on stone as one boy hastily
rose to his feet, and white-faced, bolted for the exit. Half a dozen others,
hesitant at first, followed his example, their momentum accelerating the closer
they got to the exit.


The priest was unfazed, “Anyone else?”


Murmurs rippled like a thrown pebble in a
deep lake, but the remaining boys remained seated. The priest instructed,
“Silence, only speak when you are told to. We will divide you into groups.


Xandar resigned himself for the inevitable;
finding himself grouped with the bullies in the fourth and last group. Fifty in
number, they were led into a chamber brightened by clusters of black candles
longer than his arm. Thick incense cloyed at the back of his throat. The boys
were instructed to sit on the marble floor, with legs crossed, backs straight,
eyes forward and minds empty. The priest chanted a sentence once, which the
boys then repeated; the priest added a new sentence at the end of each refrain.
Xandar concentrated on the words, repeating them effortlessly, lulled by their
rhythm into a state of calm. He felt like he was outside himself, the words
were everything, the chant linking all life forces into a complicated tapestry.


Blinking, he came back to himself, panic
stampeded like running bulls through his veins; had he missed something, and
was he about to receive a dreaded grain seed? He risked a peek; the spluttering
candles were now malformed, waxy lumps, burnt down to stubs. How long had he
been in the trance? 


His bottom was so numb it felt frozen to
the floor, his legs ached with cramp and he wondered if he’d ever be able to
straighten them, while pain snaked up his spine, nipping at clenched muscles.
Remembering where he was and why, he bit back the half formed groan before it
hatched. Another eternity passed before the priest reappeared. “Follow me.”


Gingerly unraveling himself, Xandar
realized there was a lot of space around him; their group now numbered twenty.
The bullies were still present, so he edged as far away from them as possible
as they rejoined the other three groups, finding them similarly depleted. They
were led outside into the crisp night air; stars shimmered across the velvet
backdrop, dawn still two hours away.


Eagle-eyed priests waited for them by an
inky lake, where they were ordered to strip, and Xandar was grateful for the
darkness which partially masked his pale skin. He shivered, unsure if this
action was prompted by cold or fear as the priests waded through them, dividing
them into two groups. He found himself in the smaller group of ten, which again
included the three bullies, who stared at him coldly. Feeling totally exposed,
and not because of his nakedness, he shuffled away from them.


A priest strode through the larger group,
spraying grain, shouting, “Away with you, be gone!”


Temple guards materialized out of the
gloom, and herded them away like a flock of plucked geese, leaving the final
ten to face the cluster of priests. A priest stepped up, and said, “Trust is
everything among the brothers of the priesthood. You must prove you have
complete trust. The brothers will hold you down in the water. You must show
trust, by not struggling and wait for the brothers to lift you up.”


Ten became seven as three initiates bolted
away from the water. The others were grasped by both arms and dragged into the
frigid water. Xandar barely had time to take a breath before he was thrust
under the surface. First instinct was to struggle, but he fought the impulse
and forced his body to relax, as the brothers’ hands held him firmly under the
water. His lungs filled with fire, which burned a path to his mouth, bubbles
trickled, and then erupted out of his nostrils, but he forced his body to lay
still. Surely, they must lift him up soon; they wouldn’t let him drown, would
they?


Pressure squeezed every fiber of him; he
battled to stay calm, then the chant from earlier pulsed into his mind. He
seized onto the chant like it was a lifeline, losing himself in its cadences
and his body floated free of pain. Xandar felt his consciousness melt into the
universal river of life, water and air weaved into one substance; he felt sure
he could breathe the water if he wanted to, but life-giving oxygen filtered
through his pores, seeping into his pumping bloodstream, sustaining him,
floating his mind and body into a blissful state. The river of life tugged at
him, and he moved away with it, leaving his earthly body, and the whole world
seemed to open up to him. Giddy, he groped to comprehend the swirling
kaleidoscope of energies buzzing like bees through the weave that was pure
life.


Rough hands hauled his prostrate body from
the lake; and like a recoiled slingshot, his consciousness ripped away from the
tranquility, thrusting him back into his mind. He woke splayed on the lake’s
edge, coughing, as spasms shook his goose-bumped body. The priests hastily
dropped their hold and stepped back. Behind him, Rahera, the bully ringleader
whispered, “Freak!”


Dawn’s light wavered over the morning; how
long had he been in the water? The other initiates were huddled together, five
in number, and he noticed no water dripped off their naked bodies and their
hair was nearly dry. Shivering, he joined the group. Warily most took a step
back away from him, and none looked him in the eyes. What had happened?
Nervously, he waited for the grain to appear, signaling his failure and
banishment from his dreams, but the priests herded them back inside to a snug
chamber, where an altar was laid out.


One priest instructed, “Wait,” and all the
priests filed out of the chamber.


Xandar hoped they wouldn’t be left alone
for long as the final initiates included the three bullies, Rahera, Senmut, and
Iteti.  But they ignored him, they were too busy hovering around the altar. He
couldn’t hear their words, but muffled laughter and jesting rose from them.


A priest shuffled out of an alcove,
approaching the altar, and the other boys scooted back. The priest croaked,
with age-shriveled vocal chords, “You have passed the first night; the
priesthood welcomes you as novices. We do not accept you lightly, and your
positions are subject to dismissal at our convenience, so you must be diligent
in all your tasks. Respect is our due; insolence, sloth, ineptitude is not
tolerated. Is that understood?”


The priest’s rheumy eyes peered in the
general direction of the boys, but Xandar doubted the old man could see past
the end of the altar. Picking up a knife, the old priest said, “All novices
must be circumcised,” and he jabbed the knife into an urn of wine.


The old priest waved the dripping knife in
his shaking hand, and commanded, “Step up, one at a time.”


No one moved, then Rahera shoved Xandar
forward and purred in his ear, “After you.”


Sniggers shimmied through the bullies, but
the priest beckoned him on, and Xandar wondered if he was deaf as well as
half-blind. Fear rippled through his groin, what if the knife slipped in those
palsy hands? 


The tall bully must have read his thoughts,
as he said, “What’s it matter if he chops it off? You’re not going to need it.”


The bully with cauliflower ears said, “It’s
so small, the priest will be lucky to find it.”


The priest’s hand snaked out and grasped
Xandar’s arm and drew him closer. “Make haste, you are keeping an old man from
his bed.”


His words didn’t reassure Xandar, and
behind him the bullies were doubled over laughing.


The priest indicated a phallic shaped bowl.
“Place your penis in here. One quick snip and I’ll be done.”


Xandar gulped down his fear, and did as he
was told, he tried to relive the chant, but its music was gone, chased away by
the glint of the knife. The priest raised his quaking hand, Xandar closed his
eyes, praying to the light – let his hand be true.


The priest yelped, dropped the knife, and
swore. Xandar eyes flew open to see blood dripping from the priest’s fingers. A
quick check below ascertained that it was the priest’s blood that flowed and
not his own; the knife hadn’t touched him.


The priest roared, summoning other priests.
“Sacrilege! Someone switched knives; metal instead of flint. I’m cut.”


Muttering, he was shepherded away, and the
boys were left with a thin-faced priest who stared at them with reptilian eyes.


Rahera said, “The priest is nearly blind,
he must have mixed up the knives.”


The priest didn’t answer, merely picked up
the flint knife, turned business-like to Xandar and promised, “This will hurt.”


 



Chapter Six


Dekka Straightarrow was glad to leave
Wasset behind him. The pygmy hunter had never been comfortable in the confines
of a city where the close-knit buildings seemed to press together, crowding out
the sky, and he found that the stench of so many people and beasts cooped
within overpowered his senses. He drew in a long breath and savored the sweet
smells of sand and wind and sky. Before him the unspoiled desert stretched out
in invitation.


After a morning of light jogging, he spied
the tell-tale wisp of smoke rising from a small rocky outcrop, marking his
destination. As he approached, high-pitched whistles alerted the camp, and when
he climbed up the sharp embankment, Necia was waiting for him outside the
ramshackle hut that had been hastily erected out of spindly branches, the
scarce petrified wood salvaged from the desert floor.


She licked her lips and glared at him, but
he didn’t flinch. An uncomfortable prickle built in his temples, finally she
dropped her gaze. Swishing the flap back on the hut, she motioned for him to go
inside. He paused for the barest moment and Necia’s nostrils flared but before
she could speak he shed his bow and stepped through the opening. 


It took a few moments for his sight to
adjust to the dimness. He schooled his features to remain blank as he saw the
distorted form writhing on the mat at his feet; he’d never been comfortable in
the Vision-maker’s presence. Necia was their tribe’s caretaker, she interpreted
the Spirits’ words, told them where to hunt, where to find water, of dangers and
enemies; her words were law. She was a fine looking woman: strong arms,
muscular thighs with good teeth, and no one had been more surprised than Necia
when ten years ago she’d given birth to a monstrosity. The girl’s gnarled limbs
would never lift or walk but thrashed constantly in a cruel dance. Silence
reigned in the camp that night and all averted their eyes as Necia stumbled
from her birthing frame, clutching the wailing infant, and disappeared into the
desert and no one expected the baby to reappear.


At dawn’s light Necia had returned,
striding among them, the crippled baby latched onto her swollen breast. Shock.
Disbelief. Anger had rippled through the tribe and several hunters had formed a
tight circle around her; occasionally a weakling child had to be ripped away
from an hysterical mother, an unpleasant but necessary task. If the tribe was
to survive all members needed to have an active part.


Necia had held up the baby and called out,
“I give you Vision-maker.”


A shockwave of silence lashed the hunters,
and for several heartbeats the entire tribe froze as they tried to make sense
of Necia’s actions. She’d broken tribal protocol by naming the crippled child
and now it couldn’t be returned to the Desert Spirit. One of the hunters had
tightened his grip on his bow as Necia lifted up the child for all to see and
her stare was defiant as she said, “I made the offering, I placed the baby upon
the sands to be gifted back to the Spirits but a miracle happened. The Great
Spirit spoke to me and gifted her back to our tribe – she is a Vision-maker and
through her patterns in the sand I can read the spirits’ wishes.”


Uneasiness shuffled through the tribe,
nothing like this had ever occurred before, and more than one wondered why
Vision-maker was necessary as the spirits had always managed to convey their
wishes through the tribal caretaker. Necia had tapped her foot, glared at the
staunchest of the hunters, and demanded, “Is my word no longer law here?”


A collective gasp shuddered through the
tribe and they held their breath, waiting to see what he would do. Anger and
indecision warred across his face then he lowered his bow and stomped off into
the desert. The remaining tribe members had scattered away from Necia like
spooked chickens, suddenly absorbed in mundane tasks as no one wanted to be the
centre of her attention, but nothing had ever been the same in their tribe
again.


Vision-maker’s eyes had never changed from
infanthood and in the dimness he found her pale blue stare unnerving as she lay
twitching two paces from his feet. Dekka edged back until a sharp branch poked
into his back. Necia sighed and shook her head at him before indicating he
should sit. He sank onto his haunches, a hunter’s squat where he could readily
bolt to his feet, and he kept darting looks toward the exit. Necia sniffed
loudly before settling herself onto the stony ground next to him. She asked,
“Did you find her?”


Reluctantly Dekka replied, “I touched one
like her.”


Necia snatched up his hand, clutched it
against her heart, squeezing her eyes shut. After a few moments, she whispered
excitedly, almost to herself, “We are close.”


She dropped his hand. “You may go.”


In one smooth movement he rose but tried to
retain a small measure of dignity by sedately making his way to the opening.
Once there he paused and asked, “What happens now?”


There was almost a smile on her face. “We
wait.”


Disappointment rounded his shoulders as he
ducked outside; he wanted to go home. The other hunters eagerly looked at him
After months away they were also homesick for familiar territory and loved ones
faces, but when he sadly shook his head, they silently returned to their tasks.
No one spoke openly about their dissatisfaction with Necia’s decisions, they
were wary of courting the Spirits’ displeasure, but Dekka could sense the
others felt as he did. He often wondered if Necia was still blessed by the
Spirits. Since Vision-maker’s arrival Necia hadn’t consulted with the tribe or
explained her reasoning for her decisions, and he couldn’t understand why Necia
had ordered the ten best hunters to escort her and Vision-maker to these
foreign lands, leaving their tribe short of providers.


Wetness blurred Dekka’s eyes as he pictured
his mate’s face. When he’d left, her belly had been bulging with the promise of
their first child. Had the child been born? Had it survived? Had his mate? He
wanted to confront Necia. Her actions didn’t appear to be for the welfare of
the tribe, but to challenge the caretaker was to risk banishment. Was Necia’s
word still law after she’d broken the birth protocols or were they foolishly
following a false caretaker? And why was Necia casting her net for the golden
haired girl?


 



Chapter Seven


Rahera drummed his fingers on the marble
bench, but the temple guards ignored him, bracing long spears, impenetrable
jackal-faced masks pointing straight ahead, their disciplined well-honed
muscles locked in the sentinel stance, as they guarded the office of the High
Priest Seraphis.


Like far off thunder his stomach rumbled,
he’d not eaten since yesterday. After the circumcision he’d been separated from
his friends Senmut and Iteti, and escorted to this bench where he’d been kept
waiting most of the morning. Several priests had reverently been ushered into
and bustled out of the sacred office in that time.


Splotches of dried blood marked the front
of the brown tunic he’d been given, the end of his penis throbbed; the
circumcision priest had kept his promise, he hadn’t been gentle with any of the
newcomers.


Finally the golden doors swung inwards,
ejecting a priest who cradled a bandaged hand. He glared at Rahera as he
stalked past, muttering, “No respect! The whole lot of you should be thrown
out.”


In contrast a yellow-garbed official
sedately appeared in the doorway and signaled Rahera to follow him. They walked
down a long corridor, their footsteps resounding on the marble tiles as they
passed many richly decorated doors, until they reached the ornate door at the
end.


The relief on the door pictured a
life-sized Seraphis, molded in gold, with black onyx chips embedded as eyes,
raising one hand up to Raia’s blazing rays, while his other hand clasped a
sacred dagger which slashed open the throat of a bound prisoner. Fat rubies
signified the droplets of blood which fell away into a crimson pool of crushed
garnets. Rahera paused for a second and gulped in a breath.


The official cracked the door open, and
then stepped aside ushering Rahera through it. Behind him the door slid shut
like a tomb’s sealing rock, leaving him alone, hovering in an immense room.
Thick rugs, exotic in their weave, smothered the floor in a rainbow of colors,
while golden images of Raia, ranging from thumb-sized ornaments to towering
statues, overcrowded the High Priest’s office.


“Come. Sit down.” Though quietly spoken,
the words made him jump.


Rahera edged forward toward the cluttered
desk at the back of the room where the High Priest reigned, and perched his
bottom on the indicated chair. Pitch-black eyes clinically examined him,
missing no detail, as the High Priest reclined in a throne-like chair, resting
one hand on his face, while the other slowly tapped his nose. The High Priest’s
voice was barely above a whisper, “Well, nephew, what am I to do with you?”


Rahera wasn’t sure if he was expected to
answer so he kept silent. He’d only met his famous uncle twice before. The
first time, he’d only have been three or four. It was late at night and he
should have been snuggled up in his bed. But he’d woken up feeling hungry, and
had been sneaking toward the kitchen when he’d encountered his uncle storming
out of the parlor. Rahera’s father had spoken softly while he’d laid a
restraining hand on his brother’s arm, but Seraphis had shaken off the touch as
if it had stung and with his next step had collided into Rahera.


Cursing, his uncle had looked down and
discovered the small boy cowering at his feet. Over his shoulder, Seraphis had
spat at his brother, “This just proves my point that you have too many
children, even your hallways are littered with them. If you need money, sell
some of them.”


Rahera well remembered his uncle’s next
move as it had hurt. Seraphis hadn’t bothered to step over him but had kicked
him out of the way.


The next meeting was several years later at
his father’s funeral. Seraphis wasn’t the High Priest yet, but the fine weave
and cut of his priestly robes had stood out amongst the rough homespun of the
rest of the mourners. Throughout the ceremony, Seraphis had tugged on his ear,
while shifting from foot to foot much like a restless racehorse waiting for the
beginning of the race. Not once had he looked at his nephews and nieces who
filled the front pews.


At the conclusion of the funeral rites
Seraphis had bolted toward the exit, but the elderly priest who’d resided over
the ceremony had hailed him back to share a cup of wine. One cup had extended
into several until finally the older priest had succumbed; his head sprawled on
the table next to his overturned cup as a pool of dribble slowly formed
underneath his half open mouth, his snores stirring his drool.


His uncle had lurched to his feet and this
was the moment Rahera’s mother chose to accost him. Her fingers clamped onto
his arm while her puffy eyes looked up at him as she begged, “He was your
brother. You must help us.”


Without a word Seraphis had ripped his arm
out of her grasp, heading for the door. Thrown off-balance, she landed with a
thud against the stone floor. A fresh batch of tears slobbered down her cheeks
to blend with the mucous streaming from her nostrils. She reached an arm out
toward him and through swollen lips she’d choked, “But my children will
starve!”


His uncle had paused at the door, raked a
stare over the mewling children, before saying, “So?”


Rahera found his uncle just as intimidating
as he remembered. Below his piercing stare, High Priest Seraphis’ nose hooked
like an eagle’s beak, his sculptured cheeks, riding high on the planes of his
face, and his shaved head glistened with perfumed oils; bruised myrrh and
cardamom. Golden threads criss-crossed his white silken robe, which glistened
into tiny rainbows when kissed by the sunlight.


The High Priest stood. Rahera was tall for
his fourteen years; taller than most grown men, but his uncle easily towered
over him by another head, and his sturdy frame could have been the physique of
a soldier, more suited to the wielding of a broadsword than a quill. Under the
continuing scrutiny, Rahera schooled himself to sit motionless.


“You remind me of myself at your age, but
if you want to succeed in this world you will have to curb your prankster
instincts.”


“Yes, High Priest.”


The High Priest leaned on his desk,” Good.
I like that you didn’t try to deny it or lie to me,” he casually tapping one
manicured finger on his nose; the finger was circumnavigated by a gold ring,
embedded with a diamond as big as a quail’s egg. The change in conversation
took Rahera by surprise. “Your mother is to wed again? Third time lucky?”


This was a sore point for Rahera, the
reason he’d pushed to leave home, so he squirmed slightly before answering.
“Yes, High Priest.”


“You need to be candid, Rahera. You have no
secrets from me. You’re the fifth child, with eight siblings, and have a mutual
dislike with your soon-to-be stepfather. You would have preferred a military
commission but your mother, with helpful financial advice from her lover, decided
not to buy you one. So here you are, fleeing to the priesthood, and now you
must give me justification why I shouldn’t send you straight back to your
mother’s house.”


Panic gripped Rahera. If he was thrown out
of the priesthood, he’d be a laughing stock, and his narrow prospects would
shrivel worse than a grape in the midday sun.


High Priest, I beg you to give me another
chance. I am yours to command.”


A crack appeared in the High Priest’s
chiseled face; almost a smile. “There is something you could do for me; if
you’re up to the challenge.”


Rahera held his breath, waiting for the
High Priest to continue, knowing his whole future hinged on what he was about
to hear.


“I need someone on the inside, someone I
can trust to bring me accurate information. There is a new novice I’m
particularly interested in; the yellow haired boy – Xandar.”


Relief washed through Rahera, forgetting
protocol, he interrupted, “I’ll happily spy on him…”


The High Priest’s head snapped up, his
stare like a slap of ice water, silencing him.


“Spying is only part of it. During the last
initiation, Xandar’s sister displayed a depth of power that’s never been seen
before and I need to know if Xandar is similarly endowed. If he is, I want to
harness that power for my own purposes. I want you to befriend him, be his best
friend, the one he confides in before all others. Can you do that? And in total
secrecy, no one must know of our arrangement.”


Rahera lowered his eyes and paused before
saying, “High Priest, there may be a slight problem, as we’ve already had a
couple of altercations.”


The High Priest slammed his fist on the
desk. “That’s not what I asked. Can you do this or not?”


This time, Rahera boldly met his gaze,
nodded, sealing his fate.


“Good. Start immediately. First Scholar
Drashedu will be our go between. Please me, and I’ll exalt you to a position of
wealth and power, far beyond the grasp of a fifth child. Discuss this with
anyone, and I’ll snip out your tongue faster than a lizard catching a fly.”


The High Priest settled back into his
chair, picking up a scroll. Realizing he’d been dismissed, Rahera staggered to
his feet, and bowed. “Thank you, High Priest.”


Seraphis shifted his attention back to
Rahera. “Another thing I like about you, nephew, you haven’t presumed to call
me uncle, and I suggest you never do. No one within these walls needs to know
of our relationship; it’s another of our secrets. I never understood what my
brother saw in that slut, you call –mother. It must be something between her
legs that keeps lesser men flocking to her like flies to honeyed wine. But as
you are here, at least something productive came from their union.  I’m sure it
won’t be long before she spawns again, producing more useless children with
limited prospects. So remember Rahera, your future lies with me, so serve me
well.”


#


Midday had passed when Xandar noticed
Rahera, the bully ringleader, slip back into their group, but he soon forgot
him, as a lavish meal was placed before them. Baskets of fresh fruits, plump
with juice: melons, plums, apples and grapes. Platters overflowed with soft
honeyed breads, creamy amber cheeses, succulent figs, and sweets. Haunches of
meat; beef, mutton, fowl, and pork were thickly sliced and piled high, next to
jugs of gravy.


The starving boys attacked the mountain of food
like an invading army; some chewed with their mouths open as they grasped
handfuls more, as if they feared the feast would be snatched away. Xandar ate
sparingly, he’d never been a big eater, and today he jangled inside with
nervousness and excitement. This was his first day as a novice and he wasn’t
sure what to expect. Xandar nearly knocked over a fruit platter when Rahera
slid next to him, smiled and asked him to pass the plate of grapes.


Suspiciously, Xandar handed over the fruit,
stealing himself for a jibe or a face full of mashed grapes, but Rahera only
thanked him with a smile. Xandar backed away from the food, thinking to
distance himself from the other boy, but he found his escape route blocked by
the two bigger boys; Senmut and Iteti. They shoved him forward and Xandar
crashed into the platter, causing a cascade of fruit to tumble onto the floor.
Xandar cringed among the splattered fruit, waiting for the beating to begin,
but Rahera spoke up, “Stop!”


Confused the bullies paused, looking at Rahera
for guidance, but he pushed in front of Xandar and said, “Leave him alone.”


Senmut and Iteti stared at Rahera, waiting
for a punch line that didn’t come. Bewildered they shuffled around like lost
sheep, until Rahera hissed at them, “Later!”


Reluctantly, they accepted this and backed
away, spearing glances at Xandar, which promised a rerun. Rahera dusted Xandar
off and apologized, “I’m sorry about those two, but don’t worry about them,
I’ll make sure they leave you alone from now on.”


Disbelief must have been stamped on
Xandar’s face, so the tall boy murmured to him, much like an animal trainer
does to an unsettled beast. “I’m sorry for hassling you before.”


Never before had a bully apologized to him,
Xandar was stunned, only managing to say, “Why?”


A pink blush suffused Rahera’s face as he
replied, “We are to be brothers together here in the priesthood; there should
be harmony between us.” 


Rahera thrust out his hand. For a few
breaths Xandar stared at the outstretched hand, and then his own hand started to
rise to meet it. Rahera seized his hand, pumped it like he was milking a cow,
and declared, “Friends.”


Xandar didn’t trust himself to speak; what
was going on here? Was this just a set-up, to lull him into a false sense of
security, which they’d shatter later on when they’d beat the turds out of him?
He didn’t get anymore time to wonder as a weasel-faced priest stalked in,
clutching a thin whip, and announced, “You are privileged, the First Scholar
Drashedu, second to the High Priest himself, has deemed to reside over your
talent trials. This is an unprecedented honor.” He slapped the whip against his
palm accentuating his next words. “You will accord him the respect that is his
due. Now follow me.”


The lone tower was several stories of black
marble which punched into the sky like a dark fist. They wound their way up a
narrow staircase to the top chamber where Drashedu waited. Xandar was
disappointed; surely the sweaty, fat man squinting at them like a blind sow,
with ink stained fingers and robes, couldn’t be the honorable First Scholar?


Blinking his eyes rapidly, the fat man said
in a squeaky voice, “Line up, and one at a time, place your hands on the blue
stone over there.”


Xandar found himself last in line, behind
Rahera. Senmut was the first to pick up the blue stone; quizzically he held it,
blankly looking around until Drashedu called, “Next, next.”


He handed it to Iteti, whose expression
remained as baffled as Senmut’s.


The next boy dropped it, complaining it was
hot, while the fourth declared it was cold. Then it was Rahera’s turn, and when
he clasped the stone, blue sparks chipped off it. Drashedu’s eyes blinked
faster, but all he said was, “Next.”


With everyone watching Xandar picked up the
stone, blue light exploded from the stone turning it into a glowing cobalt
star. Startled, he dropped it and as it fell, it changed back to a dull blue
stone.


Drashedu filled the awed silence, “Follow
me,” and he disappeared up the steps to the roof. The other priest cracked his
whip against the wall, breaking their paralysis, and they filed up the steps.
Drashedu stood by a trough of water, where one lotus bloom floated on its
surface, and he instructed them to move the flower without touching it or the
trough.


Senmut, jumped up and down next to the
trough, sloshing the water, and the lotus jiggled like a fish on a hook.
Drashedu shook his head and pointed to Iteti, who blew on the flower, until he
was red in the face. This display was too much for the First Scholar who roared
at the lesser priest, “Brother Fectus, get these two idiots out of my sight.”


The next two boys merely stared at the
flower until the First Scholar lost his patience and sent them packing. Rahera
closed his eyes, held his hands above the flower; it moved slightly but whether
it was his doing or the wind’s was hard to determine.


Xandar wasn’t sure what to do. He looked at
the flower, but it was the ripple pattern of the water that caught his
attention. An echo of the earlier chant haunted him; he hummed softly and felt
drawn into the pattern of the water. Energies wreathed within the water’s
framework like fireflies. Unconsciously, he leaned forward.


Splash! Wetness soaked his robe, dripping
water pooled at his feet, and he saw the trough before him was empty. Several
feet away a damp Drashedu picked up a bedraggled lotus flower from the floor,
twirling it in his chubby fingers, he merely said “That will be all.”


Rahera linked arms with Xandar and drew him
down the stairs, his squelching sandals leaving watery footprints on the stone
steps. Xandar’s thoughts were fuzzy; he had trouble understanding Rahera as he
babbled. “That was fantastic! You’ll have to teach me how to do that.”


They emerged out the bottom of the tower,
blinking into the glaring sun. Senmut and Iteti crouched, waiting for them, like
two obese crocodiles. When they saw that no priests accompanied them, they
grabbed Xandar, and shoved him against the tower wall. His spine cracked as it
connected with the hard stone.


Rahera shouted at them, “Stop!” and pushed
in front of Xandar becoming his living shield.


Iteti scratched his stumpy ears. “What’s
your problem Rahera? No one can see us.”


“Just leave him alone.”


Senmut pushed his ugly face into Rahera’s.
“You’re getting tiresome, you used to be fun.”


Brother Fectus stalked out of the tower
past the boys, and called, “Follow me.”


Senmut dragged on Rahera’s arm, and said,
“I don’t take orders from you, so you and your little piss-colored buddy had
better watch out.”


Iteti added his bronze coin worth to the
conversation. “Yeah, what are you, bottom-buddies?”


Both big boys laughed at this as they
meandered after the priest. Xandar noticed Rahera’s hands shook as he helped
him away from the wall and he wondered why Rahera was suddenly championing him.


#


Darkness like a velvet blanket hung over the
courtyard as Xandar crept into the hypostyle hall. A forest of thick pillars
reached up to the ceiling, torches flickered, and mysterious scented incense
lingered in clouds around the base of the pillars. He crept to the front of the
hall, sliding from pillar to pillar in the shadows, and when he was sure there
were no priests about he dashed to the altar, and grabbed an unlit candle.


Furtively he glanced around, he was
supposed to be in the boys’ dormitory, but he’d had trouble sleeping. Silence
lulled over the hall like a warm blanket as he lit the candle, placing it among
the stumps of many others. He lowered his head and prayed in a whisper, “Thank
the light, for letting the talent shine through me, I pray I am worthy.” He
hesitated for a moment, took a deep breath then said, “And thank the light, for
sending me a friend.”


Xandar bowed his head; silent tears
trickled down his face, looking like drops of gold in the candlelight. A noise,
perhaps a skittering stone, or a footstep, plunged him into action; he blew out
the candle and fled from the hall.


#


When Xandar had left, Rahera stepped out of
the shadows, a sly smile implanted on his face as he said to himself, “Friend,
is it? This is going to be so easy.”


He strutted from the hall. If he hadn’t
needed to be undetected by the brothers, he might have whistled; life was
working out just fine.


 



Chapter Eight


Lil Tau tackled the toy; the straw mouse
bounced up into the air, before the kitten deftly caught it in her mouth. She
repeated this trick several times before beginning a new game, this time she
batted the toy like it was a ball. Kalli grinned as she watched the kitten
frolic; she’d grown to love her over the last few weeks. This was the only good
part of her day, for a few moments she could almost forget she was a captive,
the aches from training, the taunts from the guards or the other girls, or the
relentless tasks set by Meretiti.


Thankfully all the guards seemed to have
selective blindness when it came to her kitten. Lil Tau had even thawed the
emotions of Hippo, who wasn’t immune to scratching behind Lil Tau’s ears, when
she thought no one was looking, but it was Kalli’s cell Lil Tau always retired
to at night.


Guards’ voices called for lights out,
torches were hurriedly extinguished, and those not already in their cells
scuttled like beetles to bed down; it didn’t pay to draw attention at bedtime.
A guard marched through, slamming their cell doors shut one by one. Kalli
wondered why they bothered as they didn’t lock them. She picked up Lil Tau,
snuggling her close and let the kitten’s purr lull her to sleep.


She must have dozed, as it was dark except
for the light thrown from the spluttering torches burning on the outside of the
cells. Cradling Lil Tau she turned over, preparing to go back to sleep, but the
creak as her cell door cranked open scared her. She bolted upright, and found
her gaze locked straight into Vadah’s slimy stare.


Nonchalantly, he crossed his arms and
propped himself up against the inside of her cell door. Fear twisted in her gut
like a constipated viper; she knew what he wanted, she’d heard the screams and
weeping in the night as other girls had received his unwelcome visitations. The
next day their tear-racked faces, hollow eyes and stiff movements only showed
the tip of their torment. Kalli knew no one would help her; the other girls
would huddle into their bedding, some stuffing fingers into their ears to mute
her cries, while others would recite prayers, thankful that it wasn’t their
turn. She didn’t blame them; it was what she had done on many occasions.
Resolve thickened along her spine like setting porridge; no matter what he did
to her she wouldn’t cry out.


His face spilt into a demon mask as shadows
and light from the torches played across his smile. Like a glutton his gaze
poured over her, already without even a touch from him, she felt unclean and
couldn’t control the shudder that moved over her body. Vadah said, “I promised
I’d be back and I like to keep this sort of promise. Now we can do this two
ways; easy or hard, makes no difference to me.”


Lil Tau squawked, and Kalli loosened her
grip, she’d forgotten the kitten clasped in her arms. Disgruntled, the kitten
squirmed out of her hold, retreating to the corner of the cell where it
reclined in a sphinx-like pose, while its pink tongue flattened its fur in
leisurely stripes.


Vadah licked his lips as he crossed the
cell, forcing Kalli to shrink back, but there was nowhere to run. His reek
overflowed the void between them and her nose twitched; he stank of old sweat
marinated in unwashed clothes. He lunged at her; the calluses on his hands
scraped her skin. She kicked and scratched but he ignored her struggles as he
scuffled with her clothing, trying to find a way in. She felt his erection
pressing against her leg and panic flooded through her. Desperately she fought
back, her nails raking a series of bloody lines down his cheek. Swearing he
pushed off her, holding his stinging face, while he grunted at her, “So you
want to play hardball.”


His words blew his breath, ripe with rotten
cavities and seasoned with garlic, across her face. Kalli bolted backwards but
smacked into the stone wall. Cornered, she pulled her disarrayed clothing back
down her legs and warily waited for him to attack again. But he surprised her
by turning away. Her relief was only shortly lived, as he grabbed the kitten.
Lil Tau wriggled and spat, but Vadah’s cruel fingers clenched tighter as he
hissed at Kalli, “Pets, especially cats, aren’t allowed. Maybe this will remind
you.”


Forgetting her vow of silence she screamed,
“No!”


But Vadah ignored her, twirling the kitten
by her tail like she was a slingshot. Lil Tau shrieked in protest until he
smacked her head against the wall. Vadah let go of her tail and her limp body
slithered onto the ground.


Kalli felt as if all the air had been
sucked out her lungs and she gasped with disbelief at Vadah. He turned back to
her and said, “Hopefully that will remind you who is in charge.”


All she could think of was Lil Tau as he
advanced toward her. Only a step separated them when a voice from outside the
cell called out. “Hey Vadah, if you’ve got the guts for a real woman, not some
terrified virgin, I’ve got an itch that needs scratching.”


Meretiti leaned against the outside of the
cell door, her gaze unwavering as she stared at Vadah. He alternated his stare
between the two females, indecision plain on his face. Meretiti calmly took out
her small knife and chipped at her nails, when moments passed without Vadah
moving, she shrugged her shoulders, pushing herself off the bars. Her
retreating voice taunting him, “No loss, you’re probably not man enough for
me.”


Vadah leapt after her, “Wait!”


As he exited the cell, he glanced back at
Kalli and promised, “Another time, kitty.”


Meretiti hadn’t have gone far when Vadah
caught up with her. Kalli could close her eyes but not her ears to their noisy
coupling, as Vadah grunted like a piglet, and their belts clinked and weapons
jangled together as Vadah took Meretiti on the courtyard floor, only paces from
her cell. Sickened, Kalli staggered across the cell to Lil Tau’s slumped form.
She picked up the little body which was still warm, gently closing Lil Tau’s
lifeless eyes. She cradled the dead kitten, rocking backwards and forwards, and
wept.


#


For Kalli the next few days passed in a
daze; she couldn’t believe Lil Tau was really gone. That never again the kitten
would lullaby her to sleep, her tongue rasp her face, or the kitten would tiger
stalk through  the straw as if in the dense foliage of a forest. Pain sharper
than a dirk spiked her heart, and Kalli found herself crumbling to her knees,
weeping uncontrollably.


Meretiti roared at her, “Cat, get up!”


The other girls paused in their routines to
stare at her but Kalli only cried harder, her tears mingling with the dust of
the exercise yard. Roughly, Meretiti hoisted Kalli to her feet and dragged her
into a service alley, while yelling at the others to keep practicing the latest
routine.


When they were out of earshot, Meretiti
slammed Kalli against the wall, and held her there with one muscular arm, and
said, “Snap out of it, I’ve had enough of your sniveling. It was only a cat.”


But Kalli sobbed and shuddered until
Meretiti shoved her away. “Bah! Maybe I should have let Vadah have his fun with
you, and then you’d actually have something to cry about.”


Kalli collapsed on the ground, her sobs
subsided into hiccups, and she unsuccessfully tried to wipe her snotty nose
with the back of her hand. Her voice was just above a whisper, as she said “I
suppose I do owe you thanks…”


“You owe me nothing. I didn’t do anything
for you.”


“But…”


“But nothing.” Meretiti whipped out her
wicked little knife, briefly hacked at her fingernails, before gesturing with
the knife, emphasizing her points. “You mean nothing to me, do you understand –
Nothing! I look after myself, and you’d better smarten up and do the same. Stop
disrupting my training sessions. I haven’t survived this long to have one
whining girl wreck the small freedoms I’ve earned. So, suck it in, dry your
eyes and get back out there. If you fall to pieces again on my shift, I’ll
personally throw you to the guards. Do you understand?”


Shakily Kalli climbed to her feet, but
frustration and anger seethed under her skin, foolishly she lashed out at
Meretiti. “Perfectly! I hope I never become like you, the Priests’ pawn, doing
their dirty work. So you’ll win your freedom soon, but it’s come at a high
price, selling out your sisters. I hope freedom leaves a bitter taste in your
mouth, because it will certainly leave a stain on your soul.”


The trainer thrust her tattooed arm into
Kalli’s face. “Everyone in here has pain, even me. See these tattoos; the
priests lace the ink with iron, so that they sting forever.”


Kalli regretted her words and reached out
toward Meretiti, but the trainer’s face hardened and she slapped the offered
hand away. Shaking with suppressed fury, Meretiti’s dark eyes sparked and
towering over her, she bellowed, “You know nothing! Are you so stupid that you
haven’t figured it out yet – no one gets out alive: there is no villa, no gold,
no retirement – only death. That’s the only way we get out of here. It’s time
to grow up and accept your fate. Now get on your feet, and get back to
training, you’ve wasted enough of my time.”


 



Chapter Nine


Xandar was at the back of the procession
with the other novices, as the line of priests threaded their way like a
centipede through the city streets. This was his first outing since joining
their ranks, and excitement bubbled through his veins.


At the front of the column strode the High
Priest Seraphis. With each step his gold embossed robes billowed around him, adorning
his head was an intricate black wig that swung down past his shoulder blades
like a velvet curtain and upon it sat a fancy gold headdress glinting with
studded gems. He held the emblem of his office – the golden scepter, its head
shaped like a snarling jackal, with two twining snakes as the shaft, proud and
high before him. The crowd parted like a wave before the bow of a boat as the
High Priest strutted forward, surrounded by his jackal-masked temple guards.


Several paces behind, was Drashedu, carried
in a litter by six slaves who lathered in sweat as they labored to shift his
bulk. Oblivious to their discomfit, the scholar mopped his dripping face with an
inadequate satin handkerchief. The rest of the priests marched in their descending
order of rank, with scores of temple guards flanking the column, and covering
the rear.


Marching next to Xandar, was his friend
Rahera, who flashed him a smile of bright teeth, and once again he marveled at
how his luck had changed. He returned the smile while scanning the crowd for a
familiar face; maybe Bibian had been drawn outside by the procession as she’d
always loved the fun and excitement of a crowd. It had been weeks since he’d
seen any of his family, and he longed for a glimpse of them and part of him
wanted to show off his new found status. In his mind, Kalli’s face rushed at
him, but he pushed thoughts of her aside. He wasn’t going to cloud this day by
pondering on his older sister’s fate. Rahera lightly cuffed his ears, and said,
“Hey, daydreamer. We’re here.”


The market square was a seething mass of
color and noise. Stalls haphazardly jostled one another; crammed ripe figs
threatening to spill into the next stall, containing a jumble of urns and pots.
There were cut watermelons lush with the promise of juice, lined up next to
plucked ducks, and rainbow bolts of cloth so brilliant his eyes ached. His head
swirled as the bright hues mingled with an array of smells: exotic musky
perfumes; fatty smoke leaking from sizzling goat sausages; spices pinching his
nostrils and earthly manure rising from caged beasts. His ears rang with the
hubbub of a thousand voices, each calling the merits of their wares.


The priests followed their leader as he
brushed along one side of the market, heading for the assembly area marked off
by white washed walls. A fair-sized crowd had gathered, which swelled by the
minute as the procession of priests and followers poured into their midst.


Rahera seized Xandar by the arm, dragging
him out from the line of priests into the throng, and pulled him up on top of
an empty cart where they could see over the crowd. There appeared to be some
commotion around the High Priest, who hadn’t yet mounted the podium. Xandar
couldn’t make out the High Priest’s words, but he heard him roaring. Like
ripples in a pond, the crowd relayed his words in excited whispers. Xandar
overheard a richly dressed merchant gasp to all within earshot, “Sacrilege! The
High Priest has ordered heads to roll; the assembly walls have been defiled.”


Xandar strained on tip-toes but couldn’t
see the offending walls. The gossip-loving merchant turned back to his eager
audience with the next installment. “Someone has painted several caricatures of
the High Priest; in one he’s patting a cat, in the next kissing one, and the
others…” The merchant placed his hand across his mouth, supposedly to depict
his horror, but Xandar was sure he detected a twinkle in the merchant’s eyes.
“…oh my, I’m not sure I can say out loud and still keep my tongue, what they
show him doing with the cats, and in some very ingenious positions, I might
add…”


Not everyone in the crowd seemed as upset
by the drawings as the priests; Xandar saw many citizens openly laughing,
including those around the cart. But when they spotted the two novices, their
faces closed up like window shutters, conveying nothing but bland expressions,
but he felt their rising hostility. He glanced at Rahera, but he seemed
oblivious to the crowd around them, his attention was riveted on the High
Priest.


Xandar felt uncomfortable, an unusual
prickle formed behind his eyes, as though he was being watched. Underneath
hooded lids he scanned around the crowd until he locked gazes with a hawk-nosed
woman. She blatantly stared at him for several heartbeats, and then mockingly
she smiled at him, and then spat on the ground, before turning away in a swirl
of dark fringed shawls, disappearing into the crowd like a shadow. She was of
the Bera-Bera tribe. Most citizens thought of them as desert vermin, tolerated
only for the precious turquoise they traded; why had she been staring at him? 


Rahera clamped onto his arm, excitedly
pointing forward. “Look!”


Xandar shifted his focus. Pandemonium had
broken out by the podium, the crowd scattering as temple guards flurried into
their midst. The cause of the disturbance was several cats which bounded
through the unsettled crowd, closely followed by the temple guards trying to
spear them, but the nimble cats ducked and dived through the shifting feet to
escape. People yelped as misguided spears nipped sandaled feet, and thundering
guards blundered into the shoulders of those not quick enough to get out of
their way.


After several minutes the excitement was
over as all the cats had fled, and the temple guards resumed their positions up
the front. This time even Rahera must have sensed the crowd’s ill mood, as he
tapped Xandar on the shoulder, and whispered, “We should get back to the others.”


No one blocked their progress, or said
anything adverse to them as they passed through the crowd, but Xandar felt
their looks scorch him with accusations. What was going on? What had happened
to the happy populous that had thronged the streets only weeks ago, throwing
flowers and good wishes, at the priesthood initiates? It was pure relief to
join the ranks of the priests, to become another anonymous member.


Rahera pushed Xandar forward until they
popped out in the front row, right by the podium, which the High Priest now
occupied.  Behind the High Priest he spotted several drawings on the wall; some
fitted the merchant’s descriptions, but there were others that were far more
curious. One was of a giant cat stretched out in a regal pose, wearing the
royal menes cloth. Another portrayed three graceful cat-women who shone with
the golden aura that should only belong to the God Raia.


It was Xandar’s first chance to view the
High Priest up close. He was an imposing figure; unlike the disappointment he’d
felt upon seeing the First Scholar, here was a man worth following. The High
Priest’s face was set in grim lines as he gripped the sides of the stone podium
with white-tipped knuckles, and his voice boomed into every crevice of the
assembly area. “Heretics are among us, may the one true God Raia shine his
light and guide us. I, Seraphis, will root out this evil. I will not let it
gain a foothold in Wasset.


“For too long I have been lenient, hoping
this scourge was a fleeting occurrence, but now I see I must seek out and
destroy all those who threaten Raia’s way. 


“First, I offer fifty gold coins for the
names of those responsible for defiling these walls; this generous offer
expires at midnight, and if no names have crossed my desk then my temple guards
will choose, may the light guide them, ten men to pay with their lives for this
sacrilege.


“Second, I decree that cats are demon-spawned;
don’t be fooled by their soft pelts and drooling ways. Cats spread ill humors
and disease; death is their legacy, they are the familiars of false gods. All
cats will be put to death as will anyone found harboring these vile creatures.
A bounty of five gold coins will be paid for each dead cat.


“Execution – swift and with no exceptions
will be the fate of anyone found practicing the outlawed religions, worshipping
cat idols, or laying claim to false gods. Our beloved God Raia is the one and
only guiding light.


“A list of new decrees has been posted
outside the temple gates, and all citizens must comply. Ignorance is no excuse.
Too much freedom has breed contempt; I vow to stamp it out. 


“My promise to you is that the priesthood
won’t stop until all the heretics have been obliterated, and all citizens walk
toward the one light of Raia under my guidance.”


Xandar’s head burst with questions, but the
noise from the crowd was overwhelming, he couldn’t think straight. Rahera
grabbed his arm and drew him into the middle of the priests, who had grouped
together like congealing blood. Under a heavy guard they were escorted back
through the streets.


Above him Xandar saw a shawled woman leaning
out of a second storey window and as the procession winded past she deliberately
emptied out a pail. Forewarned, he jumped back as brown liquid splattered onto
the priests in front of him. Cursing they shook their fists upwards, but the
woman was gone and he was sure it was the same woman who’d spat at him earlier.


He felt a sense of relief when he spied the
temple gates, but his unease soon returned when he saw an angry crowd gathered
at their base. Shouts and curses oscillated from the unruly mob and progress
slowed as the temple guards had to shove and force an opening for the
procession to go through.


Xandar heard one man shouting out the new
decrees. “All women are no longer full citizens: married women are second
class, single or widowed are third class, and minors are fourth. As such all
voting rights for women have been revoked, and none may hold posts attributed
to first class citizens. A list of these will be available at the main
registrar’s office tomorrow…”


Before he could hear more he was swept
through the channel of guards and washed up in a sea of priests in the temple
grounds, with Rahera bobbing up next to him. Xandar asked, “What was that all
about?”


But his friend just shrugged and said, “I
think we should be thankful that we’re going to be priests and that we’re on
this side of the wall.” 


 



Chapter Ten


Trained in the art of thievery from an
early age Ahmose knew how to hide in the alley’s shadows; he didn’t want the
pimp Makara to see him, as he tailed him through the early evening. With his
light brown hair and eyes, slim build, and muted clothing Ahmose blended into
the scenery. Makara was easy to track; his square body was almost as short as
he was wide and it didn’t fuse well into any background. Makara loved garish
garments; tonight he wore a lime green robe slashed with orange stripes, and
topped with ostrich feathers dyed a fearsome yellow, making him stand out
amongst the more soberly dressed crowd. His bold dress didn’t end there, as he
jangled with gold rings; they pierced his ears, nose, cheeks, lips, his one
prominent eyebrow, and every finger was sheathed with a gold ring studded with
a different gemstone.


It was an open invitation to a thief, for a
man to wear so much wealth, but Ahmose wasn’t here to rob the pimp; it was
information on his younger sister and not gold that he sought. Plus it was well
known in this city, that to accost the pimp meant writing your own death
warrant; Makara paid well to those who mattered to ensure he could walk these
streets without a worry.


Six months had passed, without word from
Tuya, Ahmose’s sister, and he’d promised their mother he’d find her. A dynasty
of thieves, they had decided to move their whole operation. It was getting too
hard to make a living in Wasset. The priesthood and soldiers had been taking too
much of an interest in their affairs and each passing day, more and more
decrees had been released, squeezing more freedom away from the populace. He
noted it had gotten worse in the months he had been gone. Headstrong, Tuya had
refused to leave with the rest of the family, when they had ventured onto
Zowtie, a busy city to the north, famous for its markets, a major transit point
for the desert caravans who traversed through the oases. It was a rich city,
ripe for the plucking and his family had easily integrated themselves into its
backstreets.


Tuya was an accomplished pick-pocket, but
the close knit family had become worried when they’d received no word from her.
At first he feared she had been caught and was waiting trial in a filthy cell
or that she’d had her hand severed for her crimes and was lying ill somewhere
with festering wounds, but all his enquiries lead him to the pimp. Ahmose knew
his sister wouldn’t willingly turn to prostitution. If she’d been in trouble,
why hadn’t she contacted her family? He itched to grab Makara by his stubby
neck, and shake the truth out of him, but he swallowed the urge and continued
to stalk the pimp; observation and patience would hopefully reveal what he
needed to find out.


Word on the street was that Makara pandered
to those clients who couldn’t be accommodated by the usual means, and that he
had one particular client whose specialized needs were so sickening, none would
talk about him. Ahmose planned on finding out the identity of this client.
Rumors alluded to other missing girls, and Ahmose feared what he would discover
about Tuya. What had she gotten herself into?


The pimp paused on a street corner and
Ahmose had to duck into a doorway to avoid discovery, as Makara impatiently
darted his head from side to side, obviously looking for someone. A few minutes
later, a petite, shrouded girl approached the pimp. Makara watched her, rubbing
his chubby fingers together, rattling his many rings.


The girl’s shroud slipped off her head and
for a moment, Ahmose’s heart tripped, thinking it was Tuya, but this girl had a
darker shade of hair, and was a hand span shorter. Together the odd couple
moved off and Ahmose silently followed them. They weaved through the streets
until they arrived on the outskirts of the city, stopping at a row of seemingly
deserted cottages and Makara led the girl into the end one.


Ahmose darted to the side of the building,
crept below the side window, and flattened himself to become one with the
shadows. He risked a peek through the window, and stretched his ears to hear
their conversation. 


Makara was wringing his pudgy hands, rings
clinking, as he instructed the girl. “I cannot stress it enough, for this
customer you must be silent, no matter what he does or says, you must not talk
to him – just do whatever he asks. A lot of gold relies on your actions. Can
you keep quiet?”


The girl shrugged, and said, “I didn’t
enter this business for the conversations. As long as I’m paid the gold you
promised, you have nothing to worry about, and your special guest will be
satisfied with me. I won’t say a word.”


Ahmose noticed her lips were smeared with a
scarlet paste, signaling her willingness to perform oral sex. Hard lines were
etched into her face; this girl had seen too much of the bad things in life.
The pimp paced up and down, jingling with each step, until he turned once again
to the prostitute. “I must go now, he will be here soon, and he doesn’t like it
if I’m still here. I’ll be back when he’s gone to pay you.”


With narrowed eyes she said, “Pay now, or I
walk.”


The pimp pulled out a purse, threw it at
the prostitute, who deftly caught it with one hand. She opened it and spilled
several gold coins into her palm; content she hid the purse within a fold of
her robe, nodding her thanks to the departing pimp. He paused in the doorway,
and said, “Don’t consider leaving without servicing my client; that would be
extremely detrimental to your health.”


She must have been used to physical
threats, as she didn’t appear worried, and said, “I’ll be here.”


The pimp lumbered off, and indecision
warred within Ahmose; did he stay here, or follow the pimp. He decided to stay,
reasoning he could easily pick up Makara’s colorful trail later on.


#


Seraphis drew the hooded cloak up high,
obscuring his well known features, and snuck out one of the service gates; one
of many escape routes he used when necessary. Where he was going, he didn’t
need an escort of temple guards. According to his staff, he was in his office
meditating, and was not to be disturbed under any circumstances. He would be
back before the first hour call past midnight, and no one would be any the
wiser.


Eagerness coursed through his veins, blood
pumping so hard it tolled in his ears, he felt like running, but resisted the
temptation; he couldn’t afford to draw attention to himself. Every few minutes
he checked behind making sure no one followed him.


He had hoped to overcome the need for these
clandestine visits, but his weak flesh craved release, so he followed a
familiar path until he stood outside a row of hovels, in the poorest section of
the city. One day he would order all this to be demolished, but right now it
served his purposes as it was.


A twinge of apprehension put a shiver down
his spine, and he scanned the street for any prying eyes, but saw only silent
shadows. Taking a deep breath he stepped through a doorway and before the whore
within gazed up, he commanded, “Avert your eyes, never look at my face, and
don’t speak. I expect nothing but total compliance with my commands.”


Without a word she bowed her head, waiting
silently for his next instruction. Seraphis was pleased, sometimes the whores
were a bit lippy, and needed reminding who was in charge. With three strides he
closed the gap to her.


“On your knees.”


This whore was experienced in the ways of men,
she dropped to her knees without a quiver, and when he pulled up his robe, she
didn’t hesitate to take him into her mouth. As her practiced tongue pleasured
him, he took a moment to study her face, not as young as he’d first thought,
fine lines cobwebbed her eyes, and lined her forehead. She wasn’t a dewy
rosebud; her petals had been plucked many times. Even so, he felt the tide rise
up within him and for a moment he was tempted to flip her over and plunge
himself into her, but it was too late so he grabbed the whore by her ears,
forcing her to swallow his seed.


Finished, he roughly released her, shoving
her onto the floor. Her expression was smug and he felt anger welling up like
dammed water. How dare the whore think she was superior in some inane way because
she’d made him sully himself. Sluts! Every last one of them. Then she did the
unforgivable, she looked at him, and his dam of anger burst.


With a roar, he leapt onto her, grabbing
her by the neck. Realizing she was in mortal danger, the whore fought back with
long nails, and well aimed kicks, but she was no match for a man of his size,
and he snapped her neck like it was a dry chicken bone.


Seraphis let go of her limp body, and it
slumped into a puddle at his feet. He didn’t look at her again as he turned and
fled from the hovel, vowing to himself, this would be the last time he indulged
in this weakness. By coming here he was jeopardizing the glorious future he had
been carving out for himself over many years, and in comparison, what these
pathetic whores gave him paled into insignificance.


The clip-clop of hooves echoed along the
alley toward him, for a moment he debated diving into the nearest doorway,
until he recognized Makara’s solid build, leading a mule and cart. Both stopped
when they drew level; words weren’t necessary as the pimp had performed this
dirty work many times before. Seraphis drew out a heavy purse and slapped it
into Makara’s outstretched hand. The High Priest tugged at his hood, making
sure his features were deeply masked, before continuing on his way. With each
step away from the dead whore, he felt lighter; once again he had gotten away
with it. Let Makara deal with the mess, he was well paid for it.


Soon he would have to remove the pimp;
Makara knew too much, and knowledge was power. But until Seraphis was ready to
give up the whores, the pimp was too useful. Next time, he would insist on a
younger, fresher whore; in the past few months the offerings had declined. If
he didn’t protest at the slipping standards, he wouldn’t be surprised if Makara
served up his gummy grandmother next.


Red-hot anger boiled behind his eyes, he
slammed his fists together and cursed women and their sluttish natures. They
were a plague on men; he hated the way they forced men to bend to their base
needs with their soft flesh. “No more,” he vowed, “I won’t let them weaken me,
by sucking out my manhood like it was marrow from my bones. No more!”


The temple loomed in front of him,
startling him; the journey here was a blur. Collecting himself, he took in long
breaths of the night air, and when he felt calmer, he slipped into a back alley
and crept to one of the secret passages that connected with his office.


#


Ahmose retraced his steps; where had the
hooded man gone? The dark alley gave no clues. Frustrated, he checked both
branches off the alley, but his quarry had eluded him.


Was this mysterious stranger the answer to
Tuya’s disappearance?


Nausea gnawed at the back of his throat as
he relived the dreadful moment when he’d heard the prostitute’s neck snap. Once
the man had lifted his robe, Ahmose had sunk below the window, not wanting to
witness their transaction. He kicked himself, if only he’d acted differently,
the girl would still be alive.


Towers rose above him, he recognized the
main entrance to the temple; cautiously he drew back, realizing he’d been
wandering aimlessly. Then a terrible thought formed in his mind; was this where
his quarry had disappeared into? Too many questions burrowed into his mind, it
was time for some answers, so he melted back into the night. It was time to
find Makara, and squeeze some answers out of his fat hide.


Several hours later Ahmose was footsore but
none the wiser as Makara hadn’t materialized at any of his usual haunts. The
pimp owned numerous houses and dubious businesses but he was conspicuously
absent from them all. Ahmose yawned and decided to retire for the day; he’d
resume his hunt at night as Makara was more likely to resurface in the dark
hours.


Days later he’d still failed to find the
pimp and word on the street was that Makara had skipped out of town, and no one
Ahmose talked to, had any idea when he’d be coming back.


 



Chapter Eleven


Bedriska sidled up to Kalli and slipped a
peeled orange into her palm. Kalli devoured it like it was from the last citrus
tree in the hemisphere. Sticky juice burst from the ripe fruit, overrunning her
mouth and dribbling over her chin. Using a corner of her tunic, Kalli mopped
away the evidence. A tabby tail poked out and joined the fringes on Bedriska’s
shawl as she leaned close to Kalli, and asked, “Do you want another kitten?”


Visions of Lil Tau’s demise smashed into
her mind, and she shook her head vehemently. “No!”


Bedriska spat into the sand, vowing, “Vadah
will pay, the Bera-Bera always collect their debts.”


“Who?”


The older woman cast around to see if
anyone was watching them, before pulling up her shawl, revealing the flower
tattoo, as she said, “My tribe – the Bera-Bera.”


Many questions crowded Kalli’s head, but
time was scarce as Meretiti had rounded the corner, so she asked, “When can you
get me out of here? Why is it taking so long?”


Bedriska tucked away the stray cat’s tail
before answering, “My tribe should be here within days, and then we will move
you. This is no easy task, so you must be patient.”


“But Vadah might come back!” Kalli’s voice
had risen to a shrill note and several girls glanced her way.


“Hush, stupid girl, we risk everything for
you. There are many details to be worked out. The world outside these walls is
being changed by the foul priests; and not for the better. Headless bodies hang
in the market place; their only crime was to have ink stains on their fingers.
They were butchered by the temple guards who thought they had defiled the
assembly walls, but they were wool dyers; simple, hardworking tradesmen.
Neighbors fear each other as the priests stir up their stew of hatred and
intolerance with their endless decrees. So we must tread softly, and you must
be patient. The Bera-Bera has taken payment to rescue you, and on our honor,
this will be done.”


Meretiti had wandered over to the water
bucket, so Kalli risked another question, “Have you any news of my family?”


Bedriska’s eyes narrowed and she spat into
the sand at her feet before answering. “You have a brother?”


Slowly Kalli nodded, her heart hammering.
Had something happened to Xandar? Bedriska spat again, then stalked off,
saying, “Not much of a brother, more like a traitor, he’s joined the
priesthood.”


Stunned, Kalli nearly collapsed, it
couldn’t be true. How could Xandar join those who held her captive? There must
be a mistake.


Meretiti filled her vision. “Cat, back to
training.”


When Kalli didn’t respond Meretiti gave her
a shove, pointed at Bedriska’s retreating back, and said, “Desert trash. I
don’t know what she’s been filling your head with but don’t believe a word she
says; they like to make mischief and steal your coin. Take my advice and stay
away from her as she’ll only bring you trouble.”


Kalli opened her mouth to protest, and then
shut it, maybe Meretiti was right. What had Bedriska brought her besides a few
food treats, but empty promises? The gift of Lil Tau had ended in disaster;
surely Bedriska should’ve known that within the Ferrasium walls the kitten
would die a violent death?


 



Chapter Twelve


Xandar peered around the crowded hall; breakfast
was always a noisy affair after the solemnity of dawn prayers, but he failed to
find Rahera among them. Worry niggled at him; his friend had been missing since
yesterday morning, his bed unslept in, but no one seemed concerned by his
disappearance.


Hunger fled, he pushed the bowl of porridge
and dates away, and weaved his way through the thicket of tables and benches.
If he was quick, he could scout for Rahera before the first lesson, but as he
lingered on the steps, unsure of which way to go, a voice heralded him.
“Novice, come here. I have an errand for you.”


Reluctantly, he complied, to find himself
standing before the bulk of the First Scholar, who said, “Quick, quick, I’m in
a hurry, novice. I need you to fetch me a bunch of fresh reeds from the sacred
lake.”


Inside, Xandar cursed, there was no way
he’d be able to search for his friend now, but he couldn’t refuse the errand.
He turned to go, but the First Scholar nabbed his sleeve, and said, “The best
reeds grow under the jetty by the orange trees, do you know the place?”


He nodded and his sleeve was released. He
hurried down the steps and along the walkway until he was out of sight, then he
sprinted. Older priests with flowing robes sedately moved along the pathways,
like white swans gliding on a lake, they frowned at him until he reined in his
pace. He zigzagged through fragrant herb gardens; his nose tickled by lavender,
lemon grass, rosemary and mint, until he emerged into the yellow, orange, and
green world of the citrus garden.


A sharp smell pricked at his nostrils, out
of place among the tangy fruits, but he couldn’t identify it. Ahead lay the
jetty, but his pace slowed when he saw it was occupied. A lone figure was
slumped on the far end while a small raft tied to the jetty, bounced on the wavelets.
Soft sobs issued from the prone boy. Cautiously Xandar approached, the dark
hair of the side lock, and the set of the quivering shoulders were familiar,
even if the pose wasn’t. Timidly Xandar asked, “Rahera? What’s...ss wrong?”


Rahera raised swollen, red rimmed eyes, and
with a shaking hand pointed to the raft. Among the funeral flowers of irises
and lilies lay the limp body of a shaggy grey dog, its face peaceful as if
sleeping. Rahera whispered, “My brothers and sisters were looking after her while
I got settled in here. I was going to send for her next week; I’d already asked
Brother Fectus if she could join the temple dogs. But she must have been
fretting and followed me here. She was found outside the gates in the gutter,
they think she was run over by a wagon. It’s my fault, Tessus is dead, if only
I…”


Xandar was lost for words, so he clasped
Rahera’s shoulder and gently squeezed it, tears welled in both boys eyes as
they gazed at the dead dog. Something squirmed and whimpered beneath Rahera’s
cloak. A white head with a halo of fluff, poked out, quickly followed by the
rest of its body. The puppy fixed its amber eyes on Xandar, its tail wagging so
hard he almost expected it to take flight, as it raced over to him, nearly
tripping over its own feet.


With a weak smile, Rahera said, “He reminds
me of you.”


Xandar scooped up the wriggling ball of
fluff, as Rahera explained. “Kalechi is…was Tessus’s puppy, I kept him from her
last litter. I don’t know what to do with him, he isn’t her, and I don’t think
I can cope having him around all the time…he reminds me of her…”


Rahera broke off as a fresh wave of weeping
raked through him. Xandar was stunned, he hadn’t realized Rahera had cared
about anything so deeply, and he was moved by the boy’s unashamed grieving;
there was more to Rahera than he’d thought. The puppy licked Xandar’s face and
he snuggled it closer, murmuring words of comfort.


Rahera grasped his hand, hope filling his
eyes, and said, “You could take Kalechi, he obviously likes you. That way I’d
still get to see him and I’d know he was being well looked after.”


“Me?” Any doubts Xandar had were wiped away
when he gazed into the puppy’s trusting face.


“Please? You’d be doing me a huge favor.”


At Xandar’s nod, Rahera turned back to the
funeral raft, and said, “Can you leave me now? I want to say my goodbyes to
Tessus alone.”


Respecting his wishes, Xandar backed away
with the puppy clutched firmly in his arms. It wasn’t until he was back outside
the breakfast hall that he remembered the reeds, but the steps were empty, the
First Scholar gone. He hoped he wasn’t going to get into trouble, as the only
boy with blonde hair, the First Scholar would know exactly who had failed to
perform his errand.


Rahera waited with his head bowed until
Xandar’s soft footsteps faded away before jumping to his feet, pulling a piece
of onion from his pocket, and discarding it with a plop into the waters of the
sacred lake, scoffing to himself how nothing worked better than onion juice to
bring on the tears. He wanted to skip, gaining Xandar’s trust was almost too
easy, the boy should’ve had the word gullible hennaed onto his forehead, that
way when he glanced in a reflection, he might be reminded to take more care.


The wind picked up, ruffling the waves, and
the funeral raft bumped into the jetty, reminding Rahera, his work wasn’t
finished. Briefly, he thought about cutting the rope, and abandoning the raft,
but visions of it resurfacing somewhere on the sacred lake, and the questions
that would arise, soon had him scurrying for the flint.


Once ablaze, he prodded the pyre with a
stick until the current gripped it and drew it away from the shore. If found
later on, it would appear that final rights had been observed for a loved pet,
from someone without substantial means. Those with coin would have mummified
their beloved canine friend, to be reunited in the after world. Rahera scoffed,
he’d found this fresh dog carcass, dumped behind a soup kitchen; the dog’s ka
should be satisfied he’d sent it off with more honor than it would have
received at the sharp end of a meat cleaver. Lucky for him, Xandar hadn’t
looked too closely, or he would have realized Tessus was really a he.


Finding the puppy had been a lot harder
than he’d expected, but when he’d seen the light coloring that matched his
target, he knew it had to be this one. The old bitch had haggled as if the
lives of her eighteen great grandchildren depended on the price of this one
puppy. A sliver of resentment lingered; the hag had gotten one over him. He
hadn’t guarded his longing. His eyes must have gleamed with want for the snowy
pup and she’d made him reluctantly part with several gold coins. He’d bought
extra accelerant for the funeral raft, and put it to good use. He wondered if
the old bitch was laughing now as she shifted through the remains of her burnt
out stall. A shame that she’d never know what actually happened to the rest of
the mewling litter; she’d probably presume their little bones had been consumed
in the inferno, but he’d removed them, so that their cries wouldn’t alert
anyone to the fire. 


Killing them had been easy, one by one he’d
held their tiny bodies under the water until their thrashing tails had stilled,
and no more bubbles bleed from their open mouths. He’d bundled them into a
sack, weighted with rocks, and thrown it into the sacred lake. A surge of
pleasure rippled through him as he relived the killings, and he wondered how it
would feel to drown a bigger animal. Power pulsed in his veins; was this how a
god felt, with the power of life and death in his fingertips?


The butt of spears grated on the wooden
jetty, he whirled around, two jackal masked temple guards posed there. Without
a word he fell in step between them; his uncle’s messengers were swift in
escorting him into parts of the temple normally restricted from the novices. He
was left to wait in a dainty rose perfumed garden with high walls that hid him
from any casual observers.


A door half submerged by a creeper creaked
open, and a chubby hand beckoned him into its gloomy interior. He followed the
First Scholar through a cobwebbed alley until they reached another doorway.
Narrow stairs lead them up to a cluttered room in a tower that overlooked the
extensive gardens by the sacred lake; Rahera noted he could see the jetty.


The familiar form of his uncle sat coiled
behind a table overflowing with parchments, ancient maps, and alien ornaments.
One of these was a glass pyramid, glowing blue as a sand-like substance writhed
within its confines. Drawn to it, Rahera reached out and touched it. Heat sizzled
into his fingertips and he jumped back, yelping.


Strange feline statues lined the walls;
their exotic female faces, lithe bodies, and pert breasts stirred an almost
sexual reaction from him; an echo of a memory shimmered in his unconscious, and
he felt like he should be prostrating himself before them.


His uncle’s dry voice broke his
concentration, “Compelling, aren’t they? That’s why they are hidden away here,
where they can’t corrupt men's souls.”


With trouble, Rahera dragged his gaze from
the statues and focused on the High Priest who was saying, “Have you gained the
boy’s trust?”


Rahera nodded. “Yes, it was easy, High
Priest.”


Dark eyes bored into his, as his uncle
said, “I hope your arrogance isn’t premature. We aren’t playing games here, we
must be sure you have his complete confidence. Find out how he feels about his
family, especially his older sister – she failed initiation, and now trains as
a feminator in the Ferrasium. Ask him if she showed any signs of sorcery
before? And, what of his younger sister, does the power flow in her too? But,
you must be discrete; we want him sympathetic to us.”


His uncle leaned back into his chair and
Rahera realized he’d been dismissed. The First Scholar ushered him out,
directing him back to the walled garden where the temple guards waited for him.


#


“Well?” asked Seraphis.


Drashedu wiped his sweaty hands on his
stained robe. “His arrogance could become a problem.”


The High Priest waved the statement away.
“I can control him.”


“He has a cruel streak.”


“Which we will use to our advantage.”


Drashedu slowly nodded his agreement and
Seraphis said, “You’ve been monitoring Xandar’s progress, what’s your opinion
of his potential?”


“I’ve never encountered such raw talent
before, the boy is brimming with power, and he’s totally unaware of his
potential for sorcery. He’s also ripe for molding into our needs, he wants to
be a scholar, by fostering his desires we can exploit his talents.”


“Good. If he shows only half as much talent
as his sister, our needs will be met.”


“Pity we have to waste the girl in the
arena.”


Seraphis spun the full force of his gaze at
Drashedu. “She’s in the second best place for one such as her; the next is
being dead, which will happen soon enough. You above all others should
appreciate how dangerous she is to our cause.”


Seraphis moved to the wall and placed a
hand on the head of a cat-woman statue. “Maybe you need to review your texts,
to remind yourself of the havoc that can be wrought by women when they’re
allowed to unleash their power on the world.”


The First Scholar dipped his head and
sighed. “That’s not necessary.”


Seraphis said, “What of the younger
sister?”


“Bibian? She’s many years away from her
first blood, surely no threat. Maybe Rahera will find out more from Xandar.”


Seraphis asked, “Their pale coloring and
yellow eyes are unusual, where do they come from?”


“It’s an odd tale. The father, Marcellus,
is a soldier with an excellent military record. When he was stationed at Port
Jumyatt, there was a wild storm, and he found a lone yellow haired maiden
washed up on a remote coastline. Everyone presumed she’d survived a shipwreck,
but my enquiries show that no wreckage was ever found. Talk was rife that she
must have come from a far off ice island, which rumor says is populated by a
fair haired race of warriors.”


Seraphis frowned, “I’ve know the race you
speak of, but aren’t they blue-eyed?”


“Usually. At the time no one had any reason
to question her origins, and she always maintained she’d lost her memory.”


“Convenient.”


“Marcellus then acted totally out of
character by marrying the girl within days. He named her Adawna, and applied
for a transfer. He was reassigned, and they have lived here in Wasset, raising
a family since then.”


“Sounds like she bewitched him, has she
been tested?”


Drashedu looked abash. “No, it probably
never occurred to the officials.”


Seraphis drummed his fingers on the
statue’s head. “I think it’s time our loyal soldier was sent on a mission
further a field; that way we can investigate his wife without his interference.
I’ll get Commander Horatio to draft new orders for Marcellus, effective
immediately.


“Can you trust the army?”


“Like most men, the Commander loves gold,
and I’ve paid him enough coin to ensure his blind obedience. He’s bound to me
in more ways than one, his fortune and future is dependent on our mission’s
success.”


“Of course, the army has been most helpful
at enforcing the newest decrees.”


The High Priest lifted a map and spread it
before them. Several areas were marked with black crosses, and he said, “All our
effort is for nothing if we can’t find the source. Have your scrolls revealed
any more clues where we can search next?”


#


Later that day Drashedu placed the scroll
he’d been examining aside, stretched his generous frame backwards and rolled
his shoulders, while his gaze scuttled over the other occupants of the library.
Most were his personal assistants, studiously laboring at the tasks he’d set
for them, but as he studied them he couldn’t stop wondering which ones were
spying on him for Seraphis.


He wasn’t overly worried about being spied
on because if he was in the High Priest’s position, he’d do the same by having
spies everywhere and the First Scholar knew he was far smarter than the High
Priest. He almost chuckled out loud about it, but held back as he didn’t want
to arouse curiosity and he was happy to be the only one in the temple that knew
that the High Priest should be suspicious of his First Scholar.


Seraphis had severely underestimated his
First Scholar. Blinded by his fatty facade Seraphis couldn’t fathom how keen
the mind residing within was. Adding to that, Drashedu’s flawless acting, where
he assumed a timid stance had the High Priest totally sucked in. For years
Drashedu had refined his act, so that sometimes he almost fooled himself.


His thoughts turned to Rahera. It hadn’t
taken too much digging to uncover Rahera’s relationship to Seraphis and he
pondered why the High Priest had withheld that snippet from him. If one knew
what to look for the family resemblance was quite pronounced, and not just in
the physical sense.


The High Priest was extremely mistaken if
he thought his extra-curricular activities were secret, as Drashedu had been
monitoring him for years, waiting for the right opportunity to use his
weaknesses against him. The High Priest’s actions were often distasteful, but
at such a young age Rahera was displaying a depth of depravity that worried the
First Scholar, if left unchecked it could backfire. Whenever he was in the
boy’s presence he felt uneasy and he wondered if he should eliminate Rahera
before he became a problem. The boy was proving useful though and maybe he
could use the boy’s cruel talents for his own agenda.


 



Chapter Thirteen


The shaft of Kalli’s sword slipped in her
sweaty hand as if it had been lathered with butter. Her heart seemed to skip
every second beat while her breaths huffed in bursts like a hyperventilating
frog. She swapped the sword into her other hand wiping the sweat onto her tunic
and leaving a damp smear on the snowy fabric. This morning the novices had been
issued new tunics to wear in the arena, and Vadah had scoffed that they wore
white to make the bloodstains stand out for the crowd.


Noise from the gathering audience bubbled
over the walls as the multitudes found their seats. Vendors hawked pork sausages
so spicy they’d make your eyes water, mutton pies soaked in grease, and lemon
water soothed with honey to wash it all down. Today was a big day for the
bookies, flurries of bets were being laid; this afternoon Meretiti would fight,
and if she won, she would be granted her freedom.


If Meretiti had any qualms about today’s
fight there was no sign of it as she strode among the novices, barking last
minute advice. The novices were the warm up attraction, fighting a
demonstration bout against raw army recruits.


As the gate creaked upwards, Meretiti
called to them, “Even though you’re using wooden swords, those recruits think
they have something to prove and won’t hesitate to hurt you. The crowd lusts
for your blood to be spilt and the priests won’t deny them their pleasure. Your
best defense is to stick together and to attack. Entertain the crowd, and you
might make it out unhurt. I have trained you the best I can; it’s now up to
you.”


Precious vomited, splattering her sandaled
feet, others muttered prayers to a variety of Gods. Some whimpered, and Kalli
vainly tried to remember anything from the fight training, but her mind had
turned into a sieve and her thoughts into water, which leached away before she
could make any sense of them. The gate inched up, and she wondered if the
progress of the gate measured how long she had left to live. Why hadn’t
Bedriska gotten her away before it came to this? Was the desert woman just
playing her along?


Guards prompted them forward with the
points of their spears. She’d come full circle in the two months since the
initiation, back to the arena, but this time she was expected to fight. As the
girls spilled into the arena, ragged jeers and hisses erupted from the terraces
and a few enthusiastic critics threw tomatoes which squished into a red pulp on
the sand by the girls’ feet.


Fury brewed inside Kalli at the mounting
injustices and indignities. She gripped her sword and glared at the crowd as
she waited for their opponents to show.


The crowd screamed its approval as the recruits
ran onto the pitch, waving their wooden swords. They were encased in full
leather armor; protected by breastplates, helmets, and thigh, calf, and arm
guards. Kalli wasn’t surprised; fairness had never entered into these games.
She said, “At least their swords are wooden.”


Hippo squinted across the arena and said,
“Take another look, the blades are wooden, but the handles are iron, and I bet
their armor is laced with iron too.”


Kalli swore. With exposure her tolerance to
iron had improved over the past months to a dull headache and queasiness, but
some of the other novices still became jittering wrecks around the hideous
metal.


A bell tolled on the high dais. Silence
rippled like a gust of wind through the crowd, all heads focused on the red
garbed priest. Eerily Brother Jenkin’s voice carried to every corner. “Welcome
citizens, the entertainment on offer today is unprecedented, later the
feminator Meretiti will endeavor to win her freedom.”


A few catcalls interrupted the priest’s
speech, whether for or against Meretiti was uncertain. He merely flapped his
hands, calling for silence, “But first we have a demonstration; our latest army
recruits versus our newest trainees, trained by Meretiti, herself. I strongly
suggest you place a wager on the outcome.”


Kalli heard a man in the crowd ask, “Do
they fight to the death?”


His companion replied, “Only if they want
to live.”


Brother Jenkin turned back to the arena,
and said, “Last one standing wins.” He directed his next comments to the girls.
“Be warned, if you show cowardice or unsatisfactory performance, you will be
fed live, what’s left of you, to the lions.” He raised his arms up into the
air. “Contestants. Begin!”


Next to her Hippo raised her sword, and
yelled, “Let’s get the bastards,” as she led the charge, her pudgy legs kicking
up a dust storm.


Caught up in the fever, Kalli raced at her
side, noting most of the other girls had joined the mad dash. Surprise and a
dose of fear flickered over the army boys’ faces as the girls descended on
them, howling war cries, and Kalli didn’t realize she was yelling too until she
paused to draw in another lungful.


Sections of the crowd roared with laughter
as the boys broke apart, scattering like wild sheep under the onslaught.
Embarrassed by the jeering, several boys with flushed faces regrouped and
attacked. The clanking of wood on wood filled the arena as the clumsy swords
were wielded by both sides. Kalli found herself face to face with a pimply
youth. His gangly length towered over her and his mean stare spitted her like
she was a roasting pig.


They circled each other warily once, and
then he dived forward swinging his sword like it was an axe. She ducked back
nimble as a gazelle, waited until his overzealous swing passed, and as he
stumbled to regain his balance, she whacked him across the hamstrings with the
blunt edge of her sword. He yelped and collapsed to his knees, and Kalli darted
behind him and slapped his skinny bottom. Whether he howled from pain or
embarrassment was unknown, and she didn’t care. Before he regained his feet,
she attacked, slicing backwards and forwards until he fumbled and dropped his
sword. He scrambled for it but she kicked it out of his grasp. Weaponless he
retreated, keeping his gaze pinned on her.


Out of nowhere bolted Hippo; she threw
herself on him and butted him in the head. His eyes rolled back as he
collapsed, unconscious, to the ground. Hippo merely shook her head vigorously
from side to side and yelled at Kalli, “Don’t leave any of them standing,”
before disappearing back into the melee, looking like she was thoroughly
enjoying herself.


Before she could think further her next
opponent stepped up, a wiry lad with dusky features, who gripped his sword
confidently. They sparred with bone-jarring strokes, and her arm muscles
thickened with weariness, queasiness seeped down her throat, sweat sprang from
her pores, as the proximity to her opponent’s iron accessories took its toll.


His measured jabs, had her backing up, and
she knew she had to do something fast; but what? Meretiti’s words blazed into
her mind – do the unexpected! The recruits were fighting dirty by using iron;
since they liked dirty tricks so much, she decided to return the favor, so
under his next stroke she stumbled as if unbalanced, and her hand shot down to
the arena floor. As he lined up his downed foe for a battering she threw a
fistful of sand into his eyes. Blinded, he screamed and his sword uselessly
flayed about. Kalli jumped up and laid into him, her sword smashing repeatedly
into his sword arm until he relinquished the weapon and staggered away, rubbing
his eyes.


She took stock; lots of bodies lay prone or
feebly moving in the sand, Hippo sat astride her latest victim, her meaty
thighs clamping him down as she whacked him on the helmet with her sword. Two
couples, evenly matched, remained upright fighting, and across the yard lay
Precious, weeping into the sand. She hadn’t budged since the fighting began.


A bell clanged and guards stampeded into
the arena, separating the boys from the girls. Precious was dragged away from
them as they were roughly escorted out of the arena, up a flight of stairs into
a holding pen thick with iron bars, which overlooked the arena.


Outraged, Hippo paced, and ranted, “Why did
they stop the fight?”


No one answered her until Meretiti strode
among them. “The priests were worried that you’d win and they couldn’t let that
happen.”


Beetroot-faced, Hippo smacked her fist into
the wall. “But that’s not fair!”


Meretiti raised her eyebrows at her. “I
warned you, don’t expect fairness.” But as Hippo’s shoulders slumped, Meretiti
looked at the remaining girls and added, “You fought well, take pride in that.”


Shoulders straightened, and a few smiles
broke out on bloodied and bruised lips, until someone asked, “Where did they
take Precious?”


Meretiti turned away muttering, “I’m not
sure you want to find out.”


Pockets of pandemonium had burst like a
ripe pimple among the crowd, centering on the bookies, and the roar of arguing
voices drowned out the priests tolling bell. Soldiers poured down the stairs,
roughly persuading the citizens to regain their seats, with verbal shouts and
closed fists. Once order was restored, Brother Jenkin stepped forward and said,
“Citizens! We have a winner – let’s hear it for the army recruits.”


Lack luster applause dribbled from portions
of the crowd, as the army recruits, who could still walk, filed back onto the
arena. They didn’t look much like winners; battered, bruised, and bleeding.
Someone even booed.


The priest continued, “Citizens! We had to
stop the fight, because of the trainees blatant flaunting of the rules. It was
the only fair thing to do. One of them refused to fight. We can’t tolerate
cheating.”


Uneasiness mixed with the anger distilling
in Kalli’s veins – cheating! The other girls stirred around her, all glances
glued onto the priest. The restless crowd simmered, possibly appeased by his
explanation, but she feared they knew better than she did what was going to
happen next; perhaps sensing the forthcoming bloodshed.


Precious, minus her sword, was dumped into
the arena, and the priest declared, “Some extra entertainment. Let’s find out
if this one can run with the proper motivation.”


Laughter rippled through the crowd, as they
all focused on Precious, who was hunched over, tottering on unstable feet.


A gate shot open behind Precious ejecting a
lioness, and the bloodthirsty crowd lusted to their feet with a bellow.
Precious staggered away from the lioness stalking toward her. Other gates
whipped open in quick succession until four lionesses surrounded the sobbing
girl. Yellow streaks attacked, each latching onto a limb, and Precious’ shrieks
came to a swift end as she was dismembered before the crowd’s hungry gaze. The
sound of bones being crunched hit Kalli’s ears and she flinched.


Coldness penetrated deep into Kalli’s core;
she hadn’t even known Precious’s real name, but she was too numb to cry. A hush
fell over the crowd, as their sick fascination drank in the lionesses feeding
routine; long tongues licked along meaty slabs, teeth shook and tore, and
snarls and nips erupted as they quarreled over morsels.


Kalli averted her gaze upwards, she’d seen
more than enough. Two blonde heads alone on the highest tier caught the edge of
her vision and she stopped breathing for a moment. They were too far away to
see clearly, but she knew in her heart it had to be her mother and sister. The
figures waved and blew kisses in her direction and when Kalli unobtrusively
raised a hand upwards in their direction, they placed their right hands over
their hearts and then lifted their hands to their lips, before reaching back
out to her.


A fountain of tears flooded her vision;
impatiently she wiped them away, and when she looked back they were gone, but
she spied two black-wigged females descending the stairs on the tier below.
Luckily they hadn’t drawn any attention to themselves, as their affectionate
display was treason according to the priests, and punishable by death.


By the time they’d disappeared from view
Kalli finally resumed breathing properly. What madness had made them do that?
Hope sang like a rousing ballad through her; they hadn’t forgotten her. 


Why wasn’t Xandar with them? Bedriska’s
false tale that he had joined the priesthood haunted her as she scanned the
crowd, hoping to find him sitting with their father. He would have to pretend
she didn’t exist, but surely her brother could secretly exchange a sign of his
support.


His blonde side lock stuck out among the
dark sea of heads and all the air in her lungs exploded out of her as if she’d
been punched with a double-headed war hammer. Her hands reached out and grasped
the iron bars as she pulled herself as far out as possible, unmindful of the
iron’s ill effects as she stared open mouthed at her younger brother who was
nestled amongst the priesthood’s latest spawn of novices.


 



Chapter Fourteen


When Xandar had first seen Kalli thrust
into the arena he’d half jumped up and nearly yelled out, but Rahera had
grabbed his arm and shaken his head in warning. All the novices and some of the
priests were looking at him, so with pressure from Rahera he’d slid back into
his seat. The excitement of the arena soon regained their attention, and it was
only the two bullies who openly taunted him, but their words were lost in the
crowd’s roar.


Terrified, he watched Kalli fight, his
knuckles white-fisted and his soul drowning in guilt. How could he have
forgotten her? He knew she’d not have forgotten him if their places had been
exchanged. Relief and even laughter bubbled over as he watched her dispatch her
first opponent. Fear gripped him again when she fought the second boy.


He was confused the same as everyone else
when the bells began tolling and the soldiers ushered the girls from the ring,
but at least his sister was no longer fighting.


When he spied her anguished face from
across the arena he wished he had the power to dissolve. Her pain whiplashed
into him, and it broke him that he was the cause.  Others were watching him,
relishing the drama, and predictably Iteti yelled out, “Pus-hair, I think your
sister wants a kiss.”


Only a few openly laughed, but they all
stared at Xandar, waiting for his reaction. Rahera squeezed his arm and stood,
giving them all a cool look before stating in a clear voice, “Xandar has
renounced his past life, as all novices do, we are his family now. Isn’t that
right Xandar, my brother?”


A fish kiss could have been heard in the
silence that followed. Xandar felt their stares like burning coals, but most of
all it was Rahera’s intense gaze that unnerved him, it gave no quarter. Xandar
realized his whole future hinged on his next words. If he said the wrong thing
Rahera’s friendship would disappear faster than a snapped fishing line.
Betrayal weighed heavily on his tongue as he tripped over the poisonous word.
“Y…Yes.”


A radiant smile burst from Rahera as he
slapped Xandar on the shoulder. Glaring at the other novices, he snapped,
“That’s the end of it, right? We’re all brothers here.”


Most found something else to look at fairly
swiftly. The last to turn away was Iteti,  and he just shrugged and mouthed,
“Brother?” before becoming engrossed in the lions grotesque play below them.


It had been only one word, but Xandar felt
as if he had condemned his soul to perpetual torment for that one utterance.
And when he had the courage to look up across the arena, Kalli was gone.


 



Chapter Fifteen


The exercise yard had been converted into a
makeshift hospital, strewn with injured girls, bandages, salves, and splints.
Bedriska dabbed a foul smelling cloth onto Kalli’s many cuts and she jerked
when the antiseptic stung its way in. Until administered by Bedriska’s rough
nursing, she hadn’t realized she’d been cut. It hurt each time she swallowed,
her throat was scratched and coarse from battle cries; had she really screamed
so much? She couldn’t remember.


But the ache that hurt the most was one
that couldn’t be cured by salves; her brother’s betrayal bit soul deep. Across
the arena, she’d almost been able to smell his guilt. How could he be a part of
the priesthood after they had imprisoned her? Didn’t he love her anymore?


He’d certainly appeared at home in their
ranks, as another novice had been touching him like he was family. She couldn’t
remember Xandar ever having friends before and she wondered what price he’d
decided was enough to barter his sister away for?


Bedriska roughly jabbed another of her cuts
and Kalli diverted her fury to her. “When are you getting me out of here?”


“You must be patient…”


Kalli jumped up, shoving the woman’s
helping hands away. “I’m done with being patient. I’ll be raped, maimed, and
dead, and you’ll still tell my corpse to be patient.”


She backed the desert woman up against the
wall until they were eyeball to eyeball and said through gritted teeth,
“Get…me…out!”


Bedriska pushed her away, side stepped out
of her reach, and stalked off without a backward glance; her rigid back
disappearing behind a cart being pulled by two slaves. As the cart creaked
along, dark stains dribbled from underneath its tray to darken the sand, its
contents covered by a stained, frayed blanket.


Kalli flinched as Meretiti spoke into her
ear; she hadn’t heard her approach. “That’s the only way we get to leave here.”


“What?”


Meretiti twitched her head at the departing
cart. “Carrion fodder.”


And when Kalli didn’t answer, Meretiti
explained, “The offal pits, where they dump the remains. You must have smelt it
when the wind blows from that direction.”


Understanding and horror dawned on Kalli,
“That was Precious?”


Meretiti had her little knife out and was
furiously picking at her stubby nails. “Only the bits the lions didn’t want.”


Kalli was finding no shortage of targets
for her anger today and whirled back at the trainer, “You’re a cruel bitch; you
didn’t have to point that out. Is it because you’re leaving today, you felt the
need to get in some last minute tormenting?”


Meretiti continued chipping at her nails as
she said, “I just want you to open your eyes to what’s really going on. And no
one ever gets out alive – not even me.”


A commotion stirred as Brother Jenkin
slithered in, surrounded by twenty soldiers; he was well enough schooled in the
ways of the arena to know  these novices wouldn’t hesitate to kill him if given
a chance, as bloodlust and anger flowed through them in equal parts after
today’s bloody events. All Kalli could imagine when she looked upon him was a
bull’s-eye target in the middle of his forehead.


The animosity of the sullen girls toward
him was almost a physical manifestation, but his entourage ploughed on
regardless, to stop by Meretiti and he addressed the trainees as if they were
an eager audience. “The hour has finally arrived for Meretiti, actually ten
years of hours, to prove if she has what it takes to gain her freedom. You
should all aspire to follow her example, she has provided much entertainment
over the years, and much monetary gain for those smart enough to back her –
she’s going to be missed.”


One of the soldiers muttered, “She hasn’t
won yet.”


But his words made Kalli realize that no
matter what the outcome of Meretiti’s fight was, she wasn’t coming back here.
Freedom or death, were the two paths leading out of the arena for Meretiti.


Brother Jenkin shot an annoyed look at the
outspoken soldier, then said to Meretiti, “In honor of this auspicious
occasion, I’m going to let you to pick one of the girls to accompany you in
your preparations. They will be allowed to watch the fight as a privileged
witness, so that when they return here they can describe to the others, a blow
by blow account of your last fight. Who do you choose?”


Meretiti didn’t hesitate, she latched a
firm hand onto Kalli, and said, “Cat, will do.”


Kalli shied at her touch, and vainly tried
to pry Meretiti’s steel fingers from her arm but it was too late, the soldiers
encompassed them and before she could  stop them their momentum swept them
toward the arena.


 



Chapter Sixteen


After they had been escorted up the stairs
into a holding cell and left alone, Kalli turned on Meretiti, “Why me? It’s not
like we’re friends.”


Meretiti whispered back, “I don’t need a
friend, I want an eyewitness, someone who might escape and tell the world of this
madness, and maybe that someone will find a way to stop the priests at their
evil games.”


Kalli could only stammer, “But…but, you’re
the one who could be leaving, not me,” at the same time her head swirled with
questions; did Meretiti know of her escape plans? And if she did, did anyone
else?


Meretiti ignored her last comment and said,
“I don’t have time left to argue with you I have a fight to prepare for. All I
ask is that you look with your eyes wide open, and give an accurate account of
my fight. Is that too much to ask for?”


Kalli thought the older woman looked sad,
resigned to her fate, and she wasn’t sure how she’d have felt if their places
were exchanged, so she buttoned her lips, and solemnly nodded.


It didn’t take long to equip Meretiti with
the meager gear available; a short sword so scratched the blade was blunter
than a butter knife, a dagger still rusty with blood from its last victim, and
five throwing stars. Meretiti tucked the dagger and stars into her belt, and
gripped the sword in her left hand. Kalli asked, “Aren’t you right handed?”


Meretiti gave a short bark of a laugh,
“Yes, but my opponent doesn’t need to know that, just yet.”


They discarded: a shield too heavy to lift
unless you were built like a rhinoceros, a broken long sword, and an iron
helmet – even Meretiti had her limits when it came to iron.


“Who are you fighting?” asked Kalli.


Meretiti shrugged. “Don’t know. Sometimes
it’s been a blessing not to know. You’d better hope it’s not you.”


Kalli’s eyes widened with fear at the prospect,
but before she could reply, the guards arrived, signaling it was fight time,
and as the trainer turned away from Kalli for the last time, Meretiti stuck out
her hand, “Good luck.”


Kalli clasped her dry hand. “It is I who
should be wishing you good luck.”


Meretiti broke the contact and strode away
without another word, and Kalli wondered if she’d face her own death with such
staunchness; but then she spied the green stain tattooed on Meretiti’s arms,
knowing this was a road well trodden by Meretiti.


The door clanged shut behind the feminator,
followed by the sound of sliding bolts; where did the guards think she’d run to
– the arena? She moved to the window, keeping back slightly from the iron bars,
but even so a needle thin ache pierced her temples. She could see the whole
arena below her, with the priests’ dais straight ahead, but the novices were
hidden from her view and she could only presume that her traitorous brother was
still seated there.


Meretiti emerged, the crowd shot to its
feet, yelling or hissing, depending on which way they had wagered. Some fruit
was thrown, but amongst the pulp lay several long stemmed red roses. Unfazed,
Meretiti leaned on her shabby sword, calmly scanning the arena.


A lone trumpet sounded, drawing all gazes
onto Brother Jenkin, who said, “Time for today’s main attraction. Firstly, I
present, Meretiti, an undefeated veteran of over one hundred fights, and
fighting today for her freedom.”


Sections of the crowd, began chanting her
name, while stomping their sandaled feet. The priest let them rant for a few
minutes, then said, “Citizens, let me present the challenger, all the way from
the coast, undefeated in two hundred tournaments across the nation, give a
mighty welcome to – Megasus!”


This time, the crowd went as wild as a herd
of stampeding elephants, as a giant of a man rumbled into the opposite end of
the arena. Black studded armor shrouded his bulk, in one fist he held a sword
as long as Meretiti, in the other an evil-looking mace, its razor spikes
glinting in the sun. Size wise, he was a man and a half, and Kalli feared for
Meretiti; how could she possibly overcome a foe this big?


Megasus stood his ground, shaking his sword
at Meretiti while the crowd screamed to see internal organs spilled. Long
moments passed and neither fighter moved, and the crowd restless for a fight,
doubled their ranting. Finally Meretiti changed her stance by extracting her
little knife and casually whittled at her nails as if she had nothing better to
do. Booing filled the arena, but she ignored them. Megasus shook his sword at
her, and when she kept manicuring, he banged his sword and mace together and
yelled, “Woman, come fight me. Fight…fight!”


After several minutes of this, Meretiti
pointed her knife at Megasus, and with each word she spoke she stabbed the
knife toward him, “If you want me, big boy, you’ll have to come and get me.”
She turned her back on him.


His roar was probably heard in the
underworld, as he thundered across the arena like a charging armadillo, armor
clanking and weapons whirling. Kalli forgot about the iron as she clenched the
bars in her hands, pulling forward for a better view.


Meretiti didn’t budge, seemingly oblivious
to the juggernaut hurtling toward her, and Kalli added her cries to the
crowd’s, screaming a warning, but her words were lost in the sea of noise.


His mace spun in a blur only a pace away
from Meretiti’s head, ready to splatter her brains like an overripe pumpkin,
but at the last heartbeat, she slipped down, faster than a striking viper, and
dove through his massive legs. Her little knife nipped upwards and snipped into
the soft tissue of his balls.


His scream could have brought down
mountains, but Meretiti didn’t pause, she rolled like a circus acrobat, landing
on her feet running. Before he had turned around, she was on the other side of
the arena. A sliver of hope ignited in Kalli. Maybe Meretiti could win against
these odds.


The enraged giant charged, his progress
noticeably slower, and Meretiti skated from side to side, avoiding him, until
frustrated, he roared at her, “Stand still and fight!”


The crowd heaped insults and advice on the
two opponents, but the combatants seemed oblivious to everything but each
other. A bell tolled and Brother Jenkin announced, “We have a second
challenger, untested in the arena, but recently retired from the army, a
seasoned campaigner. Please welcome – Roggar.”


Kalli’s heart dipped as the ex-soldier
joined the others in the arena; he held an axe confidently in his sinewy arms,
making chopping gestures. Meretiti barely flicked him a look as he closed in.
Between the two men, she was soon shepherded backwards until there was nowhere
to escape, and the men stood shoulder to shoulder.


Megasus swept his sword high, the metal
blade sang with the wind, Meretiti defiantly lifted her short sword upwards,
but her blade met rushing air, as Megasus twisted sideways and lopped off
Roggar’s head. As the head bounced along the sand, Megasus raised his sword up
at the priests’ dais, shook it, and bellowed, “This is my fight. Interfere again,
priest, and your head will be next.”


Even though some distance separated them,
Kalli saw the priest blanch paler than a corpse, before he hastily sat down.
Meretiti hadn’t wasted the opportunity; she’d slipped past Megasus, and backed
up until several paces separated them. He swiveled his head to her. “Now we
fight?”


She tipped her sword at him, nodded, and
held her ground. Kalli squirmed on the bars, screaming for Meretiti to flee,
but the woman assumed the fighter’s stance and she knew this was it. Megasus
closed the gap, swinging his monstrous sword, and Kalli had to force herself to
keep her eyes open; she didn’t want to see Meretiti killed, but she’d promised
to watch, so she kept her vision centered on the mismatched fight.


Nimbler than a circus performer, Meretiti
jumped out of his reach, darting underneath his arm, jabbing her sword into his
right armpit. Roughly he shoved her away. She landed on her knees. For a second
his grip on his sword faltered but he recovered with a mighty backswing that had
Meretiti scrambling on all fours to escape. The crowd went insane. Bloodlust
pumped through their groins and was vocalized in an animalistic roar. Kalli
felt sick; this was madness.


His sword chopped clumsily from side to
side. Each swipe had the potential to cleave Meretiti in two as she bobbed and
weaved out of its cruel path. Sweat drenched the fighters, rivulets flew with
each stroke. Kalli’s hands throbbed from gripping the iron bars but she
couldn’t let go she was memorized by the action.


Megasus threw his mace. It struck Meretiti
in the belly. She fell backwards, losing her sword. Blood seeped from many cuts
as he loomed over her. Time seemed to stand still as he raised his sword for
the final blow but Meretiti wasn’t ready to be skewered like a chunk of meat
and she tugged at her belt. Two throwing stars pelted upwards to snag in his
eyes. He screamed like a scalded cat, his head thrashing sideways and his sword
strokes chaotic, as he wildly swung in blind circles.


Meretiti staggered to her feet, gathered up
her sword in her right hand, and methodically began to hack the giant man down
as if he was a tree. Her strokes were swift and deadly, leaving a bloody
Megasus tottering, unable to defend himself, and his crash into the ground
rivaled an earthquake. He lay there, body twitching, until Meretiti slid the
length of her dagger into his ear.


A moment’s silence reigned as everyone held
their breath, then it shattered into thousands of shouts, as every throat
screamed their opinion. Overlaying this bells tolled, trumpets blared, and feet
stomped. Scraps of parchment, probably wager slips backing Megasus, briefly
flurried upwards before plummeting down to carpet the arena. During the
commotion, Meretiti casually stood up and wiped Megasus’ blood off her dagger
with quick strokes onto her leather tunic.


Dozens of soldiers spilled into the arena,
surrounding Meretiti, and it wasn’t until she had yielded up her weapons, that
Brother Jenkin and his entourage entered the arena. He vainly called for quiet,
before saying, “Citizens! I give you, Meretiti – the unbeaten!”


The crowd erupted into a volcano of noise
and he motioned for the tattooist to step forward. Soon another green band
adorned Meretiti’s shadowed forearms. But before he’d finished dipping the last
needle, the crowd had begun to disperse; the stands emptying faster than a
punctured water bladder. Without further ceremony, Meretiti was shunted out of
the arena. Before she disappeared from view she turned her stern face upward to
Kalli’s, and for a moment their gazes locked. Kalli opened her hand, waved, and
Meretiti tipped her head slightly. Then she was gone, smothered in a cloak of
soldiers. And Kalli wondered why so many soldiers were needed to escort a free
woman.


 



Chapter Seventeen


Seraphis paused in the passage; part of the
labyrinth of secret ways which riddled the temple buildings and grounds but
which were only known to a few. Muffled words filtered through the stone wall;
quietly he opened the oiled vents which afforded him a view from the back of a
classroom. Over the heads of novice students, he watched Drashedu slowly pacing
at the front of the room. His words, now as clear as a mountain spring. “I know
some of you were shocked by the events you saw at the Ferrasium, but you must
put it into context, and realize sometimes brutality is necessary.”


The First Scholar stopped, turned his stare
on the students, and asked, “Who can tell me why we have the Ferrasium?”


A few tentative hands rose up; a couple
rapidly withdrawn as Drashedu’s bold stare encompassed the room. He pointed to
Rahera, who said, “Women are devious and the Ferrasium is a fitting place for
them.”


Seraphis noted Xandar’s head was bowed
down, with his eyes lowered; this one needed watching, his sympathies were
still uncertain.


The First Scholar said, “A simplistic
answer. Does anyone have anything to add?”


No hands were raised this time. Drashedu
resumed his pacing as he spoke. “Long ago women used to stand shoulder to
shoulder with men; priests and priestesses…”


At his last word, an audible gasp shuddered
through the novices; that word was sacrilege, and Seraphis smiled to himself,
loving their reaction.


Drashedu plowed on with his explanation,
“…were equal in all things until the women abused the power. They tainted it
with vile practices, the details are best left unsaid but they became one with
the dark arts – witches! They unbalanced the power and unleashed a catastrophe.
Since then the noble priesthood has vowed to never let them rise again. That is
why we test the women at first blood, and remove those corrupt with power
before they can do harm again. Women are too weak-willed to control the power;
they become corrupted. We do have sympathy for those who have lost sisters and
daughters to the Ferrasium, but the red flowering unlocks their tainted powers
and those loved ones don’t exist anymore; they may look the same, but that is
only a front to disarm you. So we remove them from society, and with each
generation we are breeding out their evil seed. One day there will be no need
for places such as the Ferrasium.”


One boy blurted out, “Why don’t you just
kill them?”


“An excellent question, the reason is that
they are the blood kin to loyal citizens, and in years past when this was
tried, it ended in unrest. So to keep the peace they aren’t exterminated, we
train them to fight because it focuses their energy in a direction we can
manage; if left to develop their powers, I shudder to imagine the carnage that
would follow.”


As the boys filed from the room, Seraphis
pondered how much of Drashedu’s fairytale they had believed. For most it was
enough, but he needed Xandar to not only forget his sister, but forsake her
too. When the last boy had shuffled out, he slid out of his hiding place.
Drashedu didn’t appear surprised to see him materialize at the back of the
room, and the scholar reached over, snibbing the lock on the door, before
asking, “Do you think they swallowed that?”


“Why should they doubt it? I believed it,
when that tale was told to me, though Xandar will require special handling.”


Drashedu nodded absently as he scavenged
through his papers, until he found a scroll, which he pressed into Seraphis’
hands. “Here’s the latest report from Kharfu. He’s uncovered numerous feline
monuments, all dedicated to the cat goddesses. We must be getting closer.”


Seraphis tugged on his ear, and said, “I
want those cat images eradicated.”


“The masons know their job. After a
thorough search they alter the stone with such craftsmanship that the cat
goddesses themselves wouldn’t recognize their own temples. And if altering
isn’t feasible, they destroy them. With the influx of work, the Head Mason has
requested more slaves.”


“Then give them to him.”


Drashedu said, “I suggest that we get the
temple guards to discreetly round up anyone suspected of being a troublemaker;
instead of hanging them, we’ll benefit from their hard labor.”


Seraphis nodded. “As long as Kharfu ensures
none live to tell tales. The citizens mustn’t learn about the cat goddesses.”


Drashedu said, “That’s won’t be a problem.
Shifting huge blocks of stone soon wears them out.”


#


Once Seraphis had left, Drashedu slumped
into his chair and it squawked under the strain of his considerable bulk. He
rubbed his eyes, wishing his job was done, but piles of correspondence and
unread scrolls overflowed his desk. They contained sensitive material so he
couldn’t delegate the work to his assistants. The High Priest liked to keep his
plans tight and that meant the First Scholar was often overloaded with menial
jobs more suited to a lowly secretary, and Seraphis’ patronizing manner didn’t
improve matters.


Reluctantly Drashedu plucked up a quill,
dipped it in dark ink, and began writing the orders that would see an end to
Kharfu’s slave shortage. As he scribbled, he took solace that these demeaning
tasks wouldn’t last forever and one day he’d have the upper hand on Seraphis.
He also reminded himself that the longer he left the High Priest in charge,
depleting the temple’s resources in pursuit of the mission, the less effort
Drashedu would have to exert when he wrestled the prize off him.


 



Chapter Eighteen


Midnight must have passed and still Kalli
could not sleep; soft snores whistled from the cells around her and she envied
the others their ability to seek oblivion, if only for a few hours. Two months
had passed since Meretiti’s departure, and in a strange way Kalli missed her;
their training had been assigned to the guards, who did nothing but escort them
to the yard and throw a few practice swords at them, before leaving them to
organize themselves.


Vadah explained to them one day, “You’re
just arena fodder.”


Since the day Kalli had manhandled
Bedriska, there had been no more talk of escape. No talk at all. The woman
efficiently delivered the bread, did her chores, then left. Any rapport between
them was gone.


Footsteps broke the night, leather on stone
approached outside the cells, a guard doing his rounds. She turned over on her
back to watch him pass but the footsteps slowed outside her cell. Vadah grinned
at her. “You’re awake, were you waiting for me?”


He slipped inside her cell. “We have
unfinished business and this time Meretiti wont come running; your protector is
gone. Don’t know why I forwent you, a juicy young woman, for that dry old hag,
but we’ll fix that now.”


Kalli jumped to her feet searching for
escape, but Vadah just laughed, poking out his tongue suggestively, and said,
“There are other ways you could pleasure me.”


He blocked the only way out of the cell as
he slowly undid his sword belt, dropping it behind him with a thud. His attack was
crude, but effective, tackling her with a head butt to the stomach, slamming
her onto the ground.


Winded, Kalli struggled to breathe as
Vadah’s hands grappled with her tunic, pulling it upwards, exposing lengths of
her pale skin. He grunted, totally absorbed in his task, grabbing handfuls of
her tender flesh as if she was a prize fattened cow. Her skin ached where he
pinched and prodded; within hours, bruises would blossom to mark his trail.


His breath huffed into her face; garlic
tinged with beer. Sweat stains darkened his uniform arm pits, layers of grime
ringed his neck, and he reeked worse than a dead rat marinated in a sewer. She
gagged when he locked his lips onto hers, his slobber leaving snail trails of
saliva all over her face while his whiskers gouged into her skin.


Frustrated by her struggles which hindered
his access, he backhanded her and her head snapped back, her tongue throbbing,
as the tang of blood filled her mouth. With a violent tug, he ripped the top of
her tunic open, exposing her breasts and his mouth drooled with wet sucking
sounds as he slobbered down her chest, and his hand fumbled to snatch her
nipple. His other hand thrust up between her legs, his fingers scrabbling
around, snagging in her pubic hair. Kalli squealed, forgetting her bitten
tongue, and clawed at his face, forcing him to use both of his hands to protect
his eyes.


Something hard prodded the top of her
thigh, a cocktail of revulsion and fear shuddered through her, until she
realized the solid protrusion wasn’t the vilest part of Vadah, but a metallic
object. Fighting him with one hand she wriggled her other hand down to the
object, her nails scraped across the hilt of a dagger, and her fingertips
tingled like needle pricks so close to the iron.


Vadah pinned her free hand roughly behind
her head, plunging his knee between her legs, forcing them to spread. He
wriggled on top of her, his floppy belly jiggling against her hip as she
thrashed, trying to push him off. There was no mistaking his erection this
time, as it jabbed into the top of her thigh, edging its way closer toward her
maidenhead.


In one smooth motion, she grasped the
dagger, slid it free from its sheath, and plunged it into the soft blubber of
his belly, filleting him like a river cod. Vadah’s eyes bulged, he grunted as
he fell off her, shifting his stare to the dagger protruding from his stomach.
His voice a raspy whisper, grated in her ears, as he said, “You’re dead,
bitch!”


Kalli’s gaze had been mesmerized by the
jutting metal, but his words snapped her into action. She sprang onto him,
grabbed the hilt, twisted it, and then yanked it out. He squealed worse than a
gutted boar as his blood gushed out of the wound, splashing both of them. But
Kalli ignored his yelps, and thrust the crimson blemished dagger at his heart.
He tried to seize the blade, but his blood splattered hands were slippery, and
slithered over Kalli’s.


His leather vest resisted the blade, so she
clenched her muscles, shoving harder, the dagger penetrated the material,
ripping it apart, and the dagger cleaved a path into his heart. His whole body
stiffened, a ghastly gurgle spewed from his throat, and then he collapsed onto
his back.


Shaking, Kalli stood over him and nudged
his side with her foot. His body fell limply, his head rolled sideways, and the
stare that greeted her was empty; glassy eyes which saw nothing.


#


A wind breezed over Kalli’s naked breasts.
She shivered and gathered the tattered remains of her blood soaked tunic
together, covering herself. She wasn’t sure how long she’d been standing there
staring at Vadah’s cooling corpse. Panic sluiced through her; she had to get
out of here. She had no illusions of what would happen to her when Vadah’s body
was discovered.


Unwilling to turn her back on his corpse,
she backed up to the door, and smacked her heel into his discarded scabbard,
which clattered to the ground. She froze, waiting for a hue and cry, but no one
came. Silence enclosed the night, not a sound ushered from the other cells, and
she knew by the omission of the snores, that the other girls were awake and
listening. Kalli also knew they would not stir from their cells, as that was
the smart thing to do; individual survival depended on staying uninvolved. But
she didn’t know how long it would be until another guard came by, or when Vadah
would be missed, so she had to move quickly.


Briefly, she thought about taking his sword
but when she lifted it, she found its bulk cumbersome, and so much iron made
her queasy and fuzzy headed, so she buried it among the straw bedding. She decided
a weapon would be useful, so reluctantly she returned to Vadah’s corpse,
overcame her revulsion, and plucked the dagger from his chest. It came away
with a wet plop and as his body settled back down she heard the rattle of keys.
She pulled the ring of keys off his belt, and then piled straw over his
stiffening body until he was obscured. The camouflage wouldn’t pass a close
inspection, but she hoped it would buy her some time.


The cell door creaked open, but Kalli
didn’t pause, fleeing as fast as her feet could carry her away from her cell
and Vadah’s cooling body. The iron from the keys and the dagger sent niggles of
pain coursing through her, but she pushed the discomfit aside, she had bigger
problems. In her confusion, she ran without thought, unsure of where to go, and
soon she was hopelessly lost. All the corridors, alleys, tunnels, and yards
were unfamiliar, but appeared so similar she feared she’d been running in
circles.


A foul odor wafted on the breeze. She
sniffed, identifying the distinctive smell of decaying meat; the carrion pit
must be close by. Remembering Meretiti’s words about the pit’s location; if she
could find it, she should be able to find her way back to her usual exercise
yard. And from there she could navigate her way to the arena, and hopefully
find a way out. She rotated her body in the direction of the smell, and with a
lot of sniffing, followed its trail through the dark alleys until the pit lay
stinking before her.


A couple of torches cast shifting shadows
over the creepy contents. Piles of bones were scattered haphazardly. Some were
old and their brittle shells cracked open, dry and splintered, while others had
scraps of meat still hanging off them. The putrid smell of decomposing flesh
hung like a heavy fog, clogging her nose and throat, and her stomach heaved
like a boiling sea. A cloud of night-flies hovered over the bones, imparting an
eerie green glow and Kalli clamped her lips shut, fearful of swallowing one of
the disgusting insects.


Across the other side of the pit was a
doorway; the only way out if she didn’t retrace her steps. She made her
decision quickly; she’d cross the carrion pit. Her first steps were hesitant,
but the night-flies swarmed upward as she passed, so she increased her pace. A
dark shape scuttled close to her foot, and she had to bite back a shriek as a
rat crossed her path. Furtive movements surrounded her, and in the spluttering
torchlight many tiny eyes flashed. Countless rats perked among the bones. For a
moment the rats paused, then realizing she was no threat, they resumed their
gnawing and shredding.


Kalli sped up, threading her way through
the rotting heaps, aiming for the doorway.


Five paces from it, a glint caught her
attention, bending down she picked up a small knife which made her fingers tingle.
It reminded her of the one Meretiti used to clean her nails with. Weapons
weren’t easy to come by, so she tucked it away.


The exit was blocked by a mound, and Kalli
had to force herself to look. Bodies and body parts were stacked up high. The
smell was overwhelming, this was the freshest section of the pit, and the flies
clung to the bodies like thick syrup. To reach the doorway she was going to
have to clear a path by moving the bodies.


Before her courage deserted her, she shoved
the top of the mound sideways, a body slithered off the pile with a wet smack,
and the night-flies buzzed into an angry cloud, storming around her head.
Shutting her eyes, mouth squeezed tight, she vigorously shook her head, as
wings and legs brushed against her lips, bumped into her cheeks, and bashed her
eyelids. Within seconds the swarm thinned out until only a few stray bugs
droned around her.


Cautiously she opened her eyes, and went
back to work, tugging at the next body, which was headless, with most of its
flesh picked off. Beneath her fingers maggots wriggled and squirmed among the
remaining tissue. Revolted, she heaved the seething mass away, and then flung
her hands about to dislodge any lingering maggots. Bile blazed a track into her
mouth but she swallowed it down and forced herself to keep going.


The pile was now low enough for her to step
across. Warily, she placed her feet to avoid treading on the gooiest parts, but
as she lifted her leg over, she slipped on something slimy. Her arms spiraled
like a windmill as she struggled to stay upright. She maintained her balance
but slammed into the pile, which tottered for a moment before sliding apart. An
unattached arm slinked out of the pile, scraping its desiccated fingers across
her shins before landing on her feet.


Although the arm was dry and shriveled,
patches of skin stuck to it like a leech, and in the smoldering glow from the
torches she could make out designs. Kalli picked up the broken limb and held it
up to the light; there was no mistaking the tattooed green rings. With horror,
she flung the remains of Meretiti’s arm away. The trainer had been right; the
pit was her final resting place.


Fury ignited in Kalli; she leapt over the
funeral pile and sprinted the last few steps to the closed door. She slammed
into its bars, but the door didn’t budge, and she fell back in pain. Picking
herself up, she shook the door, it rattled in its frame, but a swift inspection
showed it was locked solid.


Kalli wanted to weep; time was running out.
Discouraged, she smacked her hand against the bars and was rewarded with the
tinkle of keys. She’d forgotten about Vadah’s key ring. In her haste to insert
a key that fit, her fingers fumbled. Twice she nearly dropped the keys, until
she sucked in steadying breaths and slowly tried each key until one slid into
the slot. One turn and the door rasped open.


Leaving it open, she fled through, and
scurried down the dark alley. A couple of twists later she was in the exercise
yard. Without pausing she ran toward the arena, but the first alley ended in
another locked gate. Vadah’s keys proved their worth again, and she was soon
through to the other side. Several times more she had to stop and use the keys.
The sandy ground underfoot changed to rough stone pavers, her footsteps echoed
into the night, but she didn’t slow, wondering how much longer her luck could
hold, by not running into any guards. Had Vadah’s body been discovered yet?


The next gate loomed ahead. This one was
solid metal, its frame fused into the stone walls, and she remembered it led to
the holding cells closest to the arena. With shaking hands she tried the keys,
but they didn’t fit. She went through the keys again, maybe she’d missed one,
but none would slot into the hole. Again she tried, and again, but it proved
futile. She pushed against the gate with all her strength, it was as unmovable
as a mountain, she rained blows on its immobile surface until her fists were
sticky with her own blood. Disheartened, she slumped to the stony ground and
wept.


Tears and sobs ripped from her until she
felt as gutted as a hollow log. There was no escape this way; were Meretiti’s
words going to come true for her too. Would she be nothing more than
decomposing offal in the same pit?


Anger and outrage at the priesthood’s
injustices had her jumping to her feet; she wasn’t ready to give in, but how
was she going to get out of there. A glimmer of a plan edged into her mind. It
was a risky plan with only a slim chance of success, but she was out of
options, and the fragile protection of the night was running out. Unless she
wanted to be found aimlessly wandering the maze of alleys at dawn, she had to
get back to her cell, and hope no one had discovered Vadah yet.


As she retraced her steps, she ran over the
plan in her head. This time she stopped and locked the gates and doors behind
her; the last thing she needed was the guards to find them open and start
asking questions. In the exercise yard, she found an old tunic tucked
underneath a bench, she stripped off her torn and bloody one, and put it on. It
was too big and soiled with sweat, but it was an improvement. She dug a shallow
hole under the bench and buried her discarded tunic. From the exercise yard,
she followed the usual route back to the sleeping quarters.


The cell block was quiet, too quiet, and
fearful of a trap she waited in the shadows for a long time before plucking up
the courage to enter. Clasping Vadah’s dagger before her she slunk back to her
cell. From the outside, the straw mound appeared undisturbed, so she slipped
inside.


Voices shattered the night, rapidly
followed by the sound of footsteps coming toward the cells. Terrified, she
flung herself down onto the straw pallet next to Vadah’s corpse, hiding the
dagger from view, feigning sleep. The forced closeness to Vadah’s dead body
sickened her. In the cramped cell their bodies were pressed together like
intimate lovers.


The footsteps came closer, two sets, and
Kalli had to force herself to breathe steadily, each breath nearly choking her.
Then soft laughter issued from the guards outside, who whispered, “Vadah, come
out, come out, wherever you are.”


They trolled up and down the cell block
calling for him and Kalli pressed her eyes shut and willed them to leave. After
long moments, one guard said to the other, “Vadah must have found a lively one,
he’s been gone a while.”


“Yeah, the dirty bastard. It’s not the
first time I’ve had to cover for him.”


Their footsteps receded back up the tunnel
and Kalli waited until she couldn’t hear them anymore before moving. With
relief she peeled her warm body away from his cool one; she had to move fast
before they came back.


She dug Vadah’s sword out of the straw and
strapped it across her back using his belt, and left the dagger in its place.
Next she opened her cell door, then grabbing Vadah by the ankles, she dragged
him outside. He was heavy, and her arm muscles strained to shift his dead bulk.
Gouges marked the sand, and pieces of straw fell off him, leaving a trail, but
she kept going.


Each step was a struggle, but she pulled
his cumbersome weight in short tugs. She was aware of the many eyes hidden in
the depths of the cells, that followed her progress, but there was nothing she
could do if someone alerted the guards, so she ignored them and kept hauling
Vadah’s corpse out of the cell block.


Her body trembled under the burden, her
grip was slick with sweat, and the hideous iron in the sword radiated its
poison, making her lightheaded. She stopped, dropping Vadah’s ankles, captured
a breath, and then before she could change her mind, she seized his hairy legs
and continued dragging. Time had no meaning, beyond the next tug, the next
corner, the next passage, until she was finally there.


At the edge of the carrion pit she paused,
unwilling to face the horrors within, but  her choices were shrinking by the
minute, so she gritted her gut, took a deep breath, held it, then lugged
Vadah’s body through the door. A couple of paces in, she discarded him and his
sword. She spared a moment to look at his slack face, deciding he’d never
looked better, and that the pit was a fitting resting place for scum such as
him. With a lot of grunting and grimacing, she piled other body parts on top of
him until he was obscured. Anyone would have to be dedicated to find him now.


Then Kalli realized she could see a lot
more of the pit than on her first visit, a look upwards confirmed her
suspicions; dawn was approaching. Hastily, she locked the pit door and hurried
back toward the cells, pausing to scrub out the most blatant signs of the trail
Vadah’s body had left.


In the corridor outside the cells she heard
voices and stopped. Her heart trumpeted like a battering ram in her chest
cavity, and she plastered herself against the wall. Hope sank while she waited
for the guards to sound the alarm, once they discovered the furrow in the sand
leading away from her open cell to where she stood now.


She almost collapsed to her knees in
astonishment when she heard their departing footsteps fade away. She unstuck
herself from the wall and peeked around the corner to find smooth sand
carpeting the yard to her closed cell door.


Puzzled, she crept to her cell, thankful to
her mystery accomplice. Complete silence lay across the other cells, heavier
than Vadah’s corpse, and Kalli could almost smell the fear blistering from the
occupants crouched inside. They all knew she’d killed Vadah, and she wondered
which one would be the first to betray her, and for what price – an extra piece
of bread, or perhaps some meat?


But she was now committed to her dubious
plan, so she entered her cell, figuring she only had minutes before the guards
would be back to rouse them for breakfast. Getting caught with Vadah’s keys
would be a death sentence, so she buried them beneath the sand next to his
dagger. Her shift was coated in grubby stains, stinking with filth, but the only
thing she was able to do was to rub sand and straw on it to mute the damage.


Furiously, she dug a shallow trench in the
sandy floor, finding nothing but sand. She dug another. Where had she buried
it? Her tired brain didn’t want to function as she tried to remember. She
worried it had disintegrated, which would leave her brittle plan to shatter
into nothing.


Then her fingertips brushed a satiny petal,
and she drew the purple flower out of the sand. Wonder at its perfection made
her pause for a second, to examine it. It was flawless; the supple bloom
appeared as fresh as if it had just been plucked, and not buried in parched
sand for months.


Sounds of awakening stirred around her, so
she stuffed the flower where Bedriska had told her to, hoping she wasn’t too
late. Now all she could do was wait.


 



Chapter Nineteen


Kharfu bent over the map dotted with
circles of black ink, and traced his ink stained fingers across its expanse,
before referring back to a screed of short parchments scattering his table like
confetti. After some calculations, he scratched another circle on the map. With
a wiry frame and skin drenched to a deep mahogany by the sun, he didn’t look
like a scholar.


An excited shout from outside caused him to
look up. Hilla, one of his masons, who was perked high on a platform, had
paused in his work, and was pointing his mallet out toward the desert. Kharfu
stretched his back as he gazed out past the billowing tent walls, spying a
smudge of dust on the horizon; a rider was coming.


Snerag reined his stallion in front of the
tent with a spray of sand, jumping from the saddle with a flourish, throwing
the reins at the slave who’d run to met him. His smile was a flash of white in
a midnight face, his fingers briefly crushing Kharfu’s, before he said, “Well
met, my stone-loving friend. I have good news for you,” and slapped three
scrolls into his palm.


Tossing them onto the desk unread, Kharfu
asked, “Since you appear to know what’s in my personal correspondence, why
don’t you just tell me.”


Snerag laughed, slapping an arm around him,
directing him to toward the wine urn, “Don’t be touchy. Surely, the mighty Head
Stonemason can find me a drink. My throat is drier than a camel’s turd, and
then I’ll give you a full report.”


Kharfu obliged the mercenary with a
generous dollop of his finest red wine. He liked the black man’s easy humor,
his information on previous occasions had proven invaluable, but he didn’t
trust him. The mercenary was the High Priest Seraphis’ creature, and Kharfu was
smart enough to never forget that fact.


After a long swig, Snerag smacked his lips
together in satisfaction, and said, “Two of the scrolls give directions to more
sites my scouts have uncovered. One is a temple similar to this…” he waved his
hand outside, “…the other might be a priestess’ burial site.”


Kharfu shrugged. “Hardly news to make you
ride all the way out here; I don’t flatter myself that you like my company, or
my wine, that much. So what’s in the other scroll?”


“You wound me, my friend, but the news I
bring is good. The High Priest has agreed to your request for more labor. A
caravan bringing three hundred slaves shall be here within days. And he
promises that this is just the first installment, a steady supply has been
acquired.”


“Where did he…”


Snerag waggled a finger. “You only need to
know they are yours to use, and that none of them must ever leave the desert
alive.”


Kharfu nodded; slaves were just disposable
currency to him.


The mercenary lifted up his empty cup for a
refill. “Now my friend, do you have any news you’d like me to relay back to our
master?”


“Possibly; before you arrived my men were
nearly through to the inner chambers. Can you wait while we search it?”


Snerag grabbed the wine urn and reclined on
a divan. “Take your time my friend, I’ll amuse myself.”


Kharfu strode out of the cool oasis of his
tent, squinting in the harsh sunlight as he ran a critical eye over the work on
the outside of the temple. The architect in him cringed to see defacement on
such a large scale, mallets and chisels had gouged and scraped away all
recognizable features from the sentinel statues. Now, no observer would ever
identify pointy ears, perky breasts, whiskered faces, or swishing tails. The
original work had been exquisite, of such quality that it had lasted for
millenniums buried under the desert sands, until he’d ordered his workers to
desecrate it; he felt like a butcher instead of the Head Stonemason.


Bitter memories washed up like wreckage
after a storm; if only he’d set his attentions on another girl, someone not in
the Queen’s retinue. He’d never imagined that Queen Aiyaa would have troubled
herself over something as trifling as a maidservant’s virginity. Pharaoh had
expelled him from court with dishonor, stripping him of all titles and assets,
sending him to beg on the streets where he’d discovered how fickle all his past
friends were. None would open their doors to him. He was out of Pharaoh’s
favor; a leper was thrown more stale bread crusts than he.


Hungry, lonely, and sour, he’d been ripe
for the plucking when an advocate of the High Priest had approached him. So,
for the last four years, instead of building great monuments in praise of
Pharaoh and the mighty Sun God Raia, he’d obliterated striking images of cats,
lions, and goddesses, and searched for precious artifacts from a list supplied
by the High Priest, with a crew of other disgraced stonemasons and a contingent
of throwaway slaves.


More of the cat shrines, monuments,
temples, and statues, were being relinquished by the shifting sands, unveiled
after thousands of years. Kharfu wondered why so many were coming to light now.
Was it just an offshoot of the seasonal winds which plagued the desert?


He ducked into the temple’s entrance out of
the scorching heat, relishing the temple’s cool passages. The inside had been
left untouched, except to remove treasures that didn’t portray anything feline.
When they finished, the rest would be sealed back up, and left for the sands to
reclaim, but several fortunes in gold, gems, lapis lazuli, and turquoise was
hard to turn your back on, and Kharfu marked these sites clearly on his maps,
planning to return one day, when the High Priest’s plan was fully activated,
and reclaim them. By then, the High Priest had promised him, he would be
reinstated as the Master Stonemason, and once again be overseeing the building
of major works.


Kharfu itched for that time to come, but he
knew that until they found the relic the priest was seeking, his dreams were on
hold. He feared that with so many sites appearing, he would be crippled by age
and drooling through toothless gums, before his time would come.


Sounds of breaking stone, men groaning, and
whips cracking, accosted him when he rounded the next bend. Locus, his one-eyed
overseer, with whip in hand, loomed over a bloody slave cowering on the floor
amid shards of stone. When Locus saw him, he gave the moaning slave a parting
kick before speaking. “Master, the relics aren’t here.”


The overseer’s breath reeked of cheap beer,
his rheumy eye was bloodshot, his hands gripping the whip shook, but Kharfu
overlooked his faults as the man was loyal, so long as his beer supply didn’t
run out and there were dirty jobs to be done that Locus was well suited to.


Kharfu pointed at the slave. “What’s his
problem?”


“Broke his leg, can’t work anymore. As if I
don’t have enough problems trying to get the work done with so few slaves.”


“Replacements are coming.” Kharfu stuck his
head through to the inner chamber, surveyed the sparse contents. Satisfied that
there was nothing more to be found, he said, “Seal it up, we leave immediately.
There’s another site north-west of here, we can be there by nightfall.”


Kharfu plodded back to his tent, others
scurried around him as the order went out to strike camp. Snerag leaned in the
doorway, still clasping a cup. “You found something?”


“No. You can tell the High Priest we’re
still searching, but it’s like trying to find a particular grain of sand in an
hour glass. Can’t they give me some clue to narrow the search?”


Snerag slapped him lightly across the
shoulders, and said, “I will ask them, my stone-loving friend. I don’t envy
your task, and now it is time I took my leave.”


Kharfu noted his wine urn lying on its side
empty and replied, “Indeed.”


Laughing, Snerag whistled for his horse,
vaulted onto its back, tipped his head, dug in his heels, and raced off back
into the sands. Kharfu watched him, part of him wishing he could go too, and
quench himself with the sweet taste of freedom. But in reality, freedom didn’t
exist for Kharfu; back in Pharaoh’s world it meant isolation and starvation.


He retreated into his tent and packed up
his desk, carefully rolling his parchments before stuffing the scrolls into a
bag, which he then hoisted onto his shoulder. He didn’t trust anyone else with
his maps.


A low snore issued from one of the divans,
nestled amongst the cushions he found Piav, a slave he’d picked out of the
ranks to be his current bed warmer. Her plump lips were coated with purple
residue, her clothing was crumpled and disarrayed, displaying her ample charms,
and he suspected Snerag had sampled more than just his wine.


He slapped her cheek. She bolted upright,
fear etched across her plain face when she realized who it was, but he just
sent her off with directions to pack the rest of his things. Hopefully there
would be some fresh specimens among the new batch of slaves; he was bored with
Piav. At the next site he would turn her over to Locus; maybe he’d have some
fun with her.


Outside, he found the camp being rapidly
dismantled; his crew was getting well practiced at this. Curses and a cracking
whip drew him back to the temple entrance.


Locus was the cause of the raucous. Bricks
were being laid across the entrance, screams were echoing out of the rapidly
decreasing hole, and Locus’s whip flicked in and out of the gap like a snake’s
tongue.


At Kharfu’s raised eyebrows, Locus said,
“He wouldn’t work with a broken leg, but he managed to crawl here.”


Kharfu turned his back, ordering the
bricklayers, “Hurry up and seal it, we need to go.”


As he walked away, the final brick was
laid, and if he heard the muffled wails or the desperate banging of bare
knuckles on stone, he showed no sign of it; his thoughts were already focused
on the next site.


 



Chapter Twenty


The puppy frolicked through the daisies on
big, clumsy paws he had yet to grow into. He leapt at tiger-striped butterflies
and twirled around in giddy circles trying to catch his elusive tail. From the
bench, Rahera watched Xandar tumble after Kalechi, whose laughter mingled with
the puppy’s yaps. Xandar kept turning back to wave at him, so Rahera kept a
smile molded onto his face, his cheek muscles straining to maintain the mask.


With each passing day his dislike for
Xandar grew. The boy was a bumbling bore, an insipid freak who couldn’t even
spit out a sentence without stuttering. It was so unfair, and envy gnawed
within him that Xandar could wield the power. Rahera only felt a spark, enough
to whet his appetite; Xandar held an inferno within his grasp.


The only way forward for Rahera was to be
attached to Xandar like some parasite; feeding off second hand glory. It
chaffed him raw that he would have to suffer for years before gaining his
reward. But Rahera wanted the life promised by his uncle, so he pushed his
complaints aside, and smiled widely at Xandar.


Senmut and Iteti rounded the corner.
Spotting Xandar they veered off the path toward him. Rahera cursed, he was sick
of prying the bullies off Xandar; it was becoming a daily occurrence. He leapt
off the bench, running in their direction, already too late to intercept them.
Senmut had scooped up Kalechi, the puppy squawking as the bully dangled him by
his tail.


Xandar was screaming, “P...Put him
d...down!”


But Senmut laughed and tossed the squealing
puppy over Xandar’s head to Iteti, who fumbled the catch, almost dropping
Kalechi on his head. Xandar squawked like a ruffled chicken, darting between
the two bullies as they chucked the frightened puppy between them like he was a
ball.


When they ran onto the jetty, Rahera was
still too far away to intervene, so he yelled at them, “Give him the dog back.”


Senmut swung the puppy by the back paw over
the water; Xandar dove at him, pummeling his fists on Senmut’s solid back.
Senmut casually flicked the puppy away, saying, “What dog?”


Kalechi smashed into the water and
disappeared beneath the surface. Xandar ducked around Senmut, lunging into the
lake. The two bullies laughed as Xandar frantically searched for the dog,
repeatedly submerging, only to burst to the surface moments later empty handed.


Rahera reached the jetty just as a
bedraggled scrap of white fur hauled itself out of the shallows. The puppy
shook itself, spraying droplets on Rahera’s lower legs, and he had to stop
himself from giving it a kick. Instead he picked up the damp and struggling
puppy. Kalechi had never warmed to him, but Rahera held him tight.


Senmut smirked at him, and asked, “Don’t
you want to go for a swim with your boyfriend?”


Before he could respond, a mature voice,
from behind, demanded, “What’s going on here?”


All heads turned toward the stern features
of a priest. Senmut muttered, “He fell in,” as he shuffled away, closely
followed by Iteti.


The priest gave the remaining two boys a
hard glare, and said to Xandar, as he stalked away, “Well, get out, you’re
defiling a sacred lake. Next time you boys want boisterous play, may I suggest
a spell of rigorous prayer would be better for your souls than reveling in
foolery.”


Rahera offered Xandar his free hand and
helped pull him from the lake. Kalechi leapt into Xandar’s arms, where he was
fussed and petted over for several minutes, while Rahera stood to one side
silently fuming. Finally Xandar focused on Rahera, “Th...th...thanks.”


Rahera shrugged off his thanks. “I didn’t
do anything.”


Xandar said, “B...but you would have.
Y...you’re always there for m...me.”


Tears brimmed in Xandar’s eyes and before
they started to fall and Rahera had to deal with them he steered Xandar toward
their dormitory, and said, “Come on, you’re soaking, you need to change.”


Xandar shuffled on for a couple of paces,
until he realized Rahera hadn’t followed. “Aren’t you coming?”


“Not yet, there’s something I need to do.”


Xandar dithered, and Rahera wanted to shout
at him to just go away, to leave him in peace for a few precious moments, but
he stilled his tongue. Words like that once said, would ruin all the hard work
he’d invested into conning Xandar into friendship. He was saved from doing
something irreparable by Kalechi, who whimpered, and Xandar hurried away to dry
off his soggy puppy.


Once Xandar was out of sight, Rahera
sprinted in the other direction, heading for his uncle’s office, skidding to a
halt outside when he found the gold doors firmly shut. The jackal-masked temple
guards, spears poised, ignored his pleas for entry, shunning him like he was
invisible. 


In frustration he paced up and down, almost
wearing out a path, so absorbed in ranting to himself, that he failed to hear
the footsteps until they stopped in front of him. In quiet tones the First
Scholar asked, “What are you doing here?”


“I need to see my un…the High Priest
immediately.”


Drashedu slapped him across the face,
shocking him into silence, grabbed his arm in a vice-like grip, and dragged him
down the corridor. All the way cautioning him, “Not one more word.”


When they reached an open doorway, Drashedu
bundled him through it and slammed the door shut. “What do you think you’re
doing? The High Priest isn’t summoned like a common prostitute.”


Rahera hung his head, he’d been so angry at
the bullies that he’d charged off without thinking it through. Drashedu tapped
his fat foot, “Well?”


“I have a problem…”


Drashedu threw his arms up into the air.
“Oh in that case, let’s all stop what we’re doing. Do you think the High Priest
has time to bother with your trifles?”


Rahera hung his head; he’d been so stupid
to come here. 


Drashedu said, “Tell me.”


The expression on the First Scholar’s
fleshy face showed his tolerance level was limited. Haltingly, Rahera explained
about the bullies. “So I thought it would aid our cause with Xandar if Senmut
and Iteti were dismissed.”


Drashedu pondered for a moment, and said,
“They will be gone by tomorrow. Go now and never come here again unless you’re
summoned. You must be discrete; the High Priest won’t be impressed by your rash
behavior.”


 



Chapter Twenty-One


Dawn arrived, and Kalli had only to look at
her filthy shift and sniff herself to know that last night had been real and
not a nightmare. The guards filtered in with breakfast, and she had to force
herself to join the queue, as she did every morning. She couldn’t understand
how the guards didn’t know she’d been up to something, the disheveled way she
looked; feeling like the glyph for guilty was emblazoned on her forehead for
all to see. But the guards nonchalantly leaned, yawned, scratched themselves
and farted like they did every morning as they waited to escort the girls to
training.


Then a senior guard bustled out of a
tunnel, calling to the guards, who quickly straightened themselves, “Where’s
Vadah? He was supposed to report to me this morning.”


The guards all shrugged, claiming no
knowledge of his whereabouts. Once their superior disappeared, they offered
suggestions of where he could be.


“Probably drank too much, and sleeping it
off.”


“Then we should look for a missing girl,
Vadah doesn’t usually sleep alone.”


Ribald tales followed that made her sick to
her stomach as the guards joked about Vadah’s conquests. She nearly yelped out
loud when a voice whispered in her ear, “Vadah was a pig.”


Hippo’s close set eyes bored into hers, as
the larger girl said, “He shouldn’t have killed Lil Tau.”


Hippo strode away leaving Kalli speechless,
but knowing who had helped her last night. She reached the front of the queue
and grabbed a piece of bread, knowing she wouldn’t be able to chew it, but
striving to keep to her daily routine. And soon enough, in single file they
were led to the exercise yard. The guards settled down to play dice, while the
girls were left to their own devices. After Meretiti left, most had kept
practicing, probably for something to do. Kalli wanted to yell at them that
Meretiti was dead, and that it was all a hopeless farce, but she kept to
herself and said nothing. The other girls swept wary glances her way, but kept
their distance, waiting for the inevitable explosion to come.


Midmorning brought back the senior guard,
who dispatched a couple of guards to search for Vadah. He also instigated a
head count, but no prisoners were found missing.  Kalli could almost taste his
displeasure and the remaining guards were quick to comment when he’d gone.


“Vadah’s gonna get it this time, the lazy
bastard.”


But another guard, scratched his grey
whiskers, and said, “Something’s not right. I’ve worked alongside Vadah for
years, and no matter how drunk he’s been, or how much whoring he’s been up to,
he’s always reported on time.”


Kalli listlessly fiddled with a practice
sword, tensing every time someone entered the yard, expecting at any moment
they would announce that Vadah’s corpse had been found. Guards scuttled in and
out of the yard like panicked beetles, abuzz with gossip.


“Vadah missed breakfast…”


“He never signed off his last shift…”


“…weapons and keys are missing with him…”


She’d never seen so many guards in the
compound at one time before. Which one would get the job of skewering her with
his sword when they discovered what she’d done.


Midday came, by this time the search was in
full scale, and by the guards comments she knew she was in trouble as they were
grumbling about having to search all the cells. Once they unearthed the blood
stained dagger and Vadah’s keys, she was as good as dead.


A basket of bread was carted into the yard,
but Bedriska wasn’t the server, and the spark of hope she’d kindled, that
somehow Bedriska would help her, was snuffed out. Behind her a fight broke out,
two girls squabbling over some choice piece of bread. Normally the spats were
brief, and the guards didn’t interfere, but this time the fight carried on. The
scrappers were entwined, rolling over and over in the dirt, pulling hair and
scratching cheeks. Oblivious, they tumbled into the guards dice game, scattering
the pieces. The guards roared at them, but seeing the expanse of young thighs
thrashing before them, they watched instead of pulling them apart.


Bony hands grabbed Kalli, one clamped
across her mouth. She nearly bit it, but stopped when the other hand spun her
around, and she found she was staring directly into Bedriska’s unflinching
features. Bedriska tugged her along, whispering fiercely, “Don’t speak, don’t
question, just do. Yes?”


Kalli nodded and the hand across her mouth
was withdrawn, but Bedriska’s skeleton fingers kept pinching her wrist and
towing her along in her wake like she was a barge. Soon, they were following
gloomy alleyways unknown to her, some so narrow they had to go in single file.
Finally they ducked into a tiny room that reeked of feces. Bedriska threw a
black scarf caked in grime at her and said, “Cover your hair.”


While Kalli twined the scarf, the other
woman swirled a bucket, its contents sloshed, and before she could ask what
Bedriska was doing, the foul innards were emptied onto her tunic. The sharp
stench of urine rose up between them.


Kalli exploded. “What are you doing?”


Bedriska stabbed her with a steely gaze,
and said, “Silence, stupid girl, if you want to live. That missing guard is
your work?”


“Yes, but he…”


“Enough! He hasn’t been found yet, but even
so you’ll be missed soon. You’ve spoilt all our plans with your rashness,
forcing us to take you out in a risky way. Now rub this on your face and all
your exposed skin.”


Kalli recoiled as a tub of turds was shoved
into her hands. Bedriska tapped her foot, and hastily explained, “We’re going
out the main gate with you disguised as a toilet scrubber. It’s the only way.
What’s a bit of shit on the outside of your skin compared to keeping all your
internal organs within it?”


She couldn’t argue with logic like that,
and keeping her lips clenched shut, she smeared the putrid brown mixture onto
her skin. When she’d finished Bedriska wrinkled her nostrils, and stated,
“You’ll do. No matter what happens, you say nothing. I’ll do all the talking,
and keep your eyes down, as there’s nothing I can do to disguise them. Let’s
go, and we’ll have to pray they haven’t found that guard yet.”


Many twists later they emerged into a paved
passage which lead to the outside. Closed gates blocked the entrance, which was
heavily guarded. Kalli hunched over, eyes lowered, and shuffled after Bedriska,
who strode on, head held high. At the gates Bedriska placed her hands on her
hips, and demanded, “Open up, I don’t have all day.”


A whiskered guard leaned out of the
guardhouse, ran his gaze over the two women, spat out a wad of phlegm, and
said, “You’ll have to wait. Our orders are to search everyone leaving as one of
the guards is missing.”


Bedriska lifted up a corner of her fringed
shawl and called back to him, “Well he’s not hiding up my skirt.”


A younger guard laughed, and the older one
motioned him toward the women. “Check them out.”


Kalli huddled and a wave of fear swamped
her. She had to struggle not to bolt like a scared rabbit when he approached.
He got within three paces of her before flinching away with his face all
scrunched up. “Ow, you stink!”


Bedriska quickly said, “First day on the
job and the stupid girl slips over while scrubbing out the latrines. As if I
don’t have enough work to do without having to deal with the hopeless drudges
they send me to work with.”


The guard looked disdainfully at Kalli, “I
haven’t seen you before, what’s your name?”


Bedriska waved her arms up in the air.
“She’s witless, if she can speak, I’ve never heard her. I don’t have all day,
hurry up and open the gate; I have business to attend to.”


He didn’t move, mumbling, “I need her name,
to check her against the list.”


Bedriska grabbed Kalli by the arm and
propelled her at the guard. “Fine! You do that. I’ll leave her with you, but
I’m going,” and she stomped off to the gate, yelling up to the older guard to
let her out.


Bedriska was well known by the guard, so he
cranked the gate open. The young guard hastily stepped away from Kalli’s stink,
indecision clear on his face, as he glanced between the two women. Bedriska
turned her back on him, waiting for the gate to open enough to slip through.
The older guard called out to the other, “What about that one, is she coming
through too?”


He took another look at Kalli’s filthy
form, and then motioned with his spear for her to go; he didn’t want to deal
with her rankness. Under the scrutiny of both guards, she forced herself to
take small, even steps. It was the longest ten paces she’d ever experienced.
Each step she waited for a cry to ring out, or the gate to slam shut with
freedom just a cat’s whisker away, but the only sound she heard was her heart
beating hot blood into her ears.


Once through the gate, Bedriska clamped
onto her arm again, and steered her into the crowd, rapidly increasing their
pace. Bedriska clenched her teeth to filter out some of  Kalli’s reek as she
said, “No matter what you hear, don’t look back, keep moving, and when we get
around that corner, we run like all the demons in the seven hells are chasing
us.”


Behind them shouting erupted, and Kalli
heard the creaking as the gate was wrenched open. She followed Bedriska’s
advice and kept her gaze locked forward. Due to her stink, the crowd fell away
from them, not wanting to jostle up against her filth. As they rounded the
corner, Bedriska shouted, “Run!”


 



Chapter Twenty-Two


The streets were clogged with brightly
clothed people; flashing yellow, gold, and orange silks, nearly blinding Kalli
with their brilliance. Vendors weaved through the throng; displaying trays of
spicy pastries, minted lamb skewers, honeyed oat cakes and stuffed ducks, whose
rich aromas rammed her starved senses. Yeasty beer swilled freely from
temporary stalls, hastily constructed structures of cloth and wood which clung
to the sides of the street, like limpets to a rock.


Bedriska didn’t dawdle, but tugged Kalli
along, sidestepping around a man on stilts, steering out of the way of a jester
juggling five plums, and ducking under a stream of flames which shot out of a
passing fire breather, without as much as a blink. As they cut into a side
alley, Kalli heard a vendor cry out, amongst the crowd’s din, “Get your Star
Festival trinkets here! Cheapest, this side of the city.”


And then she understood why the streets
were packed, the Star Festival was celebrated once a year. All night the beer
and wine would flow, singing and dancing would fill the streets, until those
still standing would toast a cheer to Sopjdet, the brightest star before dawn
heralding the coming floods and hopefully, another year of prosperity. Her
father had said that the priesthood didn’t strictly approve of the way the
populace lustily observed this festival, but to restrain them would probably
have resulted in a revolution.


In the past, she’d been too young to join
in, but she and her siblings had been allowed to peek out over the upstairs
balcony, and watch the street artists among the partying flock until one of her
parents decided the events below were getting too racy for tender eyes, and
they were ushered behind closed shutters.


If anyone was chasing them, the sounds of
pursuit were swallowed up by the exuberant crowd and Bedriska kept propelling
her forward, leaving no time to look back. The alley curled away from the main
stream, and the noise muted into the background.


Bedriska whisked her through a low doorway
and it took a moment for Kalli’s eyes to adjust to the gloom. A tub of steaming
water stood in the center of a sparse kitchen. Alongside were two lidded
baskets, and the scent of lavender tickled Kalli’s nose. Not wasting any time
Bedriska rubbed her hands clean, latched onto a prickly brush and lathered it
with soap, while instructing Kalli to undress. When Kalli didn’t move, she
splashed the brush into the water, and said, “Strip! This is no time for
modesty, stupid girl. Put your soiled clothes in the fireplace, we’ll have to
burn them.”


Kalli jumped to obey, peeling off the mucky
garments, saving only Meretiti’s sharp little knife, and hopped into the bath.
She yelped and nearly leapt out again when the water scalded her, but Bedriska
locked one vice-like hand on her shoulder, forcing her down underneath the
sudsy heat. Using the brush like a grater, Bedriska scoured the coating of
filth off her and Kalli suspected, several layers of skin as well, until she
was left pink and stinging. Not finished, Bedriska then shoved Kalli’s head
under the water, and when she arose spluttering from the water forced up her
nose, the woman attacked her matted locks with a vengeance.


Between painful yelps Kalli asked, “What
happens now?”


“We smuggle you out of Wasset.”


“And then what?”


Bedriska’s hair-tugging stopped briefly as
she muttered, “Destiny will decide.”


Kalli nearly erupted out of the bath, but
her hair snagged in Bedriska’s brush, forcing her to sit back down. Through
gritted teeth, Kalli said, “What’s going to happen to me? Will I ever be able
to go home?”


Bedriska banged the brush against the side
of the bath. “Stupid girl, we don’t have time for this,” and she furiously
resumed brushing out Kalli’s tangled locks.


Quietly Kalli asked, “What will happen to
Bibian, my little sister?”


When Bedriska didn’t reply, she grabbed the
woman’s wrist and glared into her eyes. “You must warn Bibian about the
priests. She must leave Wasset. Tell her I will return for her.”


For a second Bedriska was silent, then she
slowly nodded her head. 


Finally Kalli was allowed to stand up;
dizziness swamped her as she clutched the sides of the bath. Without warning,
Bedriska dumped a bucket of cold water over her, making her gasp and raising a
wave of goose bumps. She stood there naked, with her teeth chattering, her gaze
futilely searching for some fresh clothes to put on as Bedriska barked, “Get
out.”


Bedriska had swapped the scrubbing brush
for a paint brush, tipped in a gooey brown substance from out of one of the
baskets. Suspiciously, Kalli sniffed, but it was a nutty smell that emerged
from the brush and bucket. Bedriska roughly seized her, and began slapping
broad strokes on her exposed skin, telling her to keep still.


When she’d finished, Kalli’s pale skin was
toasted to a light coffee tone. A flash of silver in Bedriska’s hand lashed at
her head. Instinctively she ducked but without explanation Bedriska pocketed
the scissors and a golden lock. Her hair was treated next, within minutes her
blonde tresses were stained a muddy brown. A fistful of flimsy yellow material
was thrust at her, with instructions to put it on. The top’s tiny straps were
as delicate as a spider’s thread. The rest of the fringed top barely covered
her small breasts, leaving her newly bronzed midriff bare. The pants sheathed
her hips like snake skin, and she barely had enough room to tuck away
Meretiti’s blade. The pants fell away in silken wisps finer than gossamer
wings, and her legs might as well have been naked. Petite yellow slippers
appeared next, shining with amber beads, and flimsier than a whiff of smoke.


She opened her mouth to protest, but
Bedriska gripped her face, forcing her lips to purse like a catfish out of
water, and applied a pink dye. Holding her captive with her strong fingers,
Bedriska etched dark kohl around Kalli’s almond shaped eyes. Unsatisfied with
the result, she then produced a shadowy veil and fixed it into Kalli’s hair, so
it fell over her pale eyes. Bedriska took a moment to scrutinize her work, and
grunted, “You’ll have to keep your eyes down.”


“What…”


“Shush! Stupid girl, I don’t have time for
silly questions.”


Bedriska shuffled out of her dark robes,
briefly revealing a firm muscular body, before dressing herself in a luminous
orange gown. Kalli noted how the other woman’s clothes covered her completely
from shoulder to toe, even concealing her tattooed arm and she wished they
could swap outfits. Bedriska stuffed her old clothes on top of Kalli’s in the
fireplace, used her teeth to pry the cork from a flask, and then emptied the
contents on the discarded clothes. Rapid scratches on the flint block produced
sparks igniting the alcohol soaked clothes with a whoosh.


Footsteps slapped on the pavement outside.
Bedriska snatched up a meat cleaver, positioning herself by the kitchen door.
Kalli fumbled to extract her concealed blade out of her tight pants, but only
managed to nick herself. Luckily, the footsteps didn’t falter, carrying on past
their hiding place.


Bedriska dropped the cleaver, captured Kalli’s
wrist again and tugged her outside, abandoning the smoldering remains of their
clothes. In the doorway, Bedriska paused, peering up and down the alley until
she was satisfied it was barren of people, then she hauled Kalli along so
swiftly, the girl had trouble keeping upright in her delicate slippers.


At the end of the alley, they joined the
festive throng, and Bedriska changed her grip so that she was holding Kalli’s
hand. Kalli’s skimpy outfit drew whistles of admiration and several dubious
propositions from the cheerful male crowd. Bedriska laughed heartily at Kalli’s
admirers, and told them, “If you want to see more, come and see the Golden Dawn
Dancers perform at the River Gate this evening. Tell your friends. You won’t be
disappointed.”


One persistent admirer shadowed them
through the crowd, pleading, “Dance for us now.” His plea was taken up by
others, all mellowed by drink and looking for some entertainment.


Throughout it all Kalli kept her head
lowered, studying her impractical footwear, so no one could see her eyes,
wanting to scream at the man to go away and stop drawing attention to them. A
covered wagon blocked the street ahead, but Bedriska kept them moving forward,
uncharacteristically flirting with the men, teasing them with cheeky remarks,
until they were hemmed in between the wagon and the vocal crowd, and had to
stop. All Kalli could think about was - don’t make me dance; until it became a
chant in the background of her thoughts.


Strong hands reached down from the back of
the wagon and grasped Kalli around the waist. She struggled, wriggling like a
worm to escape, but Bedriska seized her feet and shoved her over the tailgate,
dumping her on her back in the covered wagon. Three sets of kohl smudged eyes
greeted her, one male and two female.


Behind her the crowd groaned as their
amusement disappeared, but a man’s voice rose above the hubbub. “I’ll dance for
you,” and laughter filtered through the wagon’s flap as the fickle crowd
embraced the latest attraction.


Bedriska’s face, all trace of frivolity
wiped from it, popped up over the tailgate, and demanded, “Izusa, what is the
word on the street?”


The man answered, “An alarm has been
raised, but the priests are trying to keep it hushed up as no one has ever
escaped from the Ferrasium before. Word is leaking out faster than water from a
rusty bathtub, that Kalli’s missing and they’ve found the body of a murdered
guard. The guards have orders to kill her, and you, on sight. Because of the
festival they can’t lock down the city, but every exit gate is being watched;
it’s not going to be easy to slip her out.”


Bedriska snorted. “You mean it’s not going
to be cheap.” She wrinkled up her forehead for a moment, and then said, “I’ll
go and confirm the arrangements. You carry on as planned.” And Bedriska whirled
away, without even saying farewell, leaving Kalli with the three strangers.


Stunned by Bedriska’s abrupt departure,
Kalli lay there gazing up at the others, wondering who they were. Then the flap
whipped back, exposing Bedriska’s head, and for a second, Kalli believed that
the other woman wasn’t going to desert her after all. But Bedriska merely said,
“I nearly forgot, stuff these into your top, you’ll need more than mosquito
bites to see you through tonight.”


And then she was gone, leaving Kalli limply
holding two wads of sheep’s wool.


 



Chapter Twenty-Three


“Find her! Cancel all leave and recall
every guard to duty, double the patrols, search everyone and everything trying
to leave the city; I want her found.” Seraphis banged his hand on his desk,
disregarding the priceless relics that jumped and tottered as he emphasized
each word.


Brother Jenkin bowed low before the High
Priest, as if trying to assimilate his red robes into the rich weave of the
carpet. His muffled words rose up in a squeak, “As you wish, High Priest.”


Seraphis tugged on his ear, flicked his
gaze over the prostrated priest, and said, “Why are you still here?”


The red priest hastily scrambled to his
feet, and vaulted for the door, but before he was through it, Seraphis called
out, “I want her dead. The one to bring me her scalped hair as proof will be
rewarded with fifty gold pieces. And Brother Jenkin, if you’re fond of
breathing, you’ll make sure that I have her hair by dawn.”


Brother Jenkin blanched as he made his
final bow before disappearing through the door.


Drashedu moved out of the shadows to stand
by Seraphis’ desk, absently picking up the teetering objects, and replacing
them gently in more secure locations. Finally, he said, “A substantial bounty;
surely the girl isn’t worth that much?”


“It will motivate the guards. We’ve never
had an escape before and our response must be swift and severe; a deterrent to
those who would try to oppose us. I need our citizens to be in no doubt that
the priesthood is unbreakable, and any act against our laws will result in a
death penalty.”


The First Scholar replied, “What about
Xandar, how will he react, it is his sister, after all?”


“She’s a criminal and now a murderer; he
can’t risk openly supporting her. I think Rahera will be able to convince him
of that.” He paused, “What about the rest of her family?”


“The father has been sent to the outpost at
Hurgada, he’s not due to return for at least a month. I’ve had the mother and
sister under loose surveillance, but there’s been nothing out of the ordinary
to report.”


Seraphis rubbed his temples, then said, “I
think it’s time we had a chat with the mother. I believe with a bit of help
from us, we can encourage her to remember who she is. Bring her in –
discretely. I don’t want anyone to know where she’s going. Have her brought
down to the lower chambers; maybe she’ll be able to tell us where we can find
her daughter.”


 



Chapter Twenty-Four


Drashedu knew he was taking a massive risk
sending this communication, but his instincts screamed to him that this
information could be invaluable to his cause. With plain wax he sealed the
unsigned letter and thrust it into a deep pocket of his voluminous robes. If
deciphered by Seraphis, the letter would spell out a torturous death for the
First Scholar, but Drashedu doubted anyone within Wasset, including the High
Priest, could interpret the treasonous words. He’d used a foreign language,
unknown in Keymett, and so ancient it was almost extinct in its home continent,
but he still felt the letter’s presence as a smoldering coal.


Delivery of the message was his next
problem. Usually he had set times and days, organized well in advance, but
after much deliberation he’d decided to use the bold approach. With his bulk,
slinking through Wasset secretly during a Star Festival wasn’t an option.


As he’d ordered, his ornate chair and six
slaves to carry it were waiting by the service gate and as he approached, ten
apprentice priests shuffled out of the kitchens lugging five baskets, filled
with steaming sesame and honey loaves fresh from the ovens. Drashedu settled
into his chair, inclined his head, and the slaves heaved him upwards. The
apprentice priests, straining under the loaded baskets, followed him to the
gate where they were joined by a contingent of temple guards. As they filed
into the street Drashedu noted how appropriate the apprentices yellow robes
were, as around them the Star Festival shimmered with gold, orange and sunny
tones.


They moved through the crowds, tossing the
warm loaves. Already mellow with drink, the crowd happily devoured the free
bread, and Drashedu’s chair easily slid through the throng like a shark’s fin.


The crowd was thicker near the docks, but
the temple guards ran ahead and cleared the way to the choked River Gate. The
music and dancing was in full swing up on the terraces and he wished he could
stop and watch, as The Golden Dawn Dancers were performing. He knew it was a
foolish wish, totally inappropriate for a priest of his high position to be
seen ogling the lithe dancers. Instead, he wished for the day when he wouldn’t
have to pretend anymore and his royal patrons would grant him his well deserved
freedom. Of its own accord his foot tapped out the catchy rhythms as they
passed through the River Gate.


It was a lot quieter on the other side and
from his lofty perch he could see the varied vessels that jammed the docks:
stinking fishing sloops, overcrowded passenger ferries, richly painted and
sculptured pleasure crafts and brightly sailed feluccas, all bobbing on the
water like nodding heads.


Next to a cobalt and yellow sail, Drashedu
motioned his chair to be set down. As he alighted, the temple guards raced to
form a tight wedge around him but he waved them away and walked among the
people, personally handing out the last of the loaves. On board the felucca, a
wizened man watched the priest’s movements through slitted eyes for several
minutes before slipping below the deck. When he reappeared, he was carrying a
large fish wrapped in kerabalm leaves, and he called out to the First Scholar, “Kind
priest, you look like you appreciate fine foods. Would you like this fish for
your supper?”


Drashedu’s smile tightened but he beckoned
the man forward, who, despite his shriveled appearance, nimbly jumped off the
felucca. The man stumbled against Drashedu as he offered up the fish and the
First Scholar knew his hidden message had been successfully lifted. Clutching
the fishy package Drashedu retreated to his chair and instructed his entourage
to head back to the temple.


The stench of the fish was unpleasant. It
wasn’t a fresh specimen, but Drashedu clutched the fish firmly in his arms;
hidden in its belly was a coded message stating when and were the next pick up
would be.


Already the wizened sailor had untied his
ropes and his vessel was drifting away from the dock. Feluccas steadily plied
their trade up and down the Iterii River, regularly
journeying from the sea ports and through the branches of the delta. Often they
stopped at the bustling capital of Inhebee, before cruising back up the main
channel past Wasset, until stopped by the cataracts. Within weeks his message
would be delivered.


Seraphis had failed to grasp the potential
of the escaped girl, but Drashedu knew she was much more valuable alive. If she
could be captured and her power harnessed, then she could be turned into a
formidable weapon to be used against the High Priest.


 



Chapter Twenty-Five


Queen Aiyaa placed a hand on her sleeping
son’s forehead and warmth radiated into her fingertips. Concerned, she leant
closer and examined his cherub face but Tepi was breathing easy and his lips
were a rosy pink, with no tell-tale blue tinge indicating a toxic poison at
work. She relaxed, Tepi was suffering from a simple fever.


Fat eyelashes curled in a dark wave against
his cheeks and Aiyaa felt the familiar surge in her breast; never had she loved
anyone like this before. Her delicate son was the light of her life; his
laughter music to her soul, but he was also her torment. Every day she fought
subtle plots to exterminate him, and each night sleep eluded her as nightmarish
scenarios bombarded her dreams. As Pharaoh’s only living son, Tepi was a pawn
amongst the cruelest game players. Aiyaa trusted no one except Pharaoh, and
even then she kept a tight council.


Often she wished for the carefree days when
she’d been a minor wife and her precious son had been far down the chain of
ascension. Everything had changed in one terrible afternoon five years ago,
when Tepi was only three, with a boating tragedy. Conflicting reports told a
sad tale. Though officially an accident, the universal belief was that filthy
murder had occurred that day. There were no eye-witnesses to give an accurate
description of what befell them, as every person on the royal barges was later
pulled from the water, a lifeless blue.


Soldiers, servant, slaves were dragged from
the current and quietly laid on the banks next to Great Wives, Lesser Wives,
and concubines. Worst of all were the children, seventeen children, Pharaoh
Raihotep’s children. A sob shuddered from Aiyaa as she remembered their slack
little faces. Each one was so familiar, mirroring similar features to Tepi;
with some it was the one dimpled cheek, with others it was matching ears, or
the same slant to their eyes; all kin and playmates of Tepi.


They had nearly shared the same fate, but
just prior to sailing, Tepi had taken poorly and she’d decided they wouldn’t
take the river trip. Pharaoh had never recovered, aging overnight, permanent
sadness etched into his expression. He was thirty years her senior but he’d
been a vigorous man, full of zest, but now there was a shrunkeness about him as
if grief was collapsing him from the inside. After the tragedy he never took
another wife or concubine, and his infrequent visits to Aiyaa’s bedchamber
ceased. She was elevated to First Great Wife and Tepi was acknowledged as his
heir. She knew he loved the boy but kept his distance as if fearful that if he
loved Tepi too much, he too would be snatched away. Pharaoh was lavish with
material things and Aiyaa had only to express her slightest wish, and it was
granted tenfold. But Aiyaa would trade away everything to have her son healthy
and safe.


She blew her boy a kiss, not wanting to
disturb his slumber, and after ensuring she recognized each face of his ten
body guards she exited his chamber. Tepi’s body guards were handpicked and they
were beyond vigilant as their lives were intricately linked with his; when he
died, no matter the cause, they would be immediately put to death.


Aiyaa hated leaving his side for even a
moment but as Great Wife she had many duties she had to perform. Her body
guards slipped into a wedge around her; she was now as used to their presence
as her own shadow. Pharaoh had requested a private audience with her; an
uncommon occurrence, and her curiosity was tickled. She hadn’t bothered to bath
or anoint herself with musky perfumes, since he hadn’t touched her in five
years beyond holding her hand at state occasions, or sedately kissing her cheek
in private. She would have been highly surprised if sex was on his agenda.


A flush highlighted her cheekbones. She was
still a young woman, she’d been only sixteen when she’d been acquired into
Pharaoh’s stable, and eighteen when she’d given birth to Tepi and exalted to
Lesser Wife. She still had a young woman’s appetites, even if she had no
physical outlet. As Pharaoh’s Great Wife an affair was simply out of the
question logistically, and consequentially, as discovery would mean a swift
execution and she would do nothing that would leave Tepi motherless.


They had nearly reached Pharaoh’s private
wing when Maya glided out of an alcove, his bald head gleaming. He appeared
surprised to see her, but she knew he’d laid in wait for her like a hungry
spider for a plump fly. He gave a slight, stiff bow. “Queen Aiyaa, as ever,
your loveliness is more perfect than a budding lotus bloom. I hope you’re going
to grace Pharaoh with your beauty?”


And I hope you’re going to grace us by
choking on your lying tongue. The thought itched to be spoken and she wanted to
kick him out of her way, but instead she gracefully inclined her head but he
wasn’t content to let her pass, and he shouldered his way through her watchful
guards to her side, matching her step for step.


He barely kept the sneer off his face as he
said, “You must be excited about the journey?”


Journey? Pretending she knew what he
alluded to, she said, “Of course. Now you must excuse me as I have urgent
business elsewhere.”


Maya’s black soul had more warts on it than
a toad. He smiled broadly and she wanted to rip his lips off and feed them back
to him, so no more poisonous innuendoes could escape his mouth. He waited until
she was several paces away, before saying, “I’m sure the fresh air will do
Prince Tepi’s health wonders, and I hear river journeys can be quite
thrilling.”


Aiyaa nearly missed her step as fear
crushed her spine, but she pretended indifference and kept her eyes forward.
When they turned the next bend she glanced back, but Maya was gone. He’d
slithered away like a legless lizard.


Aiyaa sped up and her entourage bolted like
an arrow toward Pharaoh’s rooms. She was now petrified about what Pharaoh had
to tell her, as she knew Maya would never have so openly taunted her without
his statements being based in fact. There was no point in reporting Maya’s
remarks to Pharaoh, as on face value his comments were innocent enough, but she
could smell the malevolent spirit which lingered within his body.


In the initial months after the boating
tragedy, her paranoia had gone into overdrive and she’d jumped at every implied
threat. At first Pharaoh had humored her and thoroughly investigated each
claim, but when her hasty accusations couldn’t be substantiated, causing an
uproar among the affected nobles, he stopped taking notice. He always listened
politely to her words, but didn’t take her seriously anymore and never took any
action.


They reached Pharaoh’s chambers, and the
guards outside indicated she was to enter alone, so at the door, she shrugged
off her bodyguards like they were a favorite coat to be picked up later.
Pharaoh rose from a chair and greeted her with a dry kiss on her cheek. “Sweet
Aiyaa, how is our son?”


“Fine, thankfully it’s only a slight
fever.”


He nodded then began pacing, which worried
her further until finally he whirled around and stated, “Next year, Keymett
celebrates the Jubilee Festival to mark the thirtieth year of my reign.”


Aiyaa felt sick as she predicted his next
words.


“As per custom, the festival will be
performed in the temple at Wasset. You and Tepi will accompany me.” 


His tone broke no arguments, but her
torment must have been splashed across her face as he said, “Tepi is my heir,
one day he’ll be Pharaoh, he can’t spend the rest of his life hiding beneath
your skirts, jumping at shadows.”


Aiyaa chomped her teeth together, silently
grinding her back molars as she tried to assess the numerous new threats to her
son. The only consolation she could find was that she had a year to prepare for
this hazardous journey. When she didn’t speak, but glared straight ahead with
watery eyes, he impatiently waved her away.


#


The doors shut behind her stiff back and
Pharaoh sunk into his chair, cradling his thumping head and wanted to weep, but
he knew if he unplugged that well, he’d never re-cap it. Tonight he felt old,
aches pinched along his back, between his shoulder blades and echoed in his
knees and hips. If it wasn’t for Tepi he’d have given up on life five long
years ago.


Aiyaa was right to fear the trip to Wasset
and he was glad she wasn’t aware of everything he knew, but the trip was a
necessity. If he didn’t perform the sacred rituals in Wasset there could be
widespread civil unrest, and he needed to keep Keymett strong for his heir. The
people needed to see Prince Tepi, to embrace him, and to have faith in his
ability to rule them, and there was nothing even Pharaoh could do to protect
his son from his legacy. There was another reason Pharaoh needed to go to
Wasset in person, as he needed an open display of his strength. He’d been
receiving disturbing reports about the growing influence of the priesthood and
the direction they were taking. He’d have to reassert himself as the ultimate
ruler of Keymett, and shunt the priests back into line. He felt a civil war
brewing, and he had to head it off if Tepi had any hope of attaining adulthood.
A year was a long time to wait, and he feared what would be waiting for him and
his family when they arrived in Wasset. 


 



Chapter Twenty-Six


The three faces hovering above Kalli talked
over each other.


“I’m Bina and this is my sister…”


“…Ayshyah and our brother Izusa…”


“…who thinks it’s time we left,” and he
leapt through a flap into the front of the wagon. Shortly after, Kalli was
jolted as the wagon began moving, settling into a swaying motion.


Bina plucked the wool out of Kalli’s hands.
“Let me help you.” She attempted to stuff the wool down Kalli’s top.


Kalli slapped Bina’s hands away from her
breasts, and asked, “Who are you? Where are we going?”


Bina bobbed a curtsy, doffing an imaginary
hat off her head, and said, “We are the Golden Dawn Dancers and you’ve just
joined our troupe. For one night anyway, while we get you out of Wasset. We’ll
meet up with the rest of the troupe soon, only the three of us know who you
are, so according to the others you will be Ashantii, an exotic dancer, newly
arrived from the mystic east.”


“But I can’t dance!”


Ayshyah laughed, swaying her hips
suggestively, and said, “All women know how to dance, it’s instinctive, just
follow what we do. Tonight’s crowd will be merry with drink, they won’t be
picky.”


“But shouldn’t I be hiding?”


Bina replied, “The best place to hide is
where they won’t expect you. The guards are searching for a turd-smeared
drudge, or a yellow-haired girl, not a voluptuous, brunette vixen. Now, enough
yakking. We have to get ready.”


Kalli was left to herself while the dancers
dressed. She tried to avert her eyes when they both stripped off; neither girl
suffered from modesty. Their athletic limbs were streamlined from dancing,
while long hair flowed like melted chocolate over their mocha smooth skin.
Nudity wasn’t new to her, she’d seen plenty of it at the Ferrasium, but these
girls expressed a raw magnetism that made her squirm.


Embarrassed, a blush bloomed on Kalli’s
cheeks but as she turned her head away, she spotted identical tattoos of a
familiar purple flower adorning their pert bottoms. The tattoos disappeared as
silky pants, skimpier than the ones she wore, tinted orange and gold, were
slipped on. They squeezed their ample breasts into scant, fringed, sequined
tops, and painted their faces; plum blush for lips, white powder puffed onto
faces, added a touch of black kohl around the eyes, then bejeweled their
eyelids with shimmering shades of turquoise and malachite. Dressed, they oozed
an effortless sexuality with every fluid movement.


Once content with their own appearances, Bina
and Ayshyah turned their attentions back to Kalli, and under their combined
assault, she was soon as painted as they were, and spouting a cleavage, thanks
to the clever arrangement of the wads of wool. The wool was itchy against her
nipples, but every time she raised a hand to scratch, either Bina or Ayshyah’s
hand would lash out, slapping her hand down, until Bina growled, “Leave it, or
they will end up lopsided, and you will draw unwanted attention to yourself.”


So Kalli sat on her hands, suffering the
irritation, wishing she was somewhere else, and wearing a lot more clothing.
The rocking of the wagon stopped, and she could hear a lively crowd outside.
She jumped when the front flap of the wagon slapped back, but it was only Izusa
bearing a tray which radiated the fragrances of orange juice, hot spiced lamb
pies, potatoes stuffed with cheese and olives, and sweet figs. In response
Kalli’s mouth watered and her stomach gurgled, and she realized she was
famished. Izusa grinned at her as he placed the laden tray down. “Eat up
ladies; this will be our last chance tonight.”


His sisters descended on the food like a
couple of starving hyenas while he scooped up a pie, stuffing it into his mouth
in just two bites, before reaching for another. It was obvious the dancers
didn’t worry about fancy eating manners. Kalli was quick to follow their
example of smash and grab, and soon the tray lay empty.


Izusa smacked his lips together, wiped the
back of his hand across his greasy lips, emitted a long burp, and said, “Now I
will have the stamina to dance.”


Bina laughed. “You shouldn’t have eaten so
many figs; you’ll be passing more wind than a Khamsi windstorm.”


Like his siblings, shyness wasn’t an issue
for him, and he began to remove his loose clothing. Kalli shut her eyes when
his hands slid to his pants, not wanting to see if he also sported a purple
flower tattoo. His laughter rang out, but she ignored him, feeling flushed,
wondering why the interior of the wagon had suddenly heated up.


After a few minutes of rustling fabric,
Izusa said, “You can open your eyes.”


A bare male chest, taut bronzed muscles
defined by oil, greeted her, tempting her to shut them again, but as her gaze
glided down his body, she saw his bottom half was clad in glistening tights,
striped silver and gold, which clearly outlined every feature contained within.
For once she glad of the veil and face powder, hoping it concealed her heated
face.


But Izusa gently flicked a finger under her
chin and lifted up her bowed head, forcing her to meet his cheeky grin. “Even
Ashantii, sultry temptress from the east, is not immune to my charms.”


Kalli was saved from answering him when
Ayshyah smacked his hand away. “Stop, teasing the girl, she’s been through
enough torture without adding you to the list.”


Bina added, “Have you forgotten, brother,
what happened to the last man that tried his charms on her.”


He jumped back as if burnt, but his eyes
still danced with glee. In the lull Kalli asked, “What happens now?”


Soberly he replied, “The guards can’t
search the crowds too seriously, but they have locked down the city gates;
anyone and everything bigger than a pygmy is being thoroughly searched, so the
gates are clogged. The priests have put out a rich bounty for you, so be
warned, the guards are being extremely zealous. We’ll make our move later, but
right now, it’s time for us to join the others. So Ashantii, stick close, say
nothing, let us do the talking, and we will do our best to protect you.”


Questions swirled through Kalli’s mind, but
she kept silent as the back flap swished open, revealing a courtyard
overflowing with Golden Dawn Dancers. The sisters nimbly dropped off the wagon,
but before Kalli could follow them, Izusa’s warm hands embraced her waist,
whisking her down. The moment her feet touched the ground he relinquished his
hold. He whistled one short piercing note, drawing all gazes on to them, and
then he half bowed, flourishing his hands at her. “Let me introduce, Ashantii,
who will be dancing with us tonight.”


Good-natured waves and smiles were rained
upon her by the female dancers, but two of the male dancers rushed forward, and
Izusa had to shoo them off. “Tigret! Kadda! Off with you, Ashantii doesn’t
speak our tongue.”


They reluctantly moved away and Kadda
quipped, “I’m sure we could find a way to converse.”


Kalli had kept her eyes lowered throughout
the exchange, noticing the long shadows filling the courtyard; soon her pale
eyes would be masked by the night. Bells tingled nearby as Bina and Ayshyah
fossicked through a cedar chest, adorning themselves with strings of bells
around their waists, wrists and ankles. Izusa dove into the box and drew out a
tambourine, which he presented to Kalli, keeping a couple of castanets for
himself. Listlessly she held the tambourine, wishing she could swap it for
something with a sharp edge. She wanted to ask Izusa about their plans again,
but too many unknown dancers were milling around, so she kept silent, mindful
that one misplaced word could lead to her death, and those that helped her.


Laughter and off key singing rang out from
beyond the courtyard, the rest of the dancers scurried to line up and Kalli
found herself squeezed between Bina and Ayshyah. The line moved forward like a
speeding snake, catapulting her through the archway into the limelight. The stage
was set up on the top step, overlooking the teeming throng, with views of the
river, showing the River Gate to be a bottleneck of people. The Iterii River, commonly known just as the River, was the main artery which pumped
through Keymett, linking cities and towns, and providing life-giving water.


Around her the dancers twirled in a golden
blaze of flashing silks, snapping their fingers, jingling their bells, and
shaking their bodies in time to the pulsing rhythms. Drums beat, feet stomped,
hands clapped, hips swayed, voices yipped, and Kalli felt dizzy. She stumbled
to the back of the dancers, clutching the tambourine like a shield, but Izusa
snapped his castanets an inch from her nose, and yelled, “Dance! Play! Enjoy!”


She lifted up the tambourine, experimentally
tapped it, but couldn’t hear it over the surrounding din. Realizing no one
could hear her, she knocked it again, and then settled into a repetitive beat.
But the rhythms were vibrant, living entities which insinuated themselves into
her being, and without her willing it, her feet began tapping, her head
nodding, her hips swinging, and her hand vigorously beating on the tambourine.
Izusa sparkled a smile at her, and she found she couldn’t stop herself from
grinning back. The crowd overflowed the terraces, lustily singing and dancing,
most running high on cheap beer. One young man kept raising his wineskin and
winking at her, she couldn’t hear what he was yelling out, but his crude
gestures left little to the imagination of what he was suggesting. She turned
away from him, and on the far reaches she spied the odd guard, but none
ventured into the revelry.


Bina grabbed her, tossed away the
tambourine, and pulled her forward. Ayshyah positioned herself on her other
side, they held her hands firmly, and began to dance, spinning her in circles.
Time became a blur as they danced away the night until torches began to flicker
out and dawn was a promise away.


Breathless and giddy from her exertions,
Kalli paused for a moment to sip from a water skin, peering into the remains of
the audience; she jolted when she spied Bedriska’s hawk features. The desert
woman gave one jerk of her head, and then spun around with a swirl of her
scarf, disappearing into the gloom.


Izusa whipped slick hands onto Kalli’s
waist and guided her off the stage, closely followed by his sisters. In a tight
bunch they weaved through the folk, most showing the effects of wallowing in
too much alcohol, and more than once she had to skip her slippers over pools of
vomit. Her heart beat elevated, for the last few hours she’d been able to
almost forget she was a fugitive, but as they neared the River Gate and its
waiting guards all her fears came flooding back. If her companions had any
fears they hid them well behind raucous laughter, overloud voices, and
good-natured bantering with all those around them, as they edged nearer to the
gate.


Even though they’d been up all night the
guards hadn’t relaxed their searching, every person was questioned, all parcels
checked, no wagons were allowed through, and on the other side of the gate the
overloaded ferries waited to squash on more passengers. More guards trolled up
and down the water front, poking their spears into crates and barrels, their
gazes raking over the faces of all those around them.


Behind her there was a commotion, and her
heart nearly shanghaied into her throat when she saw the distinctive red robes
of Brother Jenkin as he scuttled through the drunken crowd to the gate. He
passed within a foot of her, and she hastily dropped her gaze, angling her face
away from him. His voice was shrill, high as a freshly made eunuch, and he
clasped and unclasped the neckline of his robe. “Have you found her? Keep
looking, she must be found!”


He scampered off through the gate, calling
out to the other guards; panic etched into his every movement.


And then they were at the gate under the
scrutiny of the guards. Bina and Ayshyah shamelessly shook their curves,
jingling their bells, enticing the guards to join them in a dance. Bina
pleaded, “Come and dance with us, I’ve always had a soft spot for a man in
uniform.”


The two younger guards licked their lips,
savoring the view of shaking flesh, but the two older guards were all business,
one of them demanded, “Names? Where are you going?”


Ayshyah pouted, and said, “Oh well, if you
don’t want to play it is your loss,” flicking back her dark sheet of hair to
cover her breasts.


Izusa stepped up and said, “We are Izusa,
Bina, Ayshyah, and Ashantii of the Golden Dawn Dancers, and we are heading off
to bed. Our camp is on the far bank.”


Kalli was conscious of every breath she
took, slowly in, slowly out, striving to appear as nonchalant as the other
dancers, as the guards looked them over, seeking for something amiss. And she
prayed that her breasts weren’t out of kilter, as the youngest guard openly
goggled at them; at least he wasn’t studying her face too intently.


Bina yawned, then languidly stretched her
arms high over her head, her voluptuous breasts thrusting upward, and
involuntarily all the guards gazes fixated on Bina’s cleavage. Almost in slow
motion she lowered her arms, bells and breasts jiggling, and it was as if they
had been hypnotized, the guards came back to themselves blinking their eyes or
shaking their heads. One of the old guards said in a hoarse voice, “Off with
you lot.”


As they exited the gate Kalli had to
restrain herself to a sedate walk. Behind her she heard the youngest guard
whisper, “Such a pity we have to work.”


She had one more step to get through the
gate, when behind her she heard running feet and shouting, she didn’t turn
back, but before she could slip through to the other side, strong fingers
grasped her arm, and a male voice boomed, “Gotcha!”


 



Chapter Twenty-Seven


Kalli spun around to find herself face to
face with a young man who looked vaguely familiar. His wine marinated breath
nearly knocked her flat when he opened his mouth wide, and spat out equal
quantities of words and saliva. “I’ve had my eye on you all night, let’s see
the sunrise together.”


Recognition dawned; this drunk young man
had been the one in the terraces who’d propositioned her earlier, but before
she could say a word they were yanked apart. Izusa possessively enfolded her
into his arms, leading her through the gate while the guards nabbed the drunken
boy, cautioning him to get in line and wait his turn.


Although the boy yelled at her, begging her
to wait, much to the amusement of the others gathered at the gate, she ignored
him and kept moving forward. Izusa turned back to the boy, shrugged his
shoulders, and called, “She’s taken, my friend, best you find another to warm
your dawn.”


The sky was becoming lighter, and Kalli
knew her pale eyes would soon be clearly visible again. They marched past one
well laden ferry oozing with people, its body well down in the water, whose
departure was being delayed by a score of guards combing through its
inhabitants.


Izusa grabbed her, dipped her backwards,
pressing his warm lips against hers, and she lay trapped in his arms, clinging
onto him for balance. Several pairs of boots stomped past before he set her
back on her feet. A cheeky smile crinkled his face as he said, “We’ll probably
have to repeat that kiss many times before we’re home free.”


Kalli didn’t trust her lips to answer, they
were still tingling, but Bina whacked him. “Stop mucking around, it’s getting
light. How are we going to get her across the river? We can’t risk the ferries,
there are too many guards.”


Izusa’s forehead puckered as he scanned the
next ferry, this one wasn’t as full as the first, but there were a lot of guards
milling around the gangplank. On deck the ferry captain had one hand loosely
resting on the wheel, while the other gripped a massive wine urn from which he
took a long swig, belched, and then slurred at the soldiers, “How much longer?
This delay is costing me money.”


None of the soldiers bothered to answer
him, continuing to vet the prospective passengers. Izusa flipped his head
toward the guards and asked his sisters, “Can you keep them occupied for a
while?”


As Bina and Ayshyah performed an impromptu
dance, Izusa led Kalli along the dock past the leering guards, to the back of
the ferry where the cargo was usually loaded.


Due to the festival, the ferry was
dedicated to passengers only, but discarded barrels and crates littered the
wharf, saturated with the stench of rotten fish guts. Kalli slipped on a mound
of fish scales, and it was only Izusa’s quick reflexes and strong arms that
stopped her from landing head first into the water.


Izusa scanned the area then jumped onto the
back of the ferry, pulling Kalli along with him. Quietly he slid the lids off
several barrels; the stink blew her breath away. Most were full of decomposing
fish, their pursed mouths locked open in mortal surprise. Finally he found an
empty one and he indicated she should jump in. She wrinkled her nose at the
fishy pong, reluctant to submerge herself into the barrel. Impatiently Izusa
picked her up, dumping her feet first into it. Wetness soaked her slippers and
the fishy smell intensified. She opened her mouth to protest, but a commotion
on the dock stilled her tongue.


A commanding voice bellowed, “What’s going
on here? Get those dancing girls out of here. I want this boat searched until
you know every crevice and crack on board more intimately than your own
backsides! Am I making myself clear?”


The only reply Kalli heard was the drumming
of boots when they hit the decking. Izusa warned her, “Crouch down.”


A shower of fish rained about her head as
he hauled fish out of the other barrels. The weight of the fish forced her to
duck down, and soon she was squashed underneath the slimy mass. Before he
pulled the lid back on, shutting off all light, he whispered, “I have to leave
you now. When you make it across the river, your next pick up is midmorning at
the double obelisks on the trade road. If you miss it, try one hour later, but
they won’t wait any longer. Lion’s luck.”


Kalli tried to speak. So many questions
filled her mind, but fishy fluids trickled into her mouth the instant she
opened it, so she clamped it shut. And then she heard a soft splash, and knew
she was alone.


Long moments passed and she struggled to
hear how far away the searching footsteps were. Wetness and goo sluiced through
her hair, trickling down her shoulders and back, while the underside of her
flimsy slippers pressed into unidentified jellied lumps.


Her worst fears were realized when the
search reached the barrels. A lid close by scraped open and she heard a guard
grunt, “Whew! Hey Gannus, this stinks worse than your farts after you’ve been
eating pickled eels.”


But it wasn’t Gannus who answered, but the
officer in charge. “Search those barrels.”


The lid above her moved, clattering onto
the deck, patches of torchlight filtered in, and she hunkered down, too scared
to breathe, as the fish on top of her began to be unloaded. An arm ferreted
around in the fish above her sodden head, and a voice muttered, “Some way to
spend the Star Festival. They don’t pay me enough for this shit.”


Gannus replied, “Don’t stick your arm in,
you oaf, use your spear, unless you like the fishy smell on your fingers. Maybe
it reminds you of your whore’s …”


From the dock came a shout. “There’s
someone in the water.”


Other voices joined in, “Swimmer!”


“Over there.”


And she thought she recognized Bina’s voice
amongst them.


The officer roared, “I want that swimmer!”
and then he demanded, “Have you finished searching those barrels yet?”


A fish resting on her head was released
from the hand grasping it. The discarded fish slithered down her cheek to rest
against her lips; she had to squeeze them together to stop herself from making
a noise. She feared the sharp stab of a spear would follow but the guard above
her said, “Yeah, we’re done.”


Kalli waited, unbelieving at first that the
search had been abandoned, but the sounds of pursuit moved further away until
she could no longer hear them. A slight movement vibrated beneath her feet; the
ferry was moving, and a surge of relief washed over her.


Dim fingers of light probed through the top
of the open barrel. A chorus of jubilation rippled from those on shore still
sober enough to comprehend that dawn had arrived. Their shouts proclaimed the
end of the Star Festival.


Kalli squatted in the cramped barrel,
deciding it was probably the safest place to travel. She didn’t want to risk
getting caught crawling out of it until they reached the other side.


Her thoughts shifted to the meeting place.
Each summer since she could remember, her father had taken her, with Xandar and
Bibian, across the river on the ferry to the summer fairs. He’d shown them the
double obelisks which marked the busy crossroads where the main trade route,
which mirrored the river’s path, crossed the desert route favored by the exotic
caravans. She was sure she would be able to find her way there if no one
stopped her. But how would she know who to approach?


 



Chapter Twenty-Eight


The steps spiraled down, and Seraphis’
torch was the only illumination in the midnight void. It was easy to lose touch
with reality in the depths of the temple’s catacombs. Most found it too
unsettling to be unable to distinguish whether the skies high above shone with
sun or stars. Very few knew the existence of this labyrinth, and only three
priests, including himself, knew its extent. Though other shafts branched off,
he moved boldly on, his feet sure, as he’d committed to memory every facet of
the underground map before consigning it to the fire.


Above, dawn had broken. He’d watched the
sunrise accompanied by the glittering star –Sopjdet, from a balcony overlooking
the city. Heard the drunken cry from thousands of throats as the golden rays
flickered over the horizon, heralding the end to another cursed Star Festival.
It grated him that the populace of his own city, openly embraced a pagan
celebration which bordered on blasphemy; when he had total control he’d change
all that, the Star Festival would became a sedate affair, steeped in pious
behaviors, lending dignity to the occasion.


As if that hadn’t been enough to make him
fume, the girl who’d escaped from the Ferrasium had vanished. No female had
ever breached the Ferrasium walls before, and he wanted her found and her
bloody corpse to be flung onto the arena floor as an example to the captive
women, showing that resistance was futile, and squash any seeds of rebellion.
He wished he could order the immediate execution of all the captives, do away
with the pretense of the initiation, but his power base wasn’t secure yet, and
such drastic measures would upset his long term plans; he’d have to bide his
time.


She hadn’t gone home; her parent’s place
was under vigorous surveillance. It niggled him, that out there somewhere, were
people with the gall to oppose him. How dare they interfere with his plans. By
herself, the girl wasn’t a threat; she wasn’t even aware that she could be a
threat to him, but his pride rankled that she’d made the priesthood appear
inept. She had to die; the girl was a loose end that needed tying.


Seraphis didn’t tolerate mistakes, and when
he’d concluded his business down here, he had another loose end to snuff out;
his temple guards had found Brother Jenkin cowering in his rooms, and had
escorted him to Seraphis’ ante chamber. They’d left him there, sweating it out.


Ahead, a door lay ajar, and light flickered
out of the crack, along with muffled voices. Seraphis paused in the doorway and
watched the fat and thin shadows wavering in the dim light as Drashedu listened
to Crenalla’s moaning, “This is most irregular, are you sure the High Priest
has sanctioned this?”


The only reason Crenalla was here was
because the old priest knew his way around the catacombs. Crenalla had proved
to be useful before when Seraphis had needed to keep a prisoner secret,
bringing them food, water, and light until instructed to cease. Several
skeletons adorned the adjoining chambers, some fettered by chains to walls, so
driven by starvation they had gnawed on their own fingers. Others had been
locked up and left in the dark. The inside of their doors were scratched and
splintered by the desperate rake of their nails. Their echoing screams heard by
none, but the rats waiting to dine on their corpses.


Seraphis didn’t bother listening to
Drashedu’s assurances as his gaze slipped to the bound figure slumped in a
chair behind them. A distinctly female form molded the sack cloth which was
secured with rough twine to the chair. A tight blindfold blocked her vision,
masking her face, but her masses of golden hair, left no doubt who she was. Her
helplessness excited him and Seraphis felt a hot prickle in his groin.


Flanking her chair were two temple guards.
They stood motionless like rocks, their faces hidden beneath their impassive
jackal masks, with their arms crossed, waiting for their next orders, as mute
as statues; Seraphis had removed their tongues, along with their balls, when
they were mere boys in training, they wouldn’t be telling any tales of what
they had seen down here.


Angry at his body’s traitorous response to
the woman, Seraphis marched through the doorway and barked at Crenalla, “That
will be all; your discretion is most appreciated. See me in my chambers
tonight; I will have further instructions for you.”


Crenalla bowed, accentuating his hump, and
his skinny frame mirrored a wishbone. “As you wish, High Priest.”


Seraphis jerked his head at the temple
guards. “Back to your posts.”


He waited until their footsteps were nothing
but a memory before asking Drashedu, “Did anyone see her being taken?”


“No, High Priest, the abduction went
smoothly. The remnants of the festival crowd disguised our movements.”


“Perfect.” Seraphis tugged on his ear as he
scrutinized the captive. “Wake her up, it’s time we talked.”


Drashedu dragged her head upright by a
fistful of hair and dealt a stinging slap across her cheek. She spluttered
awake, panic fueling her limited movements when she discovered she was bound.


Seraphis called out to her, “Adawna, calm
yourself, we just want to ask you a few questions.”


Adawna strained against the ropes, making
the chair totter, and Seraphis sighed, “I knew you’d be difficult.”  He closed
the gap to her, bent close to her ear, and whispered, “Unless you wish your
youngest daughter to join us, answer the questions. Where is Kalli?”


“What do you mean? She’s been incarcerated
in that vile iron pit for months.”


Seraphis didn’t answer her, firing
questions like catapults. “Where did you come from? Who would Kalli go to for
help?”


Blindfolded, she shook her head from side
to side while squirming against the ropes. She shouted, “What’s happened to my
daughter?”


Seraphis crouched down and spoke quietly,
“Calm down, your oldest daughter is fine, and it is Bibian you should be
worrying about. I don’t make empty threats. Answer my questions or Bibian will
be fetched here, and anytime I’m dissatisfied with your answers I’ll have her
beaten. Do you understand?”


Adawna sagged into the ropes and Seraphis
smiled at Drashedu before asking, “Now, where are you from?”


“I…I don’t know.  Marcellus found me washed
up on a beach; I have no memory of before then.”


“You’re going to have to do better than
that. Who is helping Kalli?”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


Drashedu interrupted, “We are wasting our
time, shall I go fetch the girl, and perhaps some screaming will loosen her
tongue.”


“No!” Adawna tensed forward, “I can’t tell
you what I don’t know, please don’t hurt my girls.”


Seraphis snatched up a torch, and drew
Drashedu away through the door, where she couldn’t hear them. “We’ll leave her
alone for a while, that may encourage her memory to return.”


Drashedu repeated, “Shall I fetch the
daughter?”


Seraphis scratched his head. “It would
arouse suspicions if she disappeared too, but if an ideal opportunity arises
your agents should nab her.  Put out a story that Adawna has run off with a
festival dancer. It’s not an uncommon event, women weakened by drink loose
their senses and do peculiar things all the time. I don’t want Marcellus
tracing her disappearance to us.”


“He won’t, the Hurgada outpost is far away,
and he won’t leave without getting the proper authorization,” replied Drashedu.


“Men have been known to break their vows
over women. Once he hears we’re hunting his daughter, and his wife is missing,
he might not be so pliable. He will require watching.”


The two priests meandered back up to the
daylight, taking the last torch with them, their talk changing to more mundane
matters, and if they heard Adawna’s plaintive shrieks behind them, begging
mercy for her children, they displayed no sign of it.


#


Once above ground Seraphis marched off, but
Drashedu paused, leaning against a pillar, sucking in much needed breaths after
the strenuous climb. He hated the catacombs – Crenalla and Seraphis were
welcome to them. Perhaps when the day of reckoning occurred that would be a
fitting place to permanently leave them. He smiled at the idea.


He pulled a soft napkin out of his pocket
and mopped away the damp patches on his forehead. For too many years he’d
pandered to Seraphis, he wondered if his real masters would ever be ready to
make their move and he could live openly again. He sighed, as a young, thinner
man he’d eagerly accepted this path of deception, imagining his life would be
fill of intrigue, excitement and glory, but he hadn’t realized he’d spend over
half his life in enemy territory as a deep mole and now he was tired of the
constant lies; he wanted his life back, to live on his terms. Lately he’d been
taking more risks, acting on his own without waiting for his masters’ consent,
impatient for a finale. So far they hadn’t complained but, he mused, it wasn’t
their necks on the chopping block if his actions misfired.


He wondered if he should spirit away Bibian
as insurance, hide her until puberty arrived, then use her blossoming power. He
could easily slip her into one of the brothels that catered for those who liked
younger specimens. A few years chained and naked, used by perverts would make
her extremely congenial to her ‘rescuer’. Impatiently he tucked the sopping
napkin back into his pocket, he wanted to act soon and not wait for more years
to pass. He decided he’d leave Bibian where she was for now, but if Seraphis
specifically requested her then Drashedu would steal her away for himself.


 



Chapter Twenty-Nine


The barrel rocked in motion with the ferry,
sloshing Kalli from side to side, and she felt like puking. The river was wide
here and the journey would take at least half an hour, so she used the time
planning how she was going to get to the meeting place. Time would be tight,
and she was going to stick out, half-naked, wet and reeking of fish. There
would be many who would gladly trade her for the priests’ gold without it
stinging their conscience. But no ideas flourished in her tired mind, the lack
of sleep wedged her eyelids down, and the wobble of the barrel soon had her
lulled into a light snooze.


Her peace was abruptly shattered by
screams, running feet, and splashing. Her gritty eyes wrenched open, but from
her position in the barrel, she couldn’t tell what the racket was about. An
earsplitting crack blasted her off her feet. She bumped her head repeatedly as
the barrel rolled at a dizzying pace down the now sloping deck. Kalli struggled
to free herself from the spinning barrel, but was hindered by the slippery
fish. It rocketed on; slamming into other barrels, jarring her bones, and the
coppery tang of blood filled her mouth alongside a painful prick where her
tooth had punctured her tongue.


A bell tolled, and a strained voice
shouted, “We’re sinking, abandon ship!”


The momentum of the barrel slowed and Kalli
attempted to extract herself, but the next moment she was rammed backwards,
with a sensation of falling. The barrel landed with a plop on its bottom, and
for a second Kalli thought it might float upright, but then it flipped
sideways, rapidly filling with river water. The gushing torrent squashed her
back into the barrel and she slipped against the its fishy contents. She fought
the current, spitting out mouthfuls of foul river water as she struggled to
catch a breath. Finally she got a hand on top of the sinking barrel and managed
to slither out.


Beneath the water she was disorientated,
and panicked, thrashing around, unsure which way was up. Her lungs burned. She
needed to take in another breath. It took all her control to still herself and
take a moment to orient herself upwards to the sunlight. A swift kick brought
her bursting through the surface, gasping and sucking in the precious air.


Chaos filled the river, two ferries were
smashed together, their splintered remains slowly sinking, spewing their
passengers into the bubbling water.


Voices fractured the bedlam, calling
warnings of, “Hippos!” and “Crocodiles!”


Kalli treaded water, her head snapping from
side to side, but she didn’t see any ripples that would betray the presence of
reptilian or bulky forms lurking beneath her. The ferries had collided midway
in the channel. A few fishing boats were already trolling for survivors, but
Kalli turned away from them, striking out for the opposite shore; she couldn’t
risk being taken back into Wasset.


She wasn’t the strongest of swimmers, and
for each stroke forward, she tussled against the shifting current, gagging for
air as the water crashed up her nose and mouth. With every kick downwards she
feared fangs would seize her ankle, ripping and tearing her flesh, while some
underwater monster dragged her under to the murky depths. A dead body nudged
into her, she squealed, lapping up more water into her laboring lungs, but
though she doubled her efforts, the drowned man’s body jogged alongside her for
several strokes.


Tiredness engraved into her marrow, and her
strokes became sloppy; she just wanted to close her eyes and rest, but she kept
forcing her limbs to move. During the next stroke her arm whacked into
something hard; a floating plank. Gratefully she wrapped her arms and legs
around its solid length, planning to take a brief respite, but she found the
plank’s bobbing motion to be soothing, her exhausted body slumped over the
plank and she closed her eyes.


 



Chapter Thirty


Ahmose shadowed Makara through the streets
of Wasset, which were littered with the evidence of last night’s festival.
Comatose bodies lay in doorways, slack mouths snoring off copious quantities of
booze, empty wineskins crunched underfoot, while bright ribbons of yellow and
gold still fluttered off the buildings.


Months had passed since Ahmose had last
seen the pimp. Makara had only slipped back into town yesterday. The word was,
he’d been away checking on his out of town investments, but Ahmose smelled an
overripe rat. The pimp’s behavior in leaving so abruptly had been unusual.
Ahmose was thankful that the lure of all the coin to be made at the festival
had drawn the greedy pimp back to Wasset. He’d nearly given up waiting as the
outside of the temple walls hadn’t yielded up any answers to whom the hooded
murderer was. So, before Makara could slip out of his grasp again, Ahmose was
going to squeeze some answers about his missing sister from his corpulent hide.


Later this evening Ahmose had arranged a
meeting with Makara, through a chain of the pimp’s associates. It seemed the
right amount of gold could still buy whatever one desired in this section of
the city; and Ahmose wanted to speak to the pimp alone. None of the greedy
fools had questioned his false identity, too intent on the color of the coin he
freely offered. He would present himself tonight as Jarrl Hassun, a merchant
who dabbled in exotic furs and silver, newly arrived in Wasset, and looking for
the kind of entertainment only a dubious character like Makara could provide.


The pimp disappeared through a gate swathed
by palm trees, which lined a path to an imposing house, its peach stained walls
arching up to three stories. Ladders and scaffolding leaned against the house,
where more building work was in progress. Scattered saws and mallets lay
abandoned, and Ahmose presumed that the carpenters had been in a rush to get to
the festival. He recognized the house as one of a string of affluent properties
owned by the pimp. This was the meeting place he’d been instructed to go to
this evening. He kept watching, and after a few minutes, a second storey
balcony door opened and cerise and turquoise striped curtains billowed outwards
as Makara’s bulk wandered out onto the balcony. The man yawned and scratched
his belly fat, before lumbering back inside, closing the door behind him. The
clang of window shutters followed soon after. After a lucrative, but wearying
night, his quarry had bedded down for the day. Ahmose stirred himself; he had
plenty of details he needed to attend to before tonight.


Back in his rented room, Ahmose evaluated
his change of clothing; rich linen hued in burgundy and silver. A smile flitted
over his face as he imagined one extremely hung over merchant waking up, in his
smallclothes, unburdened by his overflowing purse. Luck had been on Ahmose’s
side, finding the drunken man before someone else had relieved him of his coin.
Being a stranger to the festival, the merchant hadn’t dressed for the occasion
in the customary yellow, gold or orange silks.


Feeling he owed the drunken man some
compensation for his clothes and money, as Ahmose wasn’t usually a common
thief, he’d hauled the unconscious man to a brothel managed by a very obliging
friend of his. Dalorus promised that the merchant would be woken by two of her
friskiest girls. Having enjoyed the charms of Dalorus’ girls before, Ahmose
knew the merchant was in good hands. If he’d left the semi-clad merchant in the
streets, he might have fallen prey to others less benevolent, and Ahmose didn’t
want the merchant’s blood on his hands.


Night came at last, and Ahmose, clad in his
finery took to the streets, weaving his way back to the pimp’s house. He
arrived early so he could watch. He’d paid a substantial sum of the merchant’s
coin for this meeting, he wanted to be sure all the servants had left and
Makara was alone. Once satisfied, he entered by the back door which had been
left open, followed a narrow hallway, until passing through a beaded curtain
into a murky room.


Makara sat at a table; clouds of sweet
smoke engulfed his head, as he puffed on a long pipe. Through heavy lidded eyes
the pimp motioned for Ahmose to take the seat across from him. Ahmose declined
the proffered pipe, but nodded as Makara sloshed a healthy dollop of cherry
wine into two cups. Before talking, Ahmose took a sip of the wine. It probably
wasn’t the finest vintage in Makara’s cellar, but by no means was it pig’s
swill either. The pimp’s choice of wine said a lot about how he viewed his
potential client; Ahmose would need to play his part cleverly if he was going
to extract the information he wanted.


Makara sculled his drink, burped loudly and
poured another shot, then asked, “What do you want? Please don’t waste my time
talking in circles, you and I both know you need a service that’s out of the
ordinary, that perhaps only I can fulfill, so don’t be shy, nothing you could
say would shock me.”


Ahmose played with his drink as the pimp
continued his monologue. “Shall I guess? Young girls? Young boys?”


“No! I like my women to be women.”


The pimp sucked on his pipe, his eyes
inscrutable as they flicked over his client. “But...there is more than that,
otherwise you’d be frequenting the local whorehouse and not sitting here with
me. I’m a business man, my time is money, and the time you’ve bought is just
about up, so I’ll ask you again, what do you what?”


“A woman that can handle… a little pain.”


“Only a little, ah? I think I know what you
want, and it doesn’t come cheap. A little pain can take a whore out of
circulation for a while; they like to be compensated for that.”


Ahmose shrugged. “Can you provide this
service?”


Makara levered himself out of his seat,
lumbering around the table to him, where he slapped a hand on Ahmose’s
shoulder, laughed and said, “Of course, but you should be asking how much. We
wont talk final price just yet, as each case depends on how rough you are. Give
me ten goldens now, and I’ll set it up. For every day the whore can’t work
afterwards I’ll charge you another golden, and if she expires while in your
care, you’ll pay me twenty goldens on top.”


Inside, Ahmose baulked at the casual way
the pimp referred to the killing of whores, but he didn’t let it show on his
face. Instead he clasped the offered hand, and said, “Done.”


An ugly smile split the pimp’s face as he
watched Ahmose count out the coins, but when the pimp reached over to scoop up
the pile, Ahmose forestalled him by casually placing his arm in the way, and
said, “A particular whore was highly recommended to me. Rumor has it she’s in
your stall; her name is Tuya.”


Long heartbeats passed as Ahmose waited for
an answer, at first the pimp only squinted his hooded eyes into a narrower
slit, shook his head, muttering, “Tuya? Tuya?” then his head whipped up as he
said, “Ah yes, Tuya. I remember her now, pretty girl, a little skinny for my
taste, but unfortunately she’s no longer in my employ. But don’t fret; I have
many others who can satisfy your needs.”


Cold anger suffused through Ahmose and he had
trouble keeping his voice from shaking when he asked, “Do you know where I can
find her?”


Something of what Ahmose was thinking must
have shown on his face as Makara began backing away from him, all traces of
humor were scrubbed off the pimp’s features, and the fat man crossed his arms.
In a clipped voice Makara said, “I’ve changed my mind, we won’t be doing
business together. Take your money and go.”


The time for pretense was gone, so Ahmose
slid a thin blade out of his borrowed robes, and as quickly as a leopard leapt
across the table, scattering coins in his wake, pinning Makara against the wall
and pressing the sword’s point into the fatty folds of the pimp’s many chins
until a line of fine red droplets smeared the blade.


Makara squawked, “Perhaps I was a little
hasty, put down the blade and we’ll negotiate.”


But Ahmose added a fraction more pressure
on the blade, and said, “Where’s Tuya? What’s happened to her?”


The pimp said, “I’ll tell you if you remove
the blade.” But when Ahmose didn’t budge, he studied Ahmose’s face, and then
declared, “Ah, I can see a resemblance around the eyes, and the same curving
cheeks. What was she a cousin? No, wait, a sister?”


Ahmose couldn’t control his flinch, and the
blade clasped in his unsteady hand nicked into Makara’s neck. The pimp recoiled
with a yelp, held a hand up to the dripping wound, and said, “Alright! I’ll
tell you, just put the blade down.”


Slowly Ahmose lowered the blade, and Makara
took the opportunity to scoot out of its reach to the far side of the table,
before he spoke. “I didn’t kill her, but because she was working for me at the
time, I’m prepared to pay you something.”


Dread and disgust filled every pore of
Ahmose’s being, his sister Tuya was dead, and this vermin was offering coin as
compensation, but he didn’t betray his thoughts as he asked, “How was she
killed?”


The pimp spat back, “Dead is dead, what
does it matter? It won’t bring her back.” He hastily added when he saw Ahmose’s
fingers tighten on the hilt, “A client snapped her neck, if it’s any comfort,
it would have been quick.”


“Who?”


Makara edged back, looking like the
cornered sewer rat he was. “I can’t tell you that! I can’t break client
confidentiality, that’s the backbone of my business.”


Ahmose flourished the blade menacingly and
said, “Your business won’t matter if you’re dead.”


Makara stared hard at Ahmose. “You don’t
know who you’re dealing with, many powerful men number among my clients, they
don’t take kindly to anyone meddling in their affairs. Be sensible, your sister
is gone, and you’d be better off if you forgot this unpleasant business. Let me
give you, say fifty goldens. With that amount you could set yourself up nicely,
and get on with a pleasant life.”


The only part of Ahmose which moved was a
tick underneath his eye, and Makara upped his offer, “One hundred goldens.”


“Who killed my sister?”


The pimp’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down
like it was floating in a fast paced stream, and he gasped, “He’d kill me!”


Ahmose sprung at the fat man. “Not if
you’re already dead.”


This time he pinned the pimp by holding the
sharp point of the blade an eyelash width away from his eye. He froze, and
sweat broke out on his forehead. Ahmose said, “I’ll not ask again.”


“It was a priest.”


“Which priest?”


Makara cried out, “I don’t know his name,
he relished secrecy, and he always contacted me.”


Ahmose thought back to when he’d watched
the pimp and the hooded stranger together. “You lie! Which priest?”


But Makara clamped his lips shut and Ahmose
knew he was wasting his breath asking any more questions. He surmised there
couldn’t be too many priests of the hooded stranger’s height and build, and
that criteria alone would narrow his search. Decision made, he plunged the thin
blade deeply into the pimp’s left eye, the pimp stiffened in shock and shrieked,
but Ahmose ruthlessly pushed harder and twisted the blade, cutting and mashing
the brains within, until the fat man’s corpse slumped to the floor with a thud.


Ahmose hadn’t finished with Makara just
yet, there was a last service the dead pimp could do for him; help him flush
out Tuya’s murderer. With this in mind, he fetched the saw from outside, and
began the bloody work of detaching Makara’s head.


 



Chapter Thirty-One


Overhead, birds squawked, their harsh cries
grating in Kalli’s pounding head. She groaned, cranking her eyes open, but
blazing sunlight flared in, and it felt like her pupils were being char-grilled
in their sockets, so she slammed them shut again. A swampy taste filled her
mouth and she bolted half up, spitting out lumps of mud. Painful cramps kinked
through her arms and legs. Beneath her prodding fingers, soft mud yielded, but
she resisted the temptation to slump back down into its pillowed embrace; a
memory niggled at her, didn’t she have to be somewhere?


The double obelisks! Varied images crashed
back into her mind: the sinking ferry, the desperate swim, the meeting place,
and the time. The time! She was supposed to be at the pick up point by mid
morning. Her eyes flew open, and immediately she screwed them up against the
glare, a sinking sensation pierced through her when she saw how high the sun
was up in the sky; it was well past midday, she’d missed the rendezvous.


The heat had dried a layer of mud on her,
the stiffened mud hindering her movements, but sections crumbled off when she
forced herself to sit up.  The current had washed her up among bundles of rags
lining the river’s edge, on the right side of the river away from the city, and
with the main road twenty paces away.


An overpowering stench enveloped her, a
putrid cocktail of ripe fish, body odor, and hippopotamus droppings, and even
before she looked down, she knew what she was wallowing in wasn’t just mud, and
that she was the source of the smell.


She dreaded to think what she must look
like. Her feet were bare, her flimsy slippers gone, mud plastered the tattered
ruins of her dancing clothes, and in a way she was almost thankful for the mud
as it masked a lot of exposed skin. The veil was also gone, and her matted hair
hung in clumps of mottled yellow and brown. How was she going to travel
unnoticed like this? And where could she go? Should she try for the double
obelisks, or go home?


A raucous fight broke out amongst a flock
of hooded crows, scrapping over a tidbit; the winning bird winged away and
landed an arm’s span away from Kalli. The crow cocked its head at her, jiggling
the morsel in its mouth, and Kalli gagged when she saw that the bird’s prize
was an eye. Then she realized that another stench lay beneath her own, the
stink of decomposition, and that the bundles around her were corpses. She would
have screamed, but a mule brayed and the sound of a cart creaked close by, so
she lowered herself back into the mud, angling her head so she could see.


Two men shuffled into view, both dressed in
ragged brown shifts; between them they lifted the corpses, stacking them on the
cart like chopped wood. The smallest of the men kept up a running monologue,
his voice in a high, strangled pitch. “That’s it Duffis, we’re nearly done,
this will be the last load and we’ll leave the crocodiles to feast on the rest.
We’ll collect a pretty penny for this lot. It’s been a while since two ferries
collided like this; I can’t remember when business was this busy. Pity we
haven’t found the girl the priests want, then we’d be able to dine out for a
moon, no six moons, if we spent the reward wisely.”


Kalli froze, doing her best to imitate the
dead as they trundled nearer, but when she got a close look at their mangled
faces, a squeak escaped her. The talker had no nose; a weeping sore gaped where
it should have been. His companion had a similar wound, missing an ear, and
when he opened his mouth, she saw he had no tongue. Her father had told her
about the lepers, but she’d never encountered them before. For a pittance they
collected the dead, since they were shunned by everyone, it was the only way
they could earn coin for a meal.


Her pale eyes locked into the talker’s dark
ones. She prepared to bolt, but he said, “Duffis and I don’t have much reason
to like the priests. Their gold coins aren’t much good to us. It’s not as
though we would be allowed to dine out in the market stalls, and at the rate
we’re losing body parts, its not likely we’ll see in more than a moon or two.”


Kalli crouched ready to spring, unsure what
the leper’s intentions were, when the thud of marching feet echoed along the
road toward them. The leper said, “The army has been mobilized to find you, it
seems the priests’ influence stretches longer than an octopus. I strongly
suggest you slather yourself with mud, and lay still until they’ve gone.”


The marching came closer, Kalli knew she
couldn’t retreat without the soldiers seeing her, and she wouldn’t be able to
outrun them, but could she trust the lepers? Out of time, she slunk down,
caking more putrid mud into her hair, and waited to see what the lepers would
do; surmising she could always retreat to the river as a last measure and take
her chances there.


The column halted and a voice bellowed,
“Have you found a blonde girl, about fourteen?”


The nose-less leper shuffled toward the road,
and Kalli tensed every aching muscle in her legs, ready for flight. As the
leper got closer to them, the soldiers in the ranks scuttled away from him,
until their lines were as crooked as a gnarled branch. The leper stopped by his
cart of corpses, leant on its side, and said, “When did the army start taking
orders from the priests?”


The officer in charge ignored his question.
“If you find a body matching that description, inform those at the garrison
immediately. And if you see her alive, don’t approach her, she’s dangerous. Run
and find a patrol, they will deal with her. You will be handsomely rewarded.”


The leper spat on the ground, then said,
“What brave fellows you must be, to hunt a young woman armed with yellow hair.
You must feel a real sense of pride when you put on your uniforms in the
morning.”


One soldier broke ranks, threatening to
hurt him, and started toward him, until the leper slipped around the cart and
headed to meet him. Facing the close-up spectacle of the leper’s ruined mug,
the fear of infection resurfaced, and the soldier scurried back to his
comrades.


The leper laughed. “Chasing young girls and
lepers, the city must sleep soundly at night knowing such fearless men watch
over them.”


The officer hastily called his band into
formation. “Let’s go, we’re wasting our time here.”


The leper ran at them. “Boo!”


All the soldiers including their officer,
abandoned any semblance of a dignified retreat, as they bolted down the road,
away from his scarred face. The leper stood on the road laughing, bent double,
slapping his hands on his knees, until they were gone. Then he turned, and
said, “Did you see that Duffis, I just defeated a whole company. If you’d join
me we could probably take out the garrison. What do you say?”


The tongue-less Duffis didn’t reply, a
blank expression adorning his face, as if he hadn’t understood the question.
The talkative leper shrugged and turned his attention to Kalli who was oozing
herself out of the mud. “Which way are you headed?”


Kalli decided she didn’t have a choice but
to trust him. “The crossroads.”


He nodded, then called to Duffis, “Come on,
let’s get these poor souls loaded on to the cart, we’re going to take a detour
to the crossroads. Probably find a few more customers up there, so it won’t be
a wasted trip, and I don’t think these fellows are in any great hurry.”


He pointed underneath the cart. “Hide
there, you’ll have to hold on tight and it’ll be bumpy, but you’ll be safe, no
one comes near the lepers or their cart, they’re too scared they’ll catch our disease.”


Kalli forced herself to look her rescuer in
the face without wincing; she owed him at least that small measure of respect.
“Thanks.”


He waved away her thanks. “The priests have
been getting uppity of late; I’ll die happier if I know you’re out there
sticking it to them. They’re not much better than the Bloody Bandits. When we
get to the crossroads, we’ll park up for a few minutes, that’s when you’ll have
to get off, and what you do after that is up to you. And don’t worry, Duffis
and I won’t be telling anyone we saw you.”


Bumpy had been an understatement, the cart
lurched and shuddered, and Kalli felt every bone-jarring bounce. But that
wasn’t as bad as the stench of the corpses above her, or the muddy fluids which
seeped through the planks, squirting on to her, so she kept her lips firmly
pressed shut. Clouds of grainy dust wormed into her eyes, and she gave up
trying to see where they were going and closed them as well, wishing this
journey was over. She didn’t even know why she was going to the crossroads, her
contact, whoever they were, would be long gone, but she didn’t know what else
to do, and it would be suicide to go back to the city.


Finally the cart reeled to a halt, and she
waited for the dust to settle before opening her eyes. She couldn’t see much
from her vantage point, but she could hear lots of movement: wagons, carts,
cattle, and people. She dropped to the ground and using the wheel as a cover,
peered out. A sea of moving legs trundled past like a mismatched centipede, and
she had to duck back under the cart as the cloud of dust accompanying them,
drifted up her nose, making her want to sneeze.


A score of marching feet paused by the
cart, and she stifled the sneeze by swallowing it, but it tickled in the back
of her throat, threatening to rupture. Hairy knees belonging to the soldiers
were only a wheel width away. Her heart pounded as she struggled not to make a
noise; they only had to lean down and they would see her.


A gruff voice said, “Get this abomination
out of here, you’re blocking the road. Move along.”


The cart jolted forward a few paces, nearly
expelling her out the back like a shelled pea, and she had to scramble on hands
and knees to stay under its protective cover. Then the cart changed direction,
and she had to shuffle backwards like a crab in the sand to keep up. The cart
backed off the road into a sparse acacia tree and she dove into its meager
greenery, pulling the scraggly branches around her, hoping they would
camouflage her. The thorns nicked her fingers and she yelped.


“Hey!” A soldier’s voice called out, and
she waited for hands to drag her out of the bush, but he only said, “Have you
got any girls in that load?”


She recognized the leper’s high voice,
“Don’t think so, but you’re welcome to check.”


There was a slap on the mule’s hide as the
soldier replied, “Just get out of here.”


Then they were all gone: cart, soldiers,
lepers; leaving Kalli hunched in the bush, wondering what she was going to do
now.


A hand snaked over her mouth blocking her
scream, as she was yanked backwards. Her attacker was strong, deflecting her
struggles, capturing both her hands in one of his, while the other hand stayed
clamped over her mouth. She attempted to bite him, but his reflexes were as
quick as a cheetah. He jerked her around until they were eye to eye, and he
said, “Bedriska mentioned you were stupid.”


The fight left her, and she sagged against
him, but not before she’d had a fleeting chance to take in his slate eyes, his
chiseled cheekbones, sleek black braid, and stern mouth. He was beautiful, not
handsome like Izusa with his mocking charm, but striking like a black diamond,
and she felt totally intimidated by him.


He gripped her arm and towed her away from
the road. Several minutes passed without another word passing from his lips. Kalli
licked her own parched lips and asked, “How did you find me?”


The full force of his granite gaze bored
into her, and he wrinkled his nose. “By smell.”


Pink color suffused her cheeks and she
dropped her eyes. Now that he’d mentioned it, she became aware with every
breath of how much she reeked. And she didn’t want to imagine what she must
look like through his eyes.


He led her through the sparse tamarisk
trees to their mounts. An Ezukkian stallion, shaded like black velvet, grazed
unfettered; this was the finest horse breed on the continent. Tied to it was a
tan donkey. At their approach, the stallion trotted over to them, but when he
got to within three paces of Kalli, his nose furrowed into deep wrinkles, and
he snorted, shaking his head. The man laid his hands upon the horse, whispering
soothing words she couldn’t make out, and the horse settled.


He bounded up on the stallion’s bare back
with one fluid motion and stared at her, waiting. Kalli fumbled to mount the
donkey, having difficulty raising her leg over. She peeked back at him,
expecting him to dismount and help her, but he was sitting rigidly on his
horse, looking away from her, holding the donkey’s tether. Gritting her teeth,
she gripped the donkey’s mane, and heaved with every ounce of strength, and
with flailing legs and much grunting, she hauled herself onto the back of the
patient donkey. A droplet of her sweat dripped off her nose and splashed onto
the donkey’s back, reminding her of how filthy she was; she felt sorry for it.


There was a tug on the tether and they
cantered off. As she struggled to hold on, she realized she didn’t know where
she was going, or even who she was going with.


 



Chapter Thirty-Two


Kalli never got a chance to speak to her
rescuer again; her donkey was always kept a tether’s length behind, and he
didn’t look back, not even once. She’d never ridden a donkey bareback before,
and it took all her concentration to stay on board. The sparse bush gave way to
sand, then desert, and if they were following a path, she couldn’t see it in
the barren landscape.


The sun’s rays clobbered her head like a
hammer, the glare forcing her to squint until her eyes were almost closed,
while her skin felt like it was being slow roasted under its mud crust. It was
her parched throat that ached the most, and each time she dry swallowed it was
as if it had been scoured out with sand. She tried wetting her lips with her
tongue, but her mouth was a dry cave, where her dehydrated tongue flapped like
a suffocating fish.


Finally she spotted tracks in the sand, and
when they crested the next ridge, she saw a trade caravan below. A hundred
donkeys laden with cargo trekked alongside men and women clothed in dark
fringed shawls, loose-fitting pants and skirts like Bedriska had worn, and she
knew she was about to meet more of the Bera-Bera tribe.


The man on the stallion quickened their
pace until they trailed on the edge of the group. She’d expected they would
stop and someone would explain to her what was going on, or offer her food and
water, but no one paid any attention to her and the caravan kept at its steady
pace.


Most tribeswomen rode donkeys, while the
men rode the exquisite Ezukkian horses, and they all looked as intimidating as
the man in front of her. In contrast, cute, little russet and white goats with
bells around their necks, jingled as they weaved through the pack but there
were no children, no laughter, and no stopping.


Hours later, Kalli was slumped across her
tireless donkey; pain had taken on a new dimension, and she decided she no
longer cared if she fell off. Even if it meant the tribe moved on without her,
at least she’d be able to lie still for a while. Her swollen eyelids fluttered
shut, and she dreamt she was lapping up water from a cup; a bucket, no - a
lake.


She tumbled off the donkey, landing hard on
her side, but didn’t attempt to get up, and kept her eyes closed. She lay there
for a long time. No one touched her, or spoke to her, but she could hear the
sounds of camp being made around her. A combination of curiosity and hard ground
eventually made her crank her eyes open. Squatting a few feet away, in the
dusk, the man scrutinized her, his beautiful face a blank mask. Without a word
he motioned for her to follow, leading her to a large tent, where he pulled
back a flap, and ushered her inside. She stumbled through the opening, and he
snapped the flap down behind her, leaving her alone inside the tent.


Braziers smoking with frankincense and
cedar warmed and brightened the luscious interior. Vivid hand-knotted rugs were
casually strewn across the ground, their fine textures massaging the bottoms of
her feet. A rainbow of sheer silks flowed from the tent’s ceiling, creating
cozy alcoves, where shadowy forms lingered.


From the far recesses of the tent a woman’s
voice commanded, “Come forward, child.”


The woman was seated on a massive crimson
cushion but instead of reclining into its velvety lushness, she sat with her
back straighter than a line, her legs crossed in the lotus position, with her
arms folded in front. Her silver hair was scraped back into a single plait 
reaching down to her lower back. She reminded Kalli of a polished wooden
statue, with her sharp features and lithe form, until she opened eyes as green
as a jade axe. Her stare was piercing, and Kalli took a step back as if stabbed.
The woman finished her inspection by flaring her nostrils, and once again Kalli
was made aware of the pathetic state she was in.


The woman clapped her hands once, and from
behind a gauzy curtain a girl materialized, who was as beautiful as a starry
night. Shiny dark hair curled freely to her thighs, her dark eyes sparkled with
fire, and her curvaceous body moved with a dancer’s grace as she glided to
perform her tasks. In contrast, Kalli, grubby, exhausted and confused, just
wanted to collapse onto the rug and weep, but the girl presented her with a
bowl of water. Kalli snatched it from her hands and drained it in one gulp;
never had any drink been sweeter than this. She pushed the bowl back at the
girl, expecting a refill, but the girl disappeared with the bowl behind the
curtain, and didn’t come back.


Music and laughter from outside drifted
through the tent walls, and Kalli couldn’t imagine the stern folk she had
ridden among today as the source of the merriment.


The woman on the cushion spoke, “I am
Hanifah. I have given consent for to you join us on our journey, so I owe you a
guest’s debt, and I alone am responsible for your actions among our tribe. You
are ignorant of our ways; therefore I will try to lessen the damage you do
amongst us by giving you some instructions. Each night when we make camp, I
will send for you, and we will share a tale.”


Kalli was confused. “But aren’t you taking
me to my family?”


Hanifah said, “No. Your mother did secure
your release, but she disappeared last night, your father is currently assigned
in Hurgada, your brother is a novice of the priesthood, leaving only your
younger sister at home. So you will travel with us for a while. I am honor
bound in this.”


“What do you mean my mother has
disappeared? I must go to Bibian, she’ll need me.”


Hanifah brushed aside her outburst, clapped
her hands twice, and this time two stunning girls presented themselves. They
gently clasped a hand each, tugging her away, but Kalli called out to Hanifah,
“I must go to my sister! Take me back to Wasset.”


But Hanifah simply closed her eyes,
resuming her trance-like state, and when Kalli failed to get any response from
her, she let the girls lead her away.


They guided her to a back corner of the
tent, swathed by heavy drapes, which afforded some privacy. With silent
gestures they directed her to remove her soiled clothing, and ignored all her
questions except to introduce themselves as Japirah and Leshya. Reluctantly she
stripped off, uncomfortable with being naked among strangers, but the girls
were strictly businesslike. She discovered Meretiti’s small knife in the
remains of the pants, she’d forgotten all about it, and when she held it, felt
only a trace of pain from the iron. She placed it aside, she would keep this
memento. Her shed clothes made a pathetic pile of stinking rags, a far cry from
the dazzling costume of the night before and Japirah swept it up and threw the
clothes on the closest brazier.


If it was a hot bath Kalli was hoping for,
she was greatly disappointed when the other girl pulled the lid off a tub of
sand, and motioned her in. A cup of warm wine sweetened with honey, and
flavored with a dark herb which was sprinkled upon its surface, was pressed
into her hand. This time she took small sips, savoring each mouthful between huge
yawns which overtook her. With soft brushes the girls scrubbed every inch of
her until her skin was as pink as a sunset. They lathered sweet smelling oils
through her hair, stripping away the dye remnants, restoring the golden sheen
and under their hypnotic strokes, her lids began to droop. She struggled to
keep them open, she had to talk to Hanifah again, make her understand she had
to go back for Bibian, but the half full cup slipped from her slack fingers,
and before it reached the ground, she’d lost consciousness.


 



Chapter Thirty-Three


The chilled air crept inside his robe, and
Seraphis pulled his wrap tighter around his chest as he followed the guard
through the temple grounds. It was deserted at this lonely time; the hour
before dawn. The streets were empty, most still recovering from their excesses
at the Star Festival two nights ago. Seraphis knew something extremely odd had
to have occurred for the patrol guards to have woken him now.


Outside the temple gates torches burned,
and a platoon of guards circled something on the ground. The guard escorting
him, called out, “Make way for the High Priest,” and a gap opened.


At first, Seraphis didn’t recognize the
severed head which lay staring with a blank eye into the underworld. Makara had
never been pretty, his common features too coarse, and death hadn’t improved
his looks but his many piercings left no doubt that it was the pimp. An uneasy
feeling wormed into Seraphis’ belly, and he glanced about, wondering if there
was someone out there in the gloom, watching him, but nothing stirred in the
shadows.


Seraphis asked, “What happened here?”


The patrol leader responded, “We found the
head here. We haven’t touched it and scouted the immediate area for the body,
but didn’t find it. It looks like someone deliberately dumped it here, and as
per your orders to inform you if we encountered anything unusual, we roused
you. High Priest, I hope we did the right thing.”


“Yes. You and your men have done well,”
said Seraphis and crouched down to get a better look. One eye was gone, only
shredded remains lined the socket, and jagged strips of skin and flesh flapped
around the neck. Serrated cuts marked where the neck had been sawed and hacked
from its body. Someone had taken a long time, and a lot of strength to sever Makara’s
head, but all his gold piercings were still intact; this was no robbery.


Whoever had done this had saved Seraphis
the job of eliminating Makara, which was something he’d been considering doing
for months, and he’d had only lived this long because he’d been out of town.
The pimp had outlived his usefulness, his knowledge a liability, and Seraphis
wasn’t displeased that he was dead. But why had the head been placed here; was
this a message? And if so, who from, and why? A sick sensation gripped Seraphis’
lower bowels, Makara showed signs of torture. Had he revealed Seraphis’
secrets?


He straightened, aware his guards were
intently watching him, and said, “Get rid of it, probably just someone’s idea
of a joke as my latest proclamations aren’t proving popular. But I want a
constant watch kept on all the gates, double the patrols and keep me informed.”
He took two paces away before he stopped and called back. “Pull those gold
rings out and I expect all of them to be logged into the temple’s treasury.”


As he strode back to his rooms, and hastily
discarded bed, his thoughts churned; he’d have to make discrete enquiries and
find out who had murdered the pimp, and why. If someone was planning on
blackmailing him, they had just made a fatal mistake.


 



Chapter Thirty-Four


Seraphis had never seen Drashedu so
excited. The First Scholar trembled all over as he hovered over a yellowed
scroll stretched open on the library table. Drashedu’s summons had sounded
urgent, and when the High Priest entered the library, Drashedu had ushered out
his library assistants, and locked the door behind them.


Drashedu stabbed a finger at the parchment.
“I found it!”


Seraphis looked where the stubby finger
pointed but couldn’t understand the markings, they could have been chicken
scratchings, but he caught a whiff of the First Scholar’s excitement, and
demanded, “Tell me.”


“The location of the Pyramidion is scribed
on a golden scarab; look here.” He tapped at a drawing, and Seraphis leaned
over, squinting at a small picture of a beetle.


“And where is this golden scarab?”


Drashedu's ample shoulders slumped. “It
doesn’t say.”


Anger suffused through Seraphis, this day
had started badly with the delivery of Makara’s head, and this news didn’t
improve his mood. His voice was ice. “So we still haven’t found the
Pyramidion.”


“No, but we are a step closer. I’ll alert
Kharfu to look for the scarab.” Drashedu paused before saying, “I think we
should also make enquiries in the black market by offering an obscene reward
for a golden scarab, and see what surfaces. Despite the death penalty, gangs of
tomb robbers are still operating in the desert.”


“What if they decipher it and find the
Pyramidion?” Seraphis tugged on his ear and began pacing.


“They won’t. The language is archaic, and
they won’t realize what they’ve found. Especially if we put out it’s just a
trinket, wanted for its ornamental novelty by an eccentric collector, who’s
willing to pay several times its weight in gold.”


Seraphis stopped pacing. “That might just
work, get the word out. I want to possess the Pyramidion before Pharaoh’s visit
next year.”


Drashedu asked, “What if it hasn’t been
found?”


Seraphis stopped rubbing his ear. “We still
go ahead. The Jubilee festival will be my only opportunity to be alone with
Pharaoh; I can’t afford to waste the opportunity. After Pharaoh’s unfortunate
accident, he’ll be succeeded by his son; the boy is only eight, and a bit
sickly by all accounts. His mother will rule as regent until he comes of age.
With Pharaoh gone, they’ll be too busy playing the courtly games to interfere
with my plans, and I will easily pluck the thrones from them when I’m ready.”


#


Drashedu fought to keep his face impassive
as Seraphis ranted; normally the High Priest wasn’t so expansive about his
plans. Drashedu vowed to himself that any thrones plucked by Seraphis would
number among the shortest reigns in history. Outwardly the First Scholar nodded
piously, while inside he plotted the wording of his next clandestine message.


 



Chapter Thirty-Five


Seraphis stomped back to his chambers, a
temple dog crossed his path, and he sent it squealing with a potent kick. When
would the Pyramidion be his to command? 


On entering his office he was surprised to
see Snerag waiting for him. He hadn’t expected his messenger to return so soon,
maybe he had some good news. The mercenary never came through the front gate;
he used a special passage, as Seraphis didn’t want anyone knowing what business
he sent Snerag on.


He was slouched on a couch with a goblet of
wine cupped in his hand, and Seraphis noted how his cheeky smile let him get
away with a lot. The High Priest settled himself behind his desk and asked,
“What news?”


The mercenary uncoiled himself from the
couch and placed a map before the priest. “This is a copy of Kharfu’s map, it
marks all the sites they’ve visited in black, and I’ve added the red marks for
those yet to be searched.”


Seraphis studied the map for a moment. “I
didn’t realize the Head Stonemason would be so obliging with his maps. Usually
he keeps them close and I suspect he sleeps with them.”


“Ha! Well I can assure you I didn’t have to
sleep with Kharfu, to get close to his maps. But he was rather preoccupied when
I was there, so I didn’t bother him with the small details about copying his
maps.”


Seraphis smiled. “What do the green marks
represent?”


Snerag smiled wider than a crocodile,
“Those are the locations of unexplored sites that Kharfu hasn’t deemed to share
with us. It seems he has access to information not available to us.”


“You’ve done well. Help yourself to more
wine. There’s another matter I’d like to discuss with you.”


The mercenary was happy to fulfill this
request. His interest was piqued, and he leant forward to catch the priest’s
words. “A decapitated head was left outside the temple gates early this
morning. It belonged to a pimp called Makara. I’d like you to find out who
killed him, and why. But this must not be traced back to me.”


“Of course.” Snerag drained the wine, then
said, “You might be interested to know, on my way here, I heard a whisper that
a blonde girl was sited with a trade caravan heading to The Bubbling Oasis.”


At the priest’s nod of dismissal he
disappeared behind a Millanese vase taller than a man, into a crack in the wall
that closed silently behind him.


Seraphis knew it was risky involving the
mercenary in this matter, but he needed to find out what was going on, and so
far Snerag had proved he could keep his secrets. In some ways mercenaries were
more reliable than his sworn brothers; at least they were upfront that they
were motivated by greed.


A knock on the outer door heralded his next
guests. They were accompanied by six temple guards, who positioned themselves
around his visitors like a shield. If they took offense at this maneuver, they
didn’t show it. Both were spectacular specimens, standing seven feet tall, with
sturdy builds. Like Snerag, their skin glowed black like polished night, but
unlike the mercenary they never smiled. Black woolly hair encased their heads
like skullcaps, thick gold rings pierced their nipples, three horizontal scars
grooved across their chests, and their manhood was covered by a striped black
and white pelt which ended mid thigh. Each man gripped chains which led to a
collared hyka, the spotted wild dogs which were natives of Murubia. The animals
sat panting like domestic dogs, waiting for their master’s commands. Their rank
odor made Seraphis’ eyes water. When his visitors departed, he’d have to get
his attendants to fumigate with frankincense.


Faluke and Barika were Murubian assassins,
blooded warriors and he’d used their services twice before. Murubians had a
simple motto – We never fail; and to his knowledge they never had. He could
have sent out temple guards or even arranged for soldiers, but the Murubians
were perfect for this job.


Seraphis said, “A girl has escaped from the
Ferrasium. I want her hunted down and killed. Scalp her. Bring her golden hair
back to me; I shall make a wig out of it, to remind those who resist me I will
not be trifled with.”


Both assassins nodded their heads, and
Faluke said, “It will be done.”


Seraphis knew better than to suggest a
price. The Murubians did things their way; they would make their demands only
when the job was done. He dismissed them, “There have been rumors this girl is
traveling with a trade caravan, heading for The Bubbling Oasis.”


 



Chapter Thirty-Six


For two mornings the star Sopjdet, had
brightened the desert sky and Necia sensed there had been a shift in the world.
It would be hours before Dekka Straightarrow returned from Wasset with news so
she retreated into the hut, pulling the flap shut.


Her daughter wriggled upon the mat and
Necia slid down beside her and drew her squirming body into her embrace.
Carefully she dribbled water into Vision-maker’s mouth while she chewed up a
mixture of berries, nuts, and roots. When she was satisfied with the texture of
the slurry she spat it out and slowly fed it to her daughter. Necia had been
doing this for years, several times a day, since her milk had dried up.
Afterwards she cradled her daughter, stroking her hair, while she rocked and
hummed gentle songs. Vision-maker never made a sound but her pale eyes always
looked deeply into her mother’s while she held her close.


At midday, the whistles sounded, heralding
Dekka’s return. He was becoming a problem, he hadn’t overstepped the mark yet
but she could see the questions in his eyes. Once her power in the tribe had
been absolute but with each day she felt it eroding away. If Dekka challenged
her, she feared the others would rebel as well and without their help
Vision-maker would die. She tried to keep Dekka busy and when he wasn’t hunting
animals or scavenging firewood, she sent him to Wasset on fact-finding
missions; his observation skills were well-honed and he had a natural flair for
information gathering.


She gently lifted Vision-maker up and
carried her outside. The path down to the sands was tricky but no one offered
to help her. Scorn grated inside her at her tribe’s superstitious fear of her
helpless daughter, but she kept her face impassive. With ceremony she laid Vision-maker
upon a patch of smoothed sand and drew a sacred circle around her. The others
kept their distance from the circle. Finally she acknowledged Dekka. “You have
news.”


He nodded. “She’s escaped from the
Ferrasium.”


She thought he’d finished but in a rush he
stammered, “Why does it have to be her, I could easily capture the younger
one?”


“No! You don’t understand what you’re
saying.”


Uneasiness shifted through the hunters when
he replied, “That’s right. I don’t understand why we are here chasing a phantom
instead of being home providing for our tribe.”


She wanted to bat away his words but the
set of the jaws within the hunters’ ranks made her realize she’d have to give
an explanation; just not the truth. “It is not our place to question what the
Spirits ask of us. They see more than we do and are far wiser.”


“But…”


She cut Dekka off. “Let us ask the Spirits
for guidance.”


Before he could speak again she began
dancing around the sacred circle, jumping and yelping with exaggerated
movements, rolling her eyes back into her head until only the whites showed.
Several of the hunters took another pace back. Within the circle Vision-maker
jerked, kicking sand into mussed up patterns. When sweat liberally coated
Necia’s back she stopped, slumped to her knees, pointed at the shifted sand,
and yelled, “Behold! The Spirits speak to us. They send blessings to those
among us who are strong in faith and warn we must hold together if we are to
overcome a terrible foe; one that threatens the very existence of not only our
tribe, but all tribes.”


She bowed her head. “This girl is important
to the Spirits and they’ve instructed us to help her. We must move into Wasset
and wait for her to contact us.”


Stunned disbelief greeted her statement;
the hunters had never lived within walls before. She waited until they had all
shuffled away before picking up Vision-maker. Necia’s feet trampled through the
useless sand patterns. If her tribe ever learned they meant nothing and were
just random scratchings Vision-maker would be left out to die.


From a young age Necia had been visited
with confusing visions, and with help from the tribe’s previous caretaker she’d
learned to interpret them, eventually taking over the role and guiding the
tribe toward shelter, food and water. When she’d first received a vision of the
blonde girl, she hadn’t understood the possibilities, but when her vision
wouldn’t go away, she began to hope, and once she had hope she had to follow
her vision.


Moving into the city scared her too, but
she wouldn’t let the hunters see her fear as her vision was clear – it was in
Wasset that she would find what she was seeking.


 



Chapter Thirty-Seven


Bibian kept her eyes lowered, the dark wig
was hot and itchy but she grasped her hands together to stop fidgeting; she
needed to blend into the congregation. It had been three weeks since Kalli’s
escape and her mother’s disappearance, and Bibian was desperate to contact her
brother. She’d tried several times, but had been rebuffed each time by priests
or guards who wouldn’t let her past the front gates, scolding her that Xandar
belonged to the priesthood now, and that worldly matters were no longer his
concern.


So she’d smuggled herself in. Each week a
small group of devout followers were allowed to enter the Blue Lotus Temple to
pray. It hadn’t been hard to infiltrate the followers; she’d simply waited
outside until they began filing through the open gate and had joined the end of
the queue. Years ago, the streets used to be thronged with those wanting to
enter, and it was considered lucky to be one of the few handpicked to go in,
but as the priesthood’s popularity had declined, so had the numbers waiting
outside.


They were directed into the temple, but
Bibian didn’t waste time admiring the colossal columns tapering up to massive
stone lotus flowers; instead she scanned the assembly for Xandar. She knew her
chances of encountering her brother were slim, but she had to try. She didn’t
know what else to do. All the priestly faces around her were spotted with age
and as a doddering priest up front began warbling a monotonous chant, she
slipped out through the back of the temple.


Beautiful gardens greeted her, teeming with
sweet perfumes and twittering birds. Quaint pebbled paths wove through the lush
foliage, and her feet couldn’t help meandering down one of the pathways. She’d
only planned to go a little way but after a few turns and intersections, she
wasn’t sure how to get back to the temple. So far she hadn’t encountered anyone
on the tranquil paths, but she knew her luck wouldn’t hold and as soon as she
was discovered, she’d be tossed out the gates.


Nearby a dog barked and she scurried behind
a bush, just as a ball bounced onto the path where she’d been standing. A white
puppy erupted out of the bushes, skittering to a halt in a spray of pebbles and
snatched up the battered ball. A muffled voice called, “Kalechi! Wh...where are
you?”


Bibian shrunk back behind the bush, as
someone rustled through the foliage on the other side of the path. Peeking
through the branches she could see the puppy’s tail wiggling with glee as it
was petted. Quietly she waited for them to move on, but the puppy dropped the
ball and broke away, scampering to where she was hiding and yipped.


“Wh...what have you found, boy?”


Bibian wasn’t sure who was more surprised,
herself or Xandar, when they collided. At first they just stared at each other
and then Bibian grabbed him and hugged him close. Scenting excitement, the
puppy skipped in circles, and barked. Xandar gently extracted himself from his
little sister’s embrace. “Wh...what are you doing here?”


For three weeks she had been waiting for
this moment when she could share her worries with him, but instead of answering
him, she found herself bursting into tears. She tried to talk, but her sobs
made her incoherent. Xandar led her to a bench, made her sit down, and cuddled
her while she cried. After a while, a small black nose snuffled into her hands,
then the whole puppy wriggled onto her lap, his wet tongue lapping at her face;
licking off her tears. Under Kalechi’s assault, Bibian stopped sobbing, her
fingers found his soft coat and she began stroking him.


She raised her swollen eyes up to Xandar
and said, “Mother’s been missing since Kalli escaped…”


“Wh...what? Wh...when did this happen?
K...Kalli’s escaped?


Xandar’s shocked face scared Bibian, she’d
hoped he’d be able to help her, but it seemed he knew less then she did. She
took a long breath and started again. “Three weeks ago, the day of the Star
Festival, Kalli escaped from the Ferrasium, and hasn’t been seen since. The
priesthood has issued a hefty price for her, preferably dead, so guards and
soldiers have been scouring the city looking for her. That night, before dawn,
they took mother away. Rumor says she’s run off with a Star dancer, but I saw
them take her.”


“W...Who?”


“I don’t know, they wore masks, but I
followed them here.”


“Here?” Xandar reeled to his feet.
“Wh...what does father s...say?”


Tears threatened to swamp her and Bibian
had to snuffle them down before she could answer. “Father isn’t here; he was
sent away ages ago and Aunt Nefert is looking after me until he returns. I’ve
been trying to contact you since it happened, but the guards wouldn’t let me
in. Today, I snuck in with the Blue Lotus Temple worshippers. What are we going
to do?”


Xandar didn’t answer for ages and then he
said, “I’m not s...sure if there is anything w...we can do.”


Fury ignited in Bibian. “We need to find
out where mother is. If I have to I’ll march up to the High Priest and ask him
myself.”


“N...no! You can’t do that. I...I’ll make
some enquiries. B...but you have to leave now. Y...you can’t be found here.”


She glanced around and the tranquil setting
seemed to have acquired sinister tones, as if evil lurked behind each rustling
bush. Xandar gripped her arm and propelled her back the way she had come,
urgency etched into his every movement.


Bibian pouted, she wanted answers now.
“It’s getting harder to sneak out; Aunt Nefert keeps tightening the reins. How
will I find you next time?”


“No! D...don’t come back. G...go. home and
w...wait; I’ll get word to you. P...promise me.”


They had reached the back of the Blue Lotus
Temple, he released his grip on her arm, but his eyes begged at her, while he
repeated his plea. “P...promise me.”


Bells tolled within the temple, signaling
the end of the session, and Bibian knew she had to go, but she made one more
appeal to Xandar, “Come home with me.”


He shook his head. “I c...can’t.” Xandar
wrapped his arms around her, snuggled her close, and kissed the top of her
head. “G...go now and wait till you h...hear from me. P...promise?”


Bibian sighed, and then nodded; perhaps he
could find out where mother or Kalli were, but she vowed to herself that she
wouldn’t wait forever. Kalechi squirmed in her arms, so she loosened her hold
and he jumped up at her face, licking her nose. It tickled and she couldn’t
help herself giggling. The bells tolled again, cutting off her laughter.
Reluctantly, she went to hand the puppy back to Xandar, but he said, “Y...you
take Kalechi, look after him for m...me.”


He tucked the puppy away under her shawl,
handed her the battered ball, and pushed her through the back door. Inside the
temple, it took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the gloom, and when she
turned back to Xandar, she discovered he was gone. Kalechi wriggled as she
scurried through the pillars, and she hoped he wouldn’t start barking before
she got outside.


The temple hall was deserted so she began
to run, her sandals slapping against the flagstones, and the noise echoing
among the columns. As she reached the entrance, she spied a lone priest slowly
shutting the doors. He frowned at her as she barreled past into the daylight.
Ahead the guards were escorting the last of the worshippers out of the temple
grounds; she slid into the back of the queue, and cast her eyes down until she
was safely through the gate.


#


Rahera scanned the benches at midday but
couldn’t find Xandar’s pale head among them, so he headed to the dormitory. It
wasn’t like Xandar to skip classes, and the First Scholar had been quite
adamant that he wanted the boy found and brought to the afternoon sessions. His
stomach growled, and resentment welled up; he should be eating by now, not
wasting his time being a nursemaid. He pushed his ill feelings aside when he
spotted Xandar curled up on his pallet, and he wondered what the problem could
be. Since Senmut and Iteti’s removal, life had been a lot smoother for Xandar.


The boy lifted tear filled eyes to him, and
said, “I . . .I don’t know what to d...do.”


He noted Xandar’s annoying puppy was
missing, normally Kalechi would have been barking at him. Perhaps something had
happened to the puppy; he hoped so, it was becoming tiresome feigning to like
the animal. Kalechi wasn’t warming to him either and he feared it wouldn’t be
long before Xandar picked up on this. Plus the boy lavished far too much of his
time on the puppy; time that could be better spent improving Rahera’s lot in
life. In the back of his mind he’d been planning on an accident for the puppy,
maybe his work had been done for him. He dropped down next to Xandar, gushing
sympathy, “What’s happened?”


He listened carefully as Xandar poured out
his tale; keeping his face a smooth mask, not interrupting, so he wouldn’t stop
the haltering flow of Xandar’s words. The boy stuttered wildly, a physical sign
of his agitation until his words finally dried up. Rahera rocked back on his
heels, digesting the information, trying to figure out how he could best gain
from these events.


Finally, he said, “So, your little sister
snuck into the temple, told you that your older sister has escaped from the
Ferrasium, and that your mother was kidnapped by the priesthood or has run off
with a Star dancer?”


Glumly Xandar nodded his head, gazing so
trustingly at him that Rahera knew the boy was pinning his hopes on Rahera solving
his problems. Although Rahera itched to punch Xandar’s timorous face, he
unclenched his fist, opening it up and patting the boy’s shoulder instead while
he mulled over what he would say. Finally he said, “First off, you’re not
supposed to concern yourself with your birth family.”


He squeezed Xandar’s shoulder and when the
boy’s distressed face shot up, he continued, “I know, it’s a hard thing to do,
but it seems to me your older sister is better off having escaped from the
Ferrasium. It’s been three weeks, so it’s highly likely that she’s safe
somewhere. At least this way she won’t be killed in the arena, and you won’t be
forced to watch that happen.”


By the way Xandar’s expression lightened,
he could see the boy hadn’t thought of that. Now, he only had to gloss over the
mother’s disappearance; he knew the boy idolized his mother, so he’d have to
tread carefully. He weighed each expression on the boy’s face, making sure
Xandar agreed with him, as he said, “Your sister said your mother was brought
here, she was probably summoned to see if she knew where your sister might have
gone. Her audience would have only lasted minutes, and then she would have been
back out on the streets. Obviously your sister didn’t stay and see that.”


Slowly Xandar nodded his head, and Rahera
chose his next words carefully. “I know you’d like to think your mother
wouldn’t ever do anything dishonorable; I used to think the same of my mother,
but they are women, and women can do things that sometimes just don’t make
sense. Who knows who she met on her way home. The dawn of the Star Festival is
an exceptional time, and she probably wasn’t in her right mind, knowing your
sister was being hunted. Maybe she did something on impulse, something she
deeply regrets, and maybe she’s too embarrassed to come home just yet.”


Rahera knew there were holes in his
arguments big enough you could drive a chariot through, so before Xandar could
think too deeply, he said, “Bibian is understandably distraught, she’s a little
girl, and they’re renowned for being overemotional. From her point of view it
looks like she’s lost her whole family. Once your father returns, she’ll be a
lot better, and you did the right thing to give her the puppy. Having someone
to love and care for is just what she needs.”


He knew he had Xandar when he said, “Would
you like me to make some enquiries about your mother’s visit?”


Xandar grabbed him in a hug and Rahera
smiled down at him; all the while planning how he would word the note he’d pass
onto his uncle. 


 



Chapter Thirty-Eight


The last rays of the setting sun melted
into the twilight and the first stars pricked the velvet sky as Kalli gladly
dismounted her donkey. Her movements were a little stiff, but most of the sores
she’d earned in the last three weeks of riding were beginning to heal, thanks
to the ointments given to her by Japirah. Chaffed thighs she could live with,
what galled her was that she hadn’t been allowed to go home to Wasset. Each
night they’d drugged her food or water, so she’d slept deeply. When she’d tried
abstinence, her keepers had bound her hand and foot, leaving the food and water
just out of her reach. After the day’s ride her throat had more cracks in it
than a dried up riverbed, her belly echoed with emptiness. The torture of not
being able to even have a sip of water to wet her parched innards nearly drove
her insane. As soon as they’d loosened her bonds she gulped down every drugged
drop, and relished the sweet release of sleep that followed.


As usual, a bowl of food had been left for
her and she scrutinized the contents by the firelight, but couldn’t see any
traces of the black particles that usually laced her meals. She wolfed it down
in several bites, and then licked her fingers, before taking a long slug from
the water jug. The contents weren’t what she expected and she choked so hard,
wine sprayed out her nose. Around her, many laughed at her antics but none came
over to her. Embarrassed, she wiped the spilt wine off her upper lip and chin
with her sleeve, before settling down for another drink, this time savoring the
tart taste. She lay down by the fire waiting for drowsiness to overcome her,
but after several minutes she still felt alert so she sat up and gazed around.
Any thoughts of escape soon evaporated though, they were far into the desert,
and she didn’t know which way was home.


Many campfires blazed among the scattered
tents and meal utensils were being packed away as musical instruments were
brought out: whistles, flutes, tambourines, and stringed lutes soon filled the
air with vibration, and the folk stomped, swirled and whirled, laughing and
singing. Kalli felt very exposed as she sat alone by her fire. Thoughts of her
family crowded in, and she felt a trickle of a tear behind her eyes.


A soft voice interrupted her as Japirah
said, “If it pleases you, Hanifah would be honored for you to join her.”


Curious, Kalli clambered behind Japirah’s
soft footsteps to the largest tent; she hadn’t talked to Hanifah since the
first night she’d spent with the Bera-Bera. The tent’s lavishness was like a
balm to her tired body; the carpets so lush, it felt like her feet were walking
on clouds, the warm glow, the exotic burning scents, and the tranquil
atmosphere felt holy and calmed her.


Hanifah was perched on her cushion, and at
Kalli’s approach her eyes opened, but Kalli didn’t find any trace of warmth
there. Japirah nodded once at Hanifah before backing away out of the tent.
Hanifah’s fixed stare was unnerving and Kalli wasn’t sure what to do. She stood
awkwardly, bouncing from one foot to the next, wondering if she should grab one
of the cushions from the pile behind her and sink into its softness, or wait
till Hanifah invited her to sit down.


Hanifah didn’t offer any comforts, only
words. “My apologies that it has taken so long to begin your guest-right
initiations, but I had to be sure you wouldn’t try to leave us.”


“Why couldn’t I go back to help my family?”


Hanifah said, “Because our tribe is
traveling this way, no one could accompany you. Sakhir put us all at risk when
he went back for you at the crossroads, and he will serve penance for those
actions. Alone in the desert, you would have perished, and as I agreed to be
responsible for you, I couldn’t let that happen without bringing dishonor on
the tribe. Do I have your solemn vow that you will stay with us as long as our
destinies require?”


Kalli wasn’t sure she exactly understood
what she’d agreed to when she inclined her head, but she knew if she left the
tribe to go her own way, it would mean her death. She stored the name of her
rescuer away; she hadn’t seen Sakhir again, and she wondered what punishment
he’d received for helping her. She owed her life to him and she vowed to thank
him properly when she got the opportunity.


Hanifah rose off her cushion in one fluid
motion. “Tonight I will tell a tale by the campfire, you are welcome to
listen.”


Kalli followed Hanifah outside, but when
they approached the roaring campfire, its circumference ablaze with dancers and
musicians, shyness made her hang back in the shadows as the other woman sat
down. Hanifah didn’t say a word or make a gesture, but around her the
frolicking simmered down until a circle of folk sat with their faces pointed
intently at their tribeswoman. Kalli sank down where she was, just outside the
circle, a chill on her back from the cooling air, where the fire’s warmth
didn’t quite reach.


Across the fire she spied Sakhir, his face
taking on a golden glow, as the firelight chiseled out his fine features, and
felt an odd sensation deep inside her. Though she stared at him, he didn’t even
flicker an eyelash in her direction. When others around him began to stare back
at her, she lowered her gaze; glad they couldn’t see the pink flush on her
cheeks.


Hanifah spoke in quiet tones. “Destiny
binds us.”


The assembled folk chanted, “And weaves us
in mysterious ways; all strands are equal and one must follow one’s chosen way;
let honor, duty and love be our guides.”


Hanifah began her tale. “Once, a priestess
was cast out in the desert. She’d refused to give up her religion and the new
priesthood wanted to make an example of her, thinking they could cower the
tribes into submission to accept their new order. So they discarded her, far
from the nearest well, with nothing but the robe she wore.


“Confident in her faith, she sat down and
waited to see where her destiny would take her. For three blistering days and
three arctic nights she sat there; each morning the priests would return to
gloat, waiting for her to die so they could use her shriveled body as a grizzly
lesson to the tribes; that their old ways couldn’t protect them.


“But on the fourth morning she was gone,
and though they scoured in every direction they never found a trace of her. And
when the priests returned from the desert depths, they found the tribes gone,
having disappeared into the night like a mirage.


“A miracle had been bestowed upon the
priestess, a gift to enable her people to traverse the inhospitable desert
regions, and allow them to make that harsh environment their home, away from
the poisonous influences of the priests.”


At that point in Hanifah’s story, all those
gathered around the fire bared various body parts, to display a purple flower
tattoo. As one voice they said, “Windflowers: red for sustenance; blue for
knowledge; yellow for calming; green for healing; brown for courage; white for
spirit; black for oblivion, and purple for destiny.”


Kalli thought of the black bits that had
spiked her food; so, they’d used ground up windflowers to knock her out.
Uneasily she wondered how many black flowers it would take for the oblivious
sleep to be permanent.


Hanifah gracefully rose to her feet,
signaling the end of the story, and headed back to her tent. Kalli bolted to
her feet, and without thinking, called out, “Wait! I have questions.”


In the stillness her voice carried like a
bellowing calf and before she’d even finished the words, she wished she could
suck them back in. Everyone around the fire froze, no one looked directly at
her, but by their furtive looks and sly grins, she knew she’d blundered.


Hanifah slowly turned back to her.
“Apologies to my guest, if I have failed to fulfill your thirst for knowledge
on this occasion.”


Her words may have been polite but Kalli
felt each one hit home like a hammer, humiliated she dipped her gaze and
muttered, “No, I’m sorry, forget it.”


The older woman hadn’t finished with her
yet. “It would bring dishonor on my tribe if my guest’s request was not met.
Sakhir, answer her questions.”


Hanifah stalked away, and by the smirks
growing on the faces of those left behind, Kalli wished she was a sand crab who
could quickly dig a hole she could disappear into.


Sakhir materialized by her side, and by the
set of his jaw she could sense his displeasure, but though he was polite, his
voice was like chipped ice. “How may I serve you?”


Kalli whispered, “I’m sorry to trouble you,
but I was hoping to see you and thank you for rescuing me. I hope your
punishment isn’t too harsh?”


His expression didn’t change. “So do I. My
punishment is to educate you in our customs. My mother thought that would be a
fitting destiny for me.”


“Mother?” But she answered her own
question. “Hanifah?”


He nodded. “Any other questions?”


A thousand half formed questions whizzed
around her brain, but she held her tongue. She didn’t know which to start with,
and she was conscious of all the stares aimed in their direction. Sakhir took
her silence as answer, and melted away into night but his voice filtered back
to her. “Sleep well; tomorrow we start your lessons.”


 



Chapter Thirty-Nine


Bibian read the crumpled note for the
twentieth time, and still she couldn’t understand who had sent it. Was it a
cruel joke, or was there something more sinister going on? She was fairly sure
it wasn’t from Xandar, it wasn’t in his neat script, and if he’d sent her an
unsigned message she was sure he’d have written it in some way she’d have
understood, that it came from him. The message was blunt, simply saying – Meet
me alone at noon, behind the knife stall at the central markets if you want
news of your sister. You’re being followed, so lose your followers first.


It was an hour from noon, and she was no
closer now to knowing what to do than when she’d first discovered the note
tucked under Kalechi’s collar after their morning walk. She’d suspected she was
being followed on a few occasions, but having someone else, a stranger state it
for a fact, made her extremely nervous. She had to keep restraining herself
from looking around, wanting everything to appear normal.


Impatiently, she’d waited until Aunt Nefert
had waddled off to the privy, before scooping Kalechi up into her arms and
sprinting out the back door. From past experience Bibian knew her aunt would be
squirreled away for a long time. She and Kalli used to often joke that Aunt
Nefert was so mean she even resented giving up her shit.


Once outside, she tried to appear carefree;
just a girl taking her dog for a walk, but her legs trembled and she had to
quicken her pace to cover it up. What if those watching had seen the note
slipped on to the dog? What if this whole thing was just a trap set up by those
watching? And why was anyone watching her anyway?  Her head ached worse than
her churning stomach; she wished her mother was here, but that thought nearly
brought on a flood of tears. Choking back her emotions, she kept moving; if
there was a chance she could find Kalli, she was going to take it.


Once she was close to the markets, it was
time to make her move. She’d decided she wouldn’t try to outsmart her pursuers
with an elaborate chase or fancy disguises, as they were probably too
experienced in those fields for her to fool them, so she’d decided to use what
she was and they weren’t. She was little.


Casually she reached down and picked up
Kalechi, and then in an eye blink she squeezed through a crack in the wall,
popping out into the market. She didn’t waste time looking back; if anyone was
seriously chasing her, they would now be pounding their way to the nearest
gates. Once again she used her size and instead of threading her way through
the crowded aisles, she ducked under the market tables, and crawled to the
knife stall.


Running feet startled her, twice, but the
market was a hectic place and she couldn’t tell who they belonged to.
Cautiously she poked her head out from underneath the knife table, toward the
back; the knife seller was engaged in a heated debate with a reluctant customer
on the value of his wares. Bibian slipped past them, ending up in the back
alley just as the noon bells tolled.


A rustle of black fabric announced the
arrival of someone else, and Bibian’s heart fluttered like a netted butterfly.
The shawled woman put a finger to her lips, before beckoning for her to follow.
The woman’s stride was so quick, Bibian had to run to keep up. Abruptly the
woman stopped by a wagon and Bibian nearly collided into her. The woman nimbly
climbed into the covered back, and Bibian followed her.


Green eyes blazed above a hawked nose and
Bibian waited for her to speak. “You show a lot more sense than your sister.”


Bibian nearly burst apart with questions,
but the hardness in the woman’s face stilled her tongue. Kalechi must have felt
something from the woman too, as he didn’t make his usual sounds, but nestled
more firmly into Bibian’s arms. And Bibian could almost swear she heard a light
hiss issue from underneath the woman’s dark shawl.


A lock of yellow hair was pressed into
Bibian’s free hand and the woman said, “A token from your sister; she has
safely left the city and is unable to return yet. She holds fears for you, and
warns that you must not be initiated by the priests, but you must leave Wasset.
She says she will come back for you, but that is a promise she may not be able
to keep.”


Bibian felt her world tilt, and her knees
buckled, tumbling her onto the wagon’s wooden planks. The woman didn’t offer
her a hand up, but kept speaking. “I have some words of my own to add. Don’t
trust the priests, their creatures follow you,” and she spat a wad of phlegm
onto the decking.


Bibian scrambled onto her feet. “I don’t!”


“I mean all priests, even your brother.”


She couldn’t have been more shocked if this
stern woman had suddenly doused her with water. “Xandar wouldn’t …”


“He’s tarred by their brush now and it’s
the priests who have taken your mother.”


“Is she alive?”


The woman slid off the wagon. “I don’t
know.”


By the time Bibian had scrambled off the
wagon, the strange woman was gone, leaving Bibian more frightened than she’d
been before.


 



Chapter Forty


Kalli sneaked sideways glances at Sakhir
who cut a dashing figure on his dark horse; he never uttered a word unless she
asked him a direct question, his manner always polite but cool. His stallion,
Blaze, kept tossing his head, wanting to break away from the steady gait her
donkey was capable of, but Sakhir calmly petted his mount, whispering in his
ear, until he settled down. Other riders streamed past, smirking at Sakhir, and
some yelled at him, “Cleo’s eyes!”


But he never seemed to hear her when she
asked him, what it meant, so she stopped asking. At first she’d felt too shy to
ask him too many questions, but as the long days of traveling seemed to stretch
out into infinity, she dulled the boredom by plying him with questions. She’d
learnt that a shower of windflowers was a rare event, lifetimes could pass
between showers. Sometimes only one color blew in, usually a mixture of two or
three colors, and it was only the priestess from Hanifah’s tale who had been
blessed with all colors. These flowers were more precious than gold or gems to
the Bera-Bera; they were their life’s blood, but the harvested flowers were
never bought or sold, always given freely to those in need. They believed that
the windflowers should be bestowed where destiny decided. Kalli didn’t think
she’d ever understand their ways, the more she learned, the more questions she
had.


Ahead, part of the caravan had stopped;
they’d never stopped in the daytime before and she strained to see what was
happening. An old man lay hunched upon his horse, his bowed face buried in the
thick mane, and for a second Kalli thought he was asleep, until his body tipped
forward and thumped to the ground, baring his lifeless eyes. His horse nudged
him once, before cantering off to join the column ahead.


Sakhir urged their mounts past, but Kalli
halted her donkey. “He’s dead!”


“Yes.”


“Aren’t you going to bury him?”


Looking puzzled, Sakhir leaned back on his
horse. “Why?”


Kalli was at a loss. “Why? Because that
would be the decent thing to do. Surely you have more respect for your dead
than to leave them where they fall.”


“The Bera-Bera has immense respect for
those of our tribe who have departed. Destiny has chosen where this man shall
lie; knowing him in life, I know he would’ve been pleased to have slipped over
to the other side in this manner, quietly riding his horse, among his tribe, in
the desert he loved. The sands may choose to cover him, or hungry creatures
needing food for their young may partake of him, and death will feed life;
destiny will decide.”


Kalli wasn’t convinced and said, “But don’t
you want to erect a marker to show where he died; a memorial.”


It was Sakhir’s turn to look unconvinced.
“Why? We hold our memories in our hearts and minds, not carved on cold stone.”
He paused for a moment before saying, “Your ways are strange,” and then he
spurred their mounts on, to catch up to the caravan which was disappearing into
the horizon.


For the rest of the day Kalli mulled over
his words, wanting to shake him, her ways weren’t the strange ones, but she’d
have more luck chipping granite with her teeth than getting him to see things
her way.


Finally the first touches of twilight
appeared; that meant they would make camp soon, and Kalli looked forward to
unkinking her limbs off the donkey. Ahead, a curious formation silhouetted into
the failing light, and a sugary floral scent flowed along with the gentle
breeze. She turned to Sakhir, who surprised her by flashing a smile her way, as
he said, “Welcome to The Bubbling Oasis, may you be blessed with sweet waters.”


A flush started deep in her gut and crept
upwards, staining her face pink, and she was thankful for the settling
darkness. An answering smile bloomed on her face, and inside she glowed; Sakhir
had smiled at her.


A welcoming grove of palm trees enfolded
them, and after the dryness of the desert Kalli reveled in the green smells.
Splashing water bubbled up in pools, begging to be drunk, but Kalli resisted
her first impulse to dive off her donkey, and plunge herself, dusty clothes and
all, into its cool promise. Instead, she slipped off her donkey and asked
Sakhir, “Are there customs to be observed at the oasis?”


He nodded. “Water your mount first. He’s
had to carry the burden of your weight, and deserves your thanks. Only take
what water you need, leaving the oasis pure for its next visitors.”


She desperately wanted a bath, but squirmed
at the thought of broaching the subject with him, deciding she’d ask Japirah
later on. Instead she asked him something she’d been wondering for ages, “Why
did you go back for me at the crossroads?”


He stiffened, and she felt a distinct
chilliness creep around them that wasn’t the night air. Finally, he spoke, “For
love.”


She was so shocked by his answer she
couldn’t speak, her head whirling with scenarios and as she adjusted to the
idea, she realized she wasn’t displeased. But a moment later, she was happy she
hadn’t opened her mouth and said something beyond stupid, when he added, “I didn’t
want to fail Bedriska.”


Her mouth popped open and she silently
berated herself; of course he didn’t love her, he loved Bedriska. Kalli had
trouble trying to picture them together; somehow she couldn’t mesh Sakhir’s
sculptured beauty with the older, hawk nosed woman. Suddenly she felt tired,
and hastily excused herself, aware that his gaze followed her.


Much later, she sat dozing, her damp hair
fanning around her shoulders like a golden cape as it dried by the campfire.
Japirah had gracefully shown her where the women bathed and now freshly
scrubbed, Kalli felt drowsiness creeping in. The fire had died down to glowing
embers when Hanifah slipped down next to her, and soon Kalli was surrounded as
others joined the circle.Conscious of Sakhir’s presence to her left, she
shifted slightly, angling away so she couldn’t see him, and concentrated on
Hanifah.


The tribeswoman said, “The windflowers
weren’t a gift, they came with a price.”


Around her Kalli heard a few gasps, but
Hanifah’s icy glare silenced them. “Never before have the Bera-Bera told this
tale outside the tribe, but destiny demands I impart it tonight.”


Kalli felt the full force as all the eyes
turned to her, and she knew she was being judged, to see if she was worthy of
this honor. Part of her wanted to run away, but her curiosity kept her rooted
to the ground. She lowered her head, away from the relentless scrutiny.


Hanifah said, “A bargain was struck; in
exchange for the windflowers, the Bera-Bera agreed to be the guardians of
knowledge. By dreams, the priestess was contacted by Miwt the mother, Seke the
warrior and Cleonine the lover, and so was born the Cult of the Cat. The
priests had blocked the three cat goddesses from being able to physically
manifest back into our world, and were wiping away all trace that they ever
existed. Our role has been to keep their memory alive until they can walk back
amongst us. Many generations have passed and we’ve seen the priests continually
corrupt the teachings, until they bear no resemblance to anything godly. Once,
women and men walked in Keymett as equals: kindness, love, and peace flowered
throughout the people. The sands shift, and so do we. I too had a dream; the
goddesses stir, it is time for us to help them to come back.”


One by one, everyone drifted away from the
fire, but all Kalli could think of, was why was she being told about the cat
goddesses, what did the Bera-Bera expect from her?


 



Chapter Forty-One


After three days of lolling around the
oasis, Kalli was eager to mount her donkey and head back into the desert.
Frustration at the tribe’s mysterious ways bubbled beneath her skin like an
underground stream; she still didn’t know where they were headed, and each time
she asked anyone, they gave her the same noncommittal answer – where your
destiny wills. What was that supposed to mean?


She was sick of all the snickering and
bantering that surrounded her. She didn’t understand exactly what they all
found so amusing, but she suspected she was the butt of their jokes. And Sakhir
was an adept at dodging questions he didn’t want to answer.


So, just after dawn, she was one of the
first to leave, waved off by an old shepherd who was staying behind with the
goats, waiting for another Bera-Bera caravan due in the next few days. There
had been a lively discussion at last night’s campfire, most of the younger ones
imploring Hanifah to wait here until the others arrived. Hanifah had simply
stated she was leaving the next morning, and if they wanted to stay and join
the other caravan, it was their choice. Kalli noted it was only the old man who
stayed behind.


Several days had passed since then and
today she’d overheard that they would be staying at another oasis tonight.
Sakhir’s horse had trotted next to her donkey dutifully all morning, while
around them the other young men engaged in impromptu sprints on their frisky
horses. After asking him the same question three times with no response, and
always finding his head twisted back, with his eyes focused on the other men,
she told him she wanted time alone. His hasty retreat was almost funny, but she
felt a twinge of disappointment that he so obviously wanted to be rid of her
company.


She dug her heels into her donkey’s sides,
coaxing him into a half canter, while her thoughts stewed. Far ahead she spied
the fuzzy outline of trees belonging to the next oasis, and angled her donkey
toward it. The racing horses kicked up clouds of choking dust, so she spurred
her donkey to a fast trot until they breathed clear air. The men’s boisterous
shouts faded along with their horses thundering hooves, until she was
surrounded by tranquil desert. She slowed the donkey, letting him pick his own
pace through the changing landscape; sand was giving way to bumpy outcrops
where snowy ergs dotted the scenery like abandoned islands. Their wind
sculptured forms were bizarre, but oddly beautiful.


Missing Sakhir’s presence, she turned back
to see where he was, but found the horizon empty, and unnervingly silent. No
telltale dust clouds pinpointed the others, and she quelled down the first
stirrings of panic by the reassuring sight of the far off oasis; reasoning
she’d just be the first one there.


But after a couple of lonely hours, she
wasn’t feeling so confident, and the oasis didn’t appear to be getting any
closer. With no other options she kept on, but kept swiveling around looking
for the others.


Her donkey plodded over a gentle rise, and
Kalli nearly rubbed her eyes, unbelieving at the scene before her. A white
sandy beach led to a shimmering aquamarine pool, populated by several brown
furred critters the size of cats, frolicking as they languished on their backs,
licking their paws and washing their otter-like faces. As she approached, they
dove beneath the surface, leaving a line of bubbles behind. She sat there
savoring the setting, and one by one the critters surfaced, regarding her
seriously for a moment, before getting back to their play. They chased,
wrestled, flicked water at each other, all the while chittering away like
mischievous children, and Kalli found herself laughing aloud at their antics.


She dismounted, leading the donkey to the
water but he balked at the water’s edge, shuffling back as far as the reins
would allow, and no amount of prompting would tempt him forward. She scolded
him as she tied his reins to a rock, then she undid her water skin, emptying
its tepid contents on the ground. The sea green water lapped at her feet,
inviting her in, she longed to shed her clothes and join the creatures in their
play, but decided she’d just dunk her head, drink her fill, and then try to
find the others before dark. She waded up to her knees, twinkling her toes in
the coolness. A shout from above startled her, and as she twisted around her
foot slipped, and losing her balance, she plunged beneath the surface.


Sharp barbs stung her eyes and prickled the
back of her throat. She splashed to the surface, spluttering up mouthfuls of
salty water, while her skin itched where it wasn’t stinging. Strong fingers
clamped onto her arm, dragging her out of the water, and it took several
moments of blinking to clear her tearing eyes before Sakhir’s features came
into focus.


For once he spoke first. “What were you
doing?”


Stinging all over Kalli snapped back at
him. “Having a salt bath!”


She thought she saw the corners of his
mouth twitch upwards before he turned his head away, but she heard him mutter,
“Strange ways.”


Sakhir uncapped his water skin and offered
it to her. Her throat felt like she’d been munching on sand, so she
ungraciously grabbed it and gulped down two blissful swallows. He handed her
the donkey’s reins and she followed him back up the track. Behind her the
critters chattered, sounding like they were scoffing at her.


He said, “The brinneys have huge kidneys
which allow them to drink salt water.”


Kalli noticed he didn’t lead her in the direction
of the oasis, but angled away into the desert. She pointed back at the oasis.
“Aren’t we going that way?”


He didn’t bother looking where she
indicated, but said, “That’s a mirage. There’s no life in that direction. My
apologies for leaving you earlier, I have been remiss in my duties.”


She stared back at the image, wondering how
it couldn’t be real, and a shiver of fear trembled through her when she
realized that if Sakhir hadn’t found her, she would have aimlessly carried on
in that direction until both she and the donkey had succumbed from lack of
water. The rest of the way back to the others, she kept her donkey close to
Sakhir’s horse, as if they were barnacle and hull.


Her clothing dried in salty clumps,
chaffing her skin, and she couldn’t wait to shed them. A fine layer of salt
covered her skin; it tightened as it dried, until she felt like she’d been
mummified in her own shell. It was pure relief when they stopped to make camp,
but Sakhir disappeared with an almost unseemly pace.


Hours later, she still failed to find his
familiar face around the campfires. Twice she enquired if anyone had seen him,
but all she got in reply to her face, was a shrugging of shoulders. Behind her
back, she caught rolling eyes, smirks, and in one case, outright snickering. So
she gave up asking and plonked down by a deserted fire.


The flames worked their mesmerizing magic
and her lids drooped shut as drowsiness crept up on her. Someone settled next
to her, but she kept her eyes closed, willing them to go away. She didn’t feel
like talking.  The person kept a silent vigil and Kalli found her eyes
fluttering open to see who it was. Hanifah’s steady gaze bored into her.


When the tribeswoman spoke it was to her
alone. All the others were noisily congregating around other campfires and
their exuberant laughter and singing punctured the night. She expected Hanifah
to comment on her unplanned safari, to lecture her about how foolish she’d been
to wonder off alone, but Hanifah’s topic was a complete surprise.


“The Bera-Bera do not marry, we believe in
freedom to form alliances for as long as it is mutually agreeable, and for when
destinies coincide. There are rare instances where life long ties have
occurred. We have home camps where children are fostered into the world, they are
our precious gifts, and are the responsibility of the entire tribe. Our
traveling caravans provide opportunities, especially for the young, to sample a
variety of life. Women do not become property or playthings of men like in your
culture, where women have less value than cattle. Rape doesn’t exist in our
culture, as our ways state that it is the always the woman’s right to choose
and that is why she must be the one to initiate contact.”


Kalli shifted uncomfortably underneath
Hanifah’s stern stare; why was she telling her this?


Hanifah tossed her head in the direction of
the lively antics at the other fire. “That doesn’t mean the men can’t try to
draw attention to themselves, like today’s display of horsemanship. When a
woman wants a man, she lets him know by twining one half of her beaded bracelet
plait around his wrist. If he’s not interested, he simply returns the bracelet.
As long as they both wear the matching bracelets they are loyal to each other,
and another may not intrude. To end their alliance, a man simply returns the
bracelet, or the woman takes it back, and they seal their parting with a kiss.
The union may last for a day, a night, a week, or a year, and they always part
as friends; jealousy is uncommon.”


By this stage Kalli’s face was redder than
sunburn, but Hanifah hadn’t finished her tale yet. “Once a woman of our tribe
fell in love with a man, and if custom had allowed, she would’ve liked to have
bound him to her until the end of their days. But he was a popular man, fair of
face and form, and never short of a bracelet. She wanted him to love only her,
so when she offered him her bracelet for the first time, she added one
stipulation – she would take the bracelet back each morning, and if he wanted
her to offer it again that night, he had to forsake all others. If he ever
accepted another bracelet, hers would be withdrawn forever. To keep his
interest, her lovemaking was always passionate, fresh and generous; and he
never accepted another bracelet.”


Kalli couldn’t think of a more uncomfortable
situation than discussing sex lives with this uncompromising woman, and wished
Hanifah would leave her alone, but tonight the old woman was a well that
wouldn’t be plugged.


Hanifah lowered her voice. “It would be
remiss of my host responsibilities if I didn’t inform you of first blood
rights. A woman’s first time needs to be a nurturing experience, an honor that
is taken seriously by our tribesmen.”


Kalli couldn’t meet those piercing eyes
anymore so she lowered her head and concentrated on the glowing embers. Surely,
this humiliation would end soon.


“When a virgin decides she’s ready, she
selects which man she wants, and so he knows it will be her first time, she
pricks him with a knife and draws his blood. He now holds her first blood
rights, and will wait for her to make and offer her bracelet. Rarely, would a
man refuse this honor.”


Words totally failed Kalli; she hunched
closer to the fire, as if cold, waiting for Hanifah to take her leave. Never
had she been more aware that this woman was Sakhir’s mother. But Hanifah hadn’t
finished talking. “So, our ways are simple, if you desire someone, make your
bracelet and offer it to them. There is no honesty in playing pointless teasing
games.”


Hanifah shoved a fistful of beads into her
slack hands, before stalking off and Kalli got the distinct impression Hanifah
had been as unhappy giving this speech, as she’d been receiving it. For long
moments she poured the beads through her hands like they were running water, as
she assimilated Hanifah’s words. A bunch of laughing people broke away from the
other fire and descended on her. Hastily she shoved the beads into a pocket,
but she hadn’t been quick enough, as Japirah squeezed her hand and whispered to
her, “I’ll help you make the plait later.”


Sakhir joined the group, and she found
herself searching his wrist for any sign of a bracelet, but encountered only
bare skin. She hadn’t forgotten his declaration of love for Bedriska and
wondered if that was why Hanifah had told her the story about the lovers. Her
head spun with the new knowledge, and all around her she saw things in a
different context; bracelets jingled, and unwittingly she noticed which ones
matched.


Flasks of wine passed around the circle,
and usually Kalli only took a few cautious sips, but tonight she drank deeply,
enjoying the numbing release it offered. Couples pealed off the group, giggling
into the night, followed shortly afterwards with softer sounds. Around the
fire, the cheerful sparring continued, Maali stood, held his bare arm up, shook
it at the seated girls, and said, “Any takers?”


The girls all tittered, but no bracelets
were presented, and a yawning Maali pleasantly waved goodnight. 


Sakhir leant over to her. “Don’t mind them,
they’re just larking about. Bracelet offerings are usually a private affair.”


Kalli didn’t know if it was the wine that
made her blurt out her next words. “Is that how you and Bedriska handle
things?”


But Sakhir couldn’t have looked more
shocked, and the way everyone around the fire froze, Kalli knew she’d made
another serious blunder.


A shudder of revulsion passed over Sakhir’s
face. He said, “I’m not familiar with all your customs but the Bera-Bera do not
share bracelets with their siblings.”


With a curt nod he strode away, leaving
Kalli aware she’d offended him, wishing she could bite off her tongue before
she could do more damage. But deep inside her, a small voice rejoiced –
Bedriska was his sister.


 



Chapter Forty-Two


There was something furtive about the old
priest’s movements and Rahera paused. He didn’t know this thin priest with the
hump back, and when the stranger slunk into the boys’ dormitory his curiosity
was aroused, so he followed. Hovering in the shadowed doorway he watched as the
old man rifled through the boys’ sparse belongings. Rahera wasn’t sure what the
man was searching for, but when he reached Xandar’s bed, he picked up an old
practice scroll Xandar had doodled his name on. Appearing satisfied, the old
priest quickly tucked something under Xandar’s pillow and fled.


Rahera ducked behind the door and waited
until he’d left, before rushing to Xandar’s bed and plucking up the note. The
message made his eyes widen. It stated that Xandar’s mother needed help, and
the bearer had information on her whereabouts. Xandar was to meet him at
midnight on the jetty of the sacred lake, and if he valued her life, he was to
tell no one.


There was a commotion at the door as Xandar
tripped, dropping an arm load of scrolls. Sheepishly he looked over at Rahera
as he picked them up. When he spotted the parchment in Rahera’s hand, he asked,
“Wh... what’s that?”


Rahera scrunched up the note, slipping it
into his pocket and smiling at Xandar, he said, “It’s nothing. Here, let me
help you.” He scooped up a few scattered scrolls.


Later that night, Rahera snuck out,
pretending he needed to relieve himself. He wound a scarf around his head,
disguising his features the best he could. If the priest knew Xandar by sight,
there was no way he’d fool him, but Rahera was enjoying the thrill of the
intrigue, so he’d decided he’d take the chance that he could trick him.


#


The hour was late but Drashedu was
restless. Sleep hadn’t appealed to him tonight, as an idea kept squirming its
way into his thoughts like a worm through an apple. He’d examined all the
hidden artifacts before many times, for clues about the Pyramidion, but
niggling doubts made him wonder if he’d missed something vital.


He worked in the blue glow given off by the
mysterious pyramid-shaped box, but he found nothing new. In frustration he
tried to open it, but he couldn’t find any catches, and though tempted to break
it open so he could scrutinize its strange contents, he stopped fidgeting with
it when it got too hot to handle. He dropped it on the desk and lumbered over
to the window, where he looked deep into the night as if he would find his
answers out there.


Movement on the jetty snagged his
attention, and he watched as a tall shadow joined the pacing figure on the
dock.


#


The midnight bells hadn’t chimed yet, but
as Rahera neared the jetty he saw someone was already there. In the dim light
he recognized the hump back of the priest, and Rahera hoped the priest’s sight
was as decrepit as his bent frame. He stepped onto the jetty. There was nothing
wrong with the old man’s ears, as he spun around to face him. The old man studied
him for a moment before asking, “Xandar?”


Rahera kept his face deep in the scarf as
he nodded, but when the priest seemed to accept him he suspected the old man
had no idea what Xandar looked like, so he boldly moved closer to hear him
better.


The old man paced as he muttered. “Can’t
stay long. Shouldn’t be here. The High Priest will kill me.”


The last statement made Rahera’s ears prick
up like a hunting dog’s. Realizing this outing could be quite worthwhile, he
listened intently.


“Your mother is being held captive by the
High Priest in the temple’s catacombs. She won’t last much longer.”


The priest went to leave but Rahera snagged
his arm with vice-like fingers. “Tell me more.”


“I can’t! I should never have come here. If
you want to save her, it’s up to you.”


The priest tried to shake off his grip, but
Rahera tightened his hold until it resembled a steel claw, and he shook the
priest. “Who else have you told?”


“No one.” Suspicion clouded the old man’s
features as the scarf slipped off Rahera’s face. “Who are you?”


Rahera smiled, but the priest saw the evil
behind the false smile, and doubled his efforts to escape. Their struggle led
them to the edge, and the old man’s foot slipped off the side, plummeting him
to his knees. Using both hands, Rahera increased the pressure, forcing the old
man to buckle downwards. Just before he plunged the priest’s head under the
water he said, “I’m the High Priest’s nephew.”


Rahera expected more thrashing, and was
quite disappointed when after only a few minutes, the body stopped writhing. To
be sure, he held the slack head under for a few more minutes, before pulling it
up to examine it. Water dribbled out of the open mouth and the vacant eyes
stared at nothing. Rahera dropped the corpse; it thudded onto the jetty like a landed
carp. His heart raced as he peered around for any witnesses. The night was
still. He grabbed several rocks and stuffed them into the corpse’s robes then
dragged the corpse to the far end of the jetty and rolled it off, flopping into
the water, where it disappeared with a fat ripple.


Rahera inspected his hands, marveling that
they’d just taken a life. He grinned as he flexed his fingers, deciding he
liked the feeling and knowing this was a new beginning for him. His thoughts
turned to what the dead priest had told him; he had a quandary on his hands,
should he inform Seraphis? Would he be praised or punished for killing the
priest?


#


Drashedu ducked away from the window, aware
he’d witnesses an interesting turn of events. In the darkness he’d been able to
identify the players below by Rahera’s height and Crenalla’s distinctive hump.
Their words were unknown to him and he was surprised by the dark pageant that
unfolded, as he’d been unaware that they had known each other. He didn’t care
about Crenalla’s death, he’d been a whining man who’d held no importance to
him, and he’d often imagined strangling him himself, but there was a puzzle
here and he didn’t have all the pieces, which bothered him. He wondered if the
High Priest’s hand was behind this night’s work and Rahera was simply following
instructions, or whether he was acting out his own agenda? Whichever way,
Drashedu decided to keep his counsel and tuck away this knowledge until he
could use it to maximum effect; blackmail was a useful tool if wielded
correctly.


 



Chapter Forty-Three


Bibian counted three of them; rat man had a
long twitchy nose below beady eyes, moon face had round features cratered with
pimples, and ox was as solid as two men. If their intention was to blend into
the background, they failed miserably, as Bibian had identified them on several
occasions before, following her. What worried her today, was how close they
were, so she scooped up Kalechi, trying to appear casual as she increased her
pace, hoping to out distance them, but each time she swiveled around they were
right behind her.


Fear stabbed at her; she’d not heard from
Xandar, and the strange woman’s warnings had scared her; she didn’t know what
to think anymore, she just wanted her mother. Tears threatened to swamp her,
but she blinked them back. She couldn’t afford to cry, not when her pursuers
were so close. Pretending frivolity, she began to skip; home was only two
streets away.


Her pursuers abandoned all attempts at
stealth, openly jogging after her, so she gave up the pretense and broke into a
run. Kalechi weighed heavy in her arms, but her small size allowed her to duck
and weave through the crowded streets. She skidded around the last corner, her
back gate loomed ahead. Behind her someone shouted, “Stop her!”


She didn’t dare look back, but accelerated
as fast as her overworked legs would carry her, streaking past the back
entrance, and into the comforting surroundings of her home. Her momentum
carried her down the hall and half way up the stairs before her legs stopped pumping.
Rough air scraped in and out of her burdened lungs; she sank to the stairs as
her knees collapsed and risked a peek to see if anyone had been bold enough to
chase her into the sanctity of her house.


The hallway was empty. She sighed with
relief and Kalechi squirmed out of her grasp, wriggling around to lick her
fingers. Absently she patted him, not sure what to do next, but her ears picked
up high pitched noises coming from the front parlor, so she snuck down the
stairs until she could make out what her excitable aunt was saying.


“... the child is wild, just like her
sister and mother. I don’t know why you took up with Adawna in the first place.
I don’t like to say I told you so, but it was no surprise to hear Adawna had
run off, the only surprise was that she took so long to show her true nature.
Bibian needs a firm hand…”


Her father’s voice was even but firm, and
Bibian almost squealed in delight to discover he was home. but she recognized
his tone as the one he used when he brooked no arguments so she shuffled closer
to listen.


“I appreciate your efforts in looking after
Bibian while I was away but since it has been such a trial for you, I won’t
impinge on your good will any longer.  I’ve arranged for your belongings to be
packed, they’re in the cart outside. Come, we won’t inconvenience you a moment
longer.”


Bibian’s feet flew down the stairs, but her
fingers fumbled as if laced with grease on the parlor door. Eventually her
scrambling fingers gained enough purchase to turn the handle. Like a lightning
bolt she fizzed across the room to land in her father’s arms. Her aunt’s mouth
pursed like a dead cod, exposing a series of unflattering deep lines above her
lips and between her eyes, but though her lips flapped, no sounds came out.


Bibian filled the silence. “The priests
took mother. She didn’t run away. They’ve been following me too. I’ve been so
scared…”


Her aunt regained her voice. “The child’s
imagination runs riot, she needs discipline, maybe I should stay and help you…”


Marcellus gently disengaged Bibian, taking
hold of his older sister, he forcefully steered her out the door. “Believe me;
you’ve done more than enough.”


Bibian loitered in the parlor as Marcellus
escorted her aunt outside. Snatches of her aunt’s speech carried back to her.
“…brought a smelly dog into the house…it’s shed fur on all the
furnishings…Bibian behaves more like a boy…you should send her to live with me
while you get sorted, I’ll ingrain some discipline into her…”


Bibian nearly choked when she heard the
last bit, but overwhelming relief filled her when her father returned alone. He
squatted down by Kalechi scratching his ears, and the puppy thumped his tail in
delight. Marcellus said, “So you must be Kalechi, you don’t appear to be the
scoundrel Nefert accuses you to be.”


Bibian said, “Xandar gave him to me.”


Her father smiled but she could see new
lines were etched on his face, and his smile didn’t quite reach his eyes.


Words tumbled out of her like a waterfall.
“Mama didn’t run away. The priests took her after Kalli escaped; I followed
them to the temple. They’ve been following me too, they chased me just before,
and are waiting outside to get me. Oh papa, I’ve been so scared. We have to
leave Wasset before they get us, too.


He crossed to her wrapping his strong arms
around her, and she burst into sobs. His voice was a soothing balm, “It’s
alright, I’m home now, you don’t have to be scared anymore. No one’s after you.
The priests don’t have your mother. I made inquiries, and yes, she was summoned
there, but after it was obvious she didn’t know where Kalli was, she was
escorted out. We don’t know what happened to her after that. Like you, I don’t
believe she would’ve run off, but something happened that stopped her coming
back. So, we aren’t going anywhere, we’re going to wait here, so she can find
us, if she’s able to come back to us. I swear I won’t rest until we find out
where she is or what happened to her.”


“But the priests…” Bibian’s bottom lip
trembled.


Marcellus shushed her, by hugging her
close, and Bibian relished the feelings of safety his arms offered. How was she
going to convince him the priests meant them harm, before it was too late? 


 



Chapter Forty-Four


Since killing the priest Rahera hummed with
restless energy, never had he felt so powerful and in control. After much
deliberation he’d decided his uncle didn’t need to know he’d killed the old
priest, and if Seraphis was torturing Adawna that was his business.


The midnight bells had tolled, most were
abed sleeping, but Rahera had dragged Xandar out of his slumber, cautioning him
to be silent, before leading him through the darkened hallways.


Xandar’s whisper sounded like a shout in
the stillness. “Wh...where are we g...going?”


“Shush…we’ll be there soon.”


Rahera grabbed his hand and steered him
through another deserted temple; each chamber grew smaller, darker and more
mysterious than the one before it. But the adornments were more elaborate than
the preceding ones: stenciled gold leaves entwined the pillars, sapphires and
rubies studded the silver of the sacramental chalices, while life-sized golden
jackal-headed sphinxes crouched by the altar, as if ready to spring on novices
who shouldn’t be there.


Xandar balked outside solid gold doors
engraved with the sun’s rays, reaching higher than five men; he ripped out of
Rahera’s grasp. “W...we can’t g..go in th...there!”


Ignoring him, Rahera strained against one
of the doors until they splintered open. He looked at Xandar imploringly. “Help
me.” He kept pushing and when Xandar didn’t move to join him, he whirled back,
spitting, “Are you my friend or not? There’s something I wanted to share with
you inside, but if you’re too scared why don’t you run back to your bed?”


Rahera presented his back to Xandar as he
kept pushing at the door, after a moment  Xandar added his weight, and the
crack split open wide enough for them to slip through sideways. Inside, only a
couple of torches glimmered, but that was sufficient light to showcase the
treasures within. Gold, inlaid with gold, plated every surface of the temple;
this Holy of Holies.


#


Ahmose rifled through the desk. He wasn’t
looking for anything in particular, but the High Priest’s clutter begged to be
rummaged through. Papers, tools, ornaments jostled inks, pens and wax seals. A
sharp prick stabbed his finger. Stifling a yelp he sucked droplets of blood off
his hand, and moved the wickedly sharp letter opener out of his way.


He hardly expected to find evidence of his
sister’s demise among the jumble, but the habits of a thief were too ingrained
for him to resist. Priceless pieces, most too big to carry, had taunted him
throughout his clandestine journey to the priest’s inner chambers; he kept
reminding himself he wasn’t here as a thief tonight, but as an assassin. All
his enquiries had lead him to believe that Seraphis, the High Priest, had
murdered his sister, along with many other unfortunate women.


The desk drawers didn’t contain any grizzly
souvenirs from the murdered prostitutes; only endless reports, filled with the
pointless details that officialdom thrived on. Spots of green and red ink
caught his glance, from the overflowing stack he pulled out a map. Familiar
geography leapt at him but he didn’t have time to examine it so he slipped the
map beneath his tunic.


The sound of stamping feet and voices
echoed outside, he dropped below the desk, and shuffled backwards behind an
enormous statue of Raia. The door swung open but all Ahmose could see was two
sets of sandaled feet as they approached the desk.


Fat ankles said, “We need to talk, I’ve
found some interesting passages. Shall I come with you?”


The other man grabbed something off the
desk and replied, “No, find Crenalla and send him down. I’ve business to finish
down below, and then I have duties in the Holy of Holies that I must attend to
so we’ll talk tomorrow.”


The door boomed shut behind them, leaving
Ahmose to crawl out from under the desk, cursing. He’d been within a pace of
his quarry, and he hadn’t acted, but he soothed himself with the knowledge that
he now knew a location where he could wait for his prey. It had cost Ahmose a
lot of Makara’s coin to obtain detailed plans of the temple’s layout, but it
was a necessary investment, as without it he’d never have been able to
negotiate the complicated compound. As he passed the desk, he noticed the
letter opener was missing, and he wondered why the High Priest had removed it.


The halls were heavily patrolled, so it
took Ahmose ages to negotiate his way through to the inner sanctum. Finally the
massive golden doors loomed in front of him; the gateway to the Holy of Holies,
the place where he planned to ambush the High Priest. No guards were allowed
beyond these doors, making it a perfect killing ground. He would simply hide in
the sacred alcove, and when the High Priest drew back the curtain to attend to
his god’s statue, Ahmose would give him a helping hand from this world into the
next, one where Seraphis would meet his god personally.


Ahmose patted the pocket containing the
garrote, planning to look into Seraphis’ dying eyes, and with the High Priest’s
dying gasp, Ahmose would whisper his sister’s name; Tuya would be revenged.
Afterwards, he would stretch the corpse across the altar, a fitting monument to
the evil priest’s false god.


The doors were ajar, and an eel of unease
slid into his being, warning him to be careful; was Seraphis already inside?
Quieter than a mute’s cry Ahmose crept through the gap. Torches reflected a
landscape of glittering gold, and even though in Ahmose’s occupation as a tomb
robber, he’d seen many wonders that never saw the light of day, he wasn’t
prepared for this, and he paused for a moment, drinking in the golden splendor.
Voices startled him.


#


Rahera and Xandar gasped, mouths dropping
open as they feasted upon the gluttony of wealth before them; this special
place was reserved for the High Priest and Pharaoh only. A gold sun with azure
rays dominated the wall behind the altar, which was fashioned in the shape of a
royal barge, complete with golden oars pulled by man-size golden statues, their
features so fine the boys paused for a moment, fearing real men coated in gold
paint would alight from the rowing benches, but the only movement was the
sparkle of gold when light from the torches touched upon them.


Trance-like, the boys wandered forward,
their hands flittering above priceless riches, not quite daring to stroke the
timeless pieces with their mortal fingers. Above them the ceiling was sprinkled
with engraved stars; this was heaven on earth. Behind the altar lay an alcove,
scattered before it lay gold plates overflowing with food offerings; bunches of
plump grapes, nestled pots of honey, and a whole baked waterfowl lay on a bed
of snowy rice.


The alcove was shrouded by a gold threaded
curtain, they paused outside, and Rahera urged Xandar forward. “One day I will
be the High Priest, and you’ll be my First Scholar, and we’d rule together.”


A smile lit Xandar’s face as he took
Rahera’s offered hand. Rahera nodded and said, “Come on, we’ve come this far,
we have to look at the God statue.”


Together they reached out their hands to
tug the curtain aside.


#


Ahmose dropped to the floor, holding his
body ready to shoot back through the doors, but when no alarm was raised, he
paused, straining to hear what the voices were saying. The soft voices were too
far away but he identified that there were two, and from their pitch he
suspected they belonged to young men. The lump of the garrote pressed into his
side; a useless weapon against two. Earlier he’d strapped a dagger to his belt,
but while Ahmose would have no hesitation in dispatching Seraphis, he had no
desire to kill juveniles.


He didn’t know why these two were in here,
but it meant he wasn’t going to be able to set his trap for Seraphis in the
alcove. Hastily he adjusted his plans, he’d go back to Seraphis’ office and
wait for him there, for eventually the High Priest would have to show up. It
would be trickier to kill Seraphis now as Ahmose would have to act quickly
before the temple guards could stop him. He had hoped to escape after the
killing, but if the only way to avenge Tuya required him to die alongside the
murderous priest, then he would accept that fate.


Ahmose shifted backwards, his sandal
clipping a pedestal. A metal ping chimed throughout the chamber. The voices
snapped off, and he froze, while his heart’s tempo accelerated in his ears.


#


A metallic ping behind the boys made them
snatch their hands back. The boys flattened themselves against the floor,
sheltering behind the boat altar, and Xandar spluttered through pinched lips,
“Wh...what was th...that?”


#


Long moments passed until the voices
resumed, this time barely a whisper, and Ahmose shuffled through the gap in the
door before they came to investigate. Back in the dark hall, Ahmose swiftly
negotiated through the jungle of pillars, leaving the Holy of Holies far
behind.


#


Rahera blanched paler than an albino and
dragged Xandar to the floor where they lay for long moments, listening. Finally
they slithered like flattened snakes through the sacred temple to the golden
doors. Fear of his uncle weighed heavily on Rahera as he cautiously peeked
through the door. Quickly they heaved the massive doors shut and bolted back to
their beds.


 



Chapter Forty-Five


Patrols blocked Ahmose’s way many times,
and he had to keep changing his route to avoid them. Once, the jackal-masked
guards passed the width of a pillar away from him, and he’d had to flatten
himself like a shadow against the rounded lines of the stone pillar. It was too
dark within these halls to consult his map, so he made bold guesses, hoping he
would soon find a recognizable landmark, but the endless halls of pillars were
like indistinguishable tree trunks in a dark forest, and he lost all sense of
direction. Frustration seethed through him, he didn’t want to be discovered at
dawn’s light, aimlessly wandering in these halls, and lose his chance to kill
Seraphis. Ahead, an open door beckoned, dimly lit stairs faded away downwards;
maybe this passageway led outside the temple grounds and he could abort
tonight’s mission, to come back another night, when he might get a better
chance.


He grabbed a torch off the wall, and began
his descent. Rusty stains marked the steps at irregular intervals and Ahmose
felt at home surrounded by stone. Many others suffered claustrophobia when
confronted by the thought of the tons of rock pressing down around them, but
even when he’d been wriggling through the narrowest crack in pursuit of buried
treasures, he’d always felt an affinity with the stone.


He recognized the fine stonework around him
as ancient, older than most of the temple structures above. Curious, he
continued downwards, keeping to what he thought was the main branch, as many
tunnels snaked off into the gloominess and marking each junction with a scuff
in the grime; getting lost down here would be fatal. Imprints of other
footsteps smudged the dusty steps, and he wondered if any belonged to the High
Priest; was this the below he’d referred to in his office? Maybe Ahmose would
get to settle up with the High Priest after all, so he kept all his senses on
high alert, ready to react if he encountered someone else down here. The steps
ended, and a level passage twisted away, Ahmose saw the rusty patches were
bigger here, the pattern was unmistakably footprints pointing in the opposite
direction, stooping to examine them, his fingers came away tacky with blood;
fresh blood.


Even though the bloody footprints led away
from him, he stayed alert as he crept down the passageway, listening for
anything moving bigger than a sewer rat. Dark doorways pitted the passage; on
closer inspection Ahmose found sparse cells, and from the rusting chains he
gauged he’d found the old dungeons. The hairs crept up the back of his neck,
like a porcupine standing at attention, as he pictured the sorry fate of the
unfortunates who had been the occupants of these dismal cells.


A noise rasped along the corridor, his feet
froze, but his heart pumped boiling blood. The horrible noise repeated itself
with a grizzly rhythm; soft and shrill, soft then shrill. Ahmose forced his
feet to shunt down the passage toward the cell that housed the sound, his torch
throwing shadows against the walls. He paused outside the cell the bloody
footprints originated from and he took a steadying breath, then thrust his
torch high into the open doorway. A blood splattered figure was tied to a
chair, slumping against its bonds in such a way that if wasn’t for the rasping
breaths, Ahmose would have assumed it was dead. A sticky patch of congealing
blood pooled beneath the chair. To free his hands, he placed his torch aside in
a wall sconce, and then gently lifted the drooping head back. Shock nearly
forced him to let go, when he gazed upon the broken features of a comatose
woman. Her nose was shattered beneath blackened eyes, blood stained her knotty
hair a deep burgundy, mottled yellow and purple bruises coated her face, and
blood caked her mouth. A crimson smear dribbled down her chin, as a hideous
rasp whistled through her shattered teeth.


Ahmose cut away the cruel bonds, and as he
undid each tie he uncovered more injuries; this woman hadn’t been beaten, but mashed
and pulped. All her fingers were bent at odd angles, and he didn’t want to
guess how many other bones were broken. It was a miracle she was still alive,
and a blessing that she was unconscious. Fury fumed within him, he had no doubt
this was Seraphis’ work.


As gently as he could he hoisted her over
his shoulder, seized his torch, and began the arduous ascent. He didn’t know
who this woman was, or how he was going to get her out of the temple grounds,
but he wasn’t going to leave her here for Seraphis to finish off. He’d lost his
chance to kill the High Priest tonight, but he thought Tuya would be satisfied
with his actions. And, he vowed to himself, his plans to kill the High Priest
were merely being put on hold.


 



Chapter Forty-Six


Glare from the midmorning sun flashed into
Seraphis’ tired eyes and he scrunched them shut as he crossed to the window and
lowered the blind, before sagging back into his desk chair. Absently he wiped a
slash of crimson off his letter opener. After his audience with Drashedu he
planned to retire to his rooms and sleep. Listlessly he shuffled through the
stacks of papers, but couldn’t find the map Snerag had appropriated for him;
maybe he’d shifted it, but his weary head couldn’t remember the deed. It must
be overtiredness toying with him, as earlier in the Holy of Holies, he’d had a
similar sense, that things were out of order.


A brief knock announced Drashedu’s arrival,
and at Seraphis’ bid to enter, the First Scholar waddled in under the added
burden of several scrolls. Seraphis suppressed a sigh; his bed was going to
have to wait.


Drashedu dumped the scrolls on the desk,
adding to the rising pile, before he said, “I couldn’t find Crenalla, he seems
to have disappeared into the brickwork, his bed hasn’t been slept in recently,
and no one can quite recall when they saw him last.”


As he mulled over this information,
Seraphis tugged on his ear; Crenalla had always been reliable, but he was old,
perhaps he’d succumbed to a heart failure, or maybe his memory had lapsed and
he’d lost his way down below, hopelessly wandering until first his light gave
out, followed by his feeble feet, leaving him to die, wallowing in the dark, of
thirst. Seraphis acknowledged to himself, he found this image of Crenalla to
his liking, as it was another body he wouldn’t have to dispose of himself.


Drashedu had an expectant air about him
which perplexed Seraphis. Finally the High Priest said, “If he resurfaces, send
him to me; I don’t like puzzles.”


Drashedu nodded and said, “We have another
problem. Marcellus has returned. Once he heard of his wife’s disappearance, he
applied for compassionate leave and he didn’t waste any time getting back here.
He’s made some enquiries about Adawna, but doesn’t appear to suspect any
association between us and her disappearance. I’m stalling his request to see
Xandar; he’s been told the novices are in a delicate part of their training and
can’t be currently disturbed. From our observations he appears to be a grieving
husband, keeping his youngest daughter close. It was well known he was totally
smitten with the pale witch.”


A picture of Adawna, when he’d last left
her, flashed into his mind, and he didn’t think Marcellus would find much to
love in that broken and bloody body. No matter how much pain he’d inflicted on
her, she’d told him nothing, until in a frustrated rage Seraphis had sliced out
her tongue with his letter opener. Adawna wouldn’t be telling him anything now,
so it was pointless bringing in the daughter to entice her mother to talk. But
the girl was young, he’d never played with one so tender, and his pulse
quickened at the thought of her smooth skin.


Adawna had been barely alive when he’d left
her, possibly she was already dead, and if she wasn’t, she soon would be. With
Crenalla missing, Seraphis decided he’d just leave her there to rot. He said,
“Keep your spies on Marcellus and his brat, and if they cause any trouble haul
them in. We need to focus on finding the scarab.”


The First Scholar began digging into the
scrolls. “I found an interesting reference in this one…” And as the First
Scholar’s voice droned on, Seraphis pondered how he’d discretely dispose of
Drashedu’s bulk when the time came; the First Scholar simply knew too much.


 



Chapter Forty-Seven


Kalli was grumpy; she was tired of the
Bera-Bera way of never giving her a straight answer, so she dragged her blanket
away from the campfires; tonight she wasn’t in the mood to listen to another of
Hanifah’s thinly disguised lectures. If she was so much trouble as a so-called
guest, she wondered why they had taken her with them in the first place.


Her face colored, remembering having to
rebuff Japirah yet again about weaving the beads into a plait. She thrust her
hand into the pocket holding the beads, strangling them into a fist ready to
cast the damning beads out into the desert night, but her fingers loosened,
letting them dribble back into her pocket, reasoning, there would be some
stupid Bera-Bera custom she’d be breaking if she discarded them. She’d be
forced to endure another campfire instruction on how a guest should behave.


When she could still see the fires, but was
far enough away that all she could hear was muted laughter, she stopped and
unrolled her blanket, crawling into its scratchy embrace and hunkering down
against the chilly air trying to sneak in and rob her of the little warmth her
lone body generated. Sleep eluded her, so she stared up at the cold stars,
wishing she was home. Time passed slowly, measured only by the ache of her
limbs forcing her to shift restlessly, and the fight to stop the creeping
coldness infiltrating her blanket.


A rustle nearby had her instinctively
reaching for Meretiti’s small knife, which she always carried. A slight tremor
tickled her grip, but she ignored the iron, and held the knife before her. The
rustle got louder, but in the desert night she couldn’t see what was making the
noise. Then the unmistakable sound of footsteps brought her rushing to her
feet, striking out with the knife.


A grunt punctured the silence as Kalli’s
knife was swatted out her grip, and a figure leapt at her. She jumped
backwards, but the person ignored her, diving onto the ground at her feet. A
lot of thrashing around followed and in the starlight she saw a man struggling
to subdue a long scaly opponent. Sitting astride it, the man smashed it with a
heavy rock until the snake went limp, and then he tossed its corpse aside.


Kalli found herself face to face with
Sakhir’s grim features. He didn’t say a word, but snatched up her blanket, and
stomped off back to camp. First she found the little knife then with a sigh
followed his rigid back, but when they reached camp she noticed blood was
dripping from a deep cut on his hand.


She wasn’t the only one to notice as Maali
yelled out, “Sakhir! Have you been offered first blood rights?”


At that moment, Kalli wouldn’t have minded
if a massive snake had happened along and swallowed her up, as the jests and
suggestions that followed made her ears burn scarlet. Sakhir didn’t answer his
peers but disappeared into Hanifah’s tent, leaving her to endure their taunts
alone. She hated to think what Hanifah would have to say about tonight’s
events.


But it was Japirah who quietly approached
her. “Experience has taught us that it is safer to remain with others, close to
the fires.”


Kalli was still feeling prickly. “Is that
an order from Hanifah?”


Japirah looked surprised. “Oh no, it’s your
choice where you go. This far into the desert there are many dangers and not
just from the wildlife. The Bloody Bandits can surface at anytime.”


Kalli vaguely remembered hearing that name
before. “Who?”


Japirah gazed out into the night as if
expecting someone to jump out of the shadows before answering. “The Bloody
Bandits are savages; they serve no gods but lust and greed. They scour the
desert, indiscriminately raping and killing anyone they encounter. Cannibalism
is rife; there are no laws, moral or legal, that they won’t gladly breach.
Beware the flutter of red flags; best to take your own life than fall into
their hands.”


After Japirah drifted away, Kalli sat for a
long time staring out into the night, imagining what might lie out there.
Around the campfires everyone was singing and laughing; were the Bloody Bandits
just a fairytale told to keep wayward children in check? 


Her thoughts kept turning to Sakhir, and
she wondered what it would feel like being held close by him, kissed by him.
Warmth crept into unfamiliar places inside her, and she slept fitfully,
troubled by dreams she couldn’t quite recall when dawn came, and an ache she
didn’t understand, followed her out into the waking world.


Over the next few days she watched Sakhir
closely, but he barely acknowledged her, and the traveling days were filled
with stony silences. His cut healed quickly, and soon there would be only a
slight scar to mark where she had pricked him. That didn’t stop the others from
their ribald jesting, which seemed to increase with each passing night rather
than diminish, but Sakhir showed no hint of any interest in her past the stiff
politeness he’d retreated into; if anything he was curter with each passing
night.


The night’s revelry was in full swing;
tonight there appeared to be extra passion in the singing, dancing, flirting,
as if this was a last chance to capture something special. Kalli was so intent
on the swirling dancers she hadn’t noticed Sakhir slipping into the group,
until she looked up over the flames, and briefly skidded gazes with him. Shyly
she lowered her eyes, furtively studying him, but he never looked in her
direction again, his attention riveted on the luscious dancers.


The young Bera-Bera women were always
beautiful, but tonight in the moonlight they glittered with an erotic aura, as
they pulsated, swayed and gyrated to the tribal beats. Kalli felt like a pale
shadow next to them; the music pulled at her to dance too, but she knew her
clumsy movements would be as gawky as a lumbering hippo among a herd of
graceful gazelles, so she stayed seated.


Leshya glowed in the firelight, her midnight hair star-kissed with silver moonlight
as she fluidly weaved around the campfire. Her sparkling eyes enticed, her lush
lips promised, and her curves insinuated at pleasures beyond Kalli’s knowledge.
When Leshya flicked her hair in Sakhir’s direction, Kalli felt like she’d been
punched in the guts, and she could only watch with painful fascination as
Leshya wove a sensual dance around him, as if Sakhir were the only one present.
When the music ended, Leshya flamboyantly flourished her silken hair so that it
draped over Sakhir’s face like a private screen, beads glinting as Leshya’s
bracelet uncoiled and wrapped around Sakhir’s wrist like a boa constrictor.
Kalli shot to her feet, stumbling away from the fire; she didn’t want to see
anymore.


#


Foluke and Barika had circumnavigated the
oasis perimeter twice to be sure they hadn’t missed any clues. The trampled
ground spoke of a caravan having left recently, and Foluke was fairly certain
their quarry had been amongst their ranks. From the shade of the palms a lone
shepherd watched their progress and as they approached him, Foluke saw wariness
seeping into the old man’s eyes. Little goats bleated as they darted away from
a menace they could sense and the hykas trotted at their masters heels, with
their canine nostrils quivering at the close-range scent of so many easy,
warm-blooded meals.


Four paces from the shepherd the two
halted, leaning on their long spears, and if he was intimidated by the sight of
two Murubians and their wild dogs, not a trace of it was present on his weather
lined face, as he silently waited for them to speak.


Foluke studied the shepherd’s face; in his
deadly trade he’d learnt that people could speak volumes without uttering a
word. Finally he asked, “Is a yellow-haired girl traveling with the last
caravan?”


If he hadn’t been watching for it, he’d
have missed the split second blink that preceded the shepherd’s slow shake of
his head. But Foluke had his answer, he knew the old man was lying, and the
only reason that made sense, was that the old man thought he could protect the
girl. With this knowledge they could have left, but Foluke prided himself on
being thorough, so he uttered a guttural command to the hykas.


The beasts ripped into the defenseless
goats, severing veins, cleaving throats, shaking limp bodies and spraying wide
arcs of warm blood until Foluke barked a second command and they paused in
their savagery, instinct losing the war with obedience. Tears streamed down the
shepherd’s face but he refused to answer any more of Foluke’s questions. The
assassin ordered the hykas back to their slaughter and when the last goat lay gasping
as its lifeblood soaked into the cool waters, Foluke slid his spear deep into
the shepherd’s chest, stopping his heart. As the hykas fed, he wiped his
blood-smeared spear on the grass, a smile creasing his face as he said, “We can
travel much quicker than the caravan, we will have her soon.”


 



Chapter Forty-Eight


Over the following mornings Kalli couldn’t
stop herself from scanning Sakhir’s wrist for Leshya’s bracelet, only to find a
blank expanse of tanned skin, but her relief was short-lived when she
remembered Hanifah’s tale; maybe the bracelet had been returned with dawn’s
kiss. She shook her head, telling herself, none of this was her concern, but
remnants of her restless dreams emerged, clouding her thoughts.


Sakhir was gazing at her intently. “Are you
alright? You look strange.”


His voice shook her out of her daze and
Kalli dug her heels into her donkey, over her shoulder she snapped at him, “I’m
fine!”


Today, a strong breeze stirred the dunes
and Kalli could sense the restless feeling of the previous night intensifying,
as if the wind carried it along. During the day she was sure she’d heard dogs
howling and she mentioned this to Sakhir. He merely shrugged as if he didn’t
believe her, but Kalli observed him squinting out into the desert horizon as if
searching for something. Several times other men scurried up to him, whispered
quick words she couldn’t hear, before pealing back into the caravan. Something
odd was happening.


That night, no tents were pitched, no fires
lit, no musical instruments were unpacked, and Kalli was given a cold meal of
cheese with hard black bread and instructed to stay within the perimeter. Sick
of their secretive ways, as no one would tell her what was happening, she’d
huddled down in a blanket, sulking at being excluded. The night passed slowly,
coldly and without incident.


The next morning they packed hastily and
were on the trail at first light. Kalli spied the hilts of daggers sticking out
of robes, with the telltale bulk of heavier swords outlined against the thighs they
were strapped to. Kalli hadn’t known the Bera-Bera possessed such weapons, but
they still refused to tell her why they were necessary, and Sakhir’s refusal
had bordered on rudeness, when she’d asked to be armed.


The breeze had strengthened, whipping itself
into a stinging spray, and Kalli could barely see a horse length away. Sakhir
tossed her a shawl which she wound around her head, and she hunkered down low
against her donkey’s back, dreading the day’s ride. He’d tied a lead rope to
her donkey, so all she had to do was hold on.


After a few hours of gritty riding, they
came to a rocky canyon where the desert floor changed to a fine black powder.
The dark walls were slashed with streaks of red, yellow and orange and provided
some shelter from the flinging sand. Kalli unsqueezed her sore eyes. The way
was narrow, and all she could see was the backside of Sakhir’s horse which
seemed reluctant to move forward, and Kalli wondered if after the vastness of
the desert, it didn’t like the enclosing walls. Sakhir gently persuaded his
horse forward and her donkey steadily followed.


Underneath her donkey the black sand began
to boil, it panicked; skidding backwards. Kalli slipped sideways, barely
managing to hold on. Out of the sand a nightmare shape emerged, polished black
skin gripped a spear big enough to skewer a bear. The weapon’s point arced
upwards slashing the lead rope. Without the pull of the rope, her frightened
donkey bucked, dumping Kalli onto the ground. As she scrambled to withdraw her
little knife, the head shawl unraveled, spilling her long braid down her back.


The warrior grabbed her hair, yanking her
up, onto her knees, his deadly spear chopping downwards aiming at her throat.
But before she could gulp, something smacked into his arm, changing the spear’s
trajectory. She heard the whoosh, felt the buffeting air as the spear completed
its swing, and then she was falling. Kalli landed heavily on her back, and at
first air refused to pump into her lungs, so she wallowed, gasping at her
attacker’s feet like a flapping flounder. Drops of blood fell around her,
spurting from a gash on her attacker’s arm.


Above her, in his other fist he gripped her
severed braid. Tossing it aside, he stabbed one hefty foot down on her, pegging
her to the ground like she was a trophy pig. He grabbed the spear shaft with
both hands, hoisting it for the kill shot. 


Her fingers had wrestled out her small
knife; she plunged the length of it upwards, into the arch of his foot. He
bellowed as he skipped backwards, taking the stuck knife with him, leaving her
weaponless. She shuffled backwards, seizing sharp stones to use as missiles,
but before she got a chance to throw them, Sakhir was there. Helplessly she
watched as he threw himself at the much larger attacker, who had plucked her
knife out of his foot and tossed it away behind him where it clanked out of her
reach.


Sakhir gripped a dagger with a wickedly
curved blade, but the attacker easily swatted each strike aside with his heavy
spear. In the confined space they grappled with one another, Kalli held her
stones, too scared to chuck them. She didn’t want to hit Sakhir. With his bulk,
the attacker steadily forced Sakhir back against the wall where he pummeled him
with fist and spear, and Kalli knew she had to act if she didn’t want to watch
Sakhir die.


Dropping the stones, she scrambled to her
feet and launched herself off a rock, to land clumsily on the attacker’s back,
with her fingers digging into his shoulders. He shrugged her off like a
bothersome blanket, and she had to scoot out of the way of his stomping feet.
The ruckus gave Sakhir the chance to slip away from the wall as the attacker
turned his full attention back to Kalli. Without a weapon she’d put herself in
a vulnerable position. The point of his spear lined her up, as she shuffled
backwards, and when she slammed into the rock wall, he grinned, knowing he had
her. Her fingers scraped in the dirt, they both threw at the same instant, but
she spun sideways and the spear thudded into the wall mere inches from her
head. He roared, rubbing his eyes with one meaty hand as he rushed forward to
retrieve his spear. Kalli grabbed for it too, but with one immense shove from
him she was on her back again. He snatched up the spear, drew it back, but
Sakhir’s body smacked into his throwing arm and the spear clattered out of the
assassin’s grasp.


Kalli rolled forward. Snatched up the
spear. Reversed it. Then slammed it into the black man’s heart. He bleed
scarlet; the bright blood flowed thickly down the spear, first staining the
ostrich feathers before the sticky rivulets coated her fingers, making her grip
slick. Her arms shook with the force of the toxic iron, but she held on. His
dark eyes fixed on her for his last heartbeat, she twisted the spear, and his
eyes rolled back unseeing as he slumped to his knees. Under his buckling
weight, she dropped the spear.


Only then, did she become aware of the
Bera-Bera who clogged both ends of the canyon, and loomed, weapons in hand,
perched above, on the top of the walls. Silently, they sheathed their weapons,
and Kalli wondered how long they had been there, and why they hadn’t
intervened.


A battered Sakhir approached her, offering;
handle first, her small knife. He said, “You fight…differently.”


Kalli hands shook as she took the knife,
and when she attempted to stuff it into a pocket, she fumbled, spilling the
pocket’s contents onto the rocky ground. Beads of red, blue, and purple,
tumbled down, bright splashes against the somber rocks.


Sakhir’s eyes flew wide open and he gasped,
“Ahh, you never made a bracelet…” His words trailed off into silence and it was
like a mask had been pulled over his face as he stalked off.


Red-faced, Kalli groped among the rocks,
picking up the troublesome beads, and shoving them deep into her clothing.
Others dragged her dead attacker off the track, and someone declared, “A
Murubian assassin.”


Bile tickled the back of her throat; she
averted her eyes, not wanting to see her handy work. A breeze stirred on her
bare neck, raising a hand she explored her shorn locks, and though she scoured
the rocks for her plait, she couldn’t find her hair.


Finally Hanifah placed a firm hand on her
elbow, leading her away to an impromptu camp where a small fire blazed, and she
was guided onto a cushion. Leshya pressed a hot cup into her slack fingers. The
pungent brew suggested a medicinal concoction, and when Kalli took a cautious
sip she discovered a slightly bitter tea, but under Hanifah’s intent stare she
drained the cup’s contents, before asking, “What’s a Murubian assassin?”


Hanifah held her gaze, and said, “One who
doesn’t usually miss. The High Priest seriously wants you dead, to have sent
them after you.”


“Them?”


But Hanifah ignored her question, saying,
“When you first came among us, I wasn’t sure what we would do with you, but now
I believe you have a strong destiny that must be fulfilled. We will make haste
to the Oracle and have your destiny read.”


Questions of oracles and assassins spun in
Kalli’s head like a dust devil, but Hanifah had already presented her
retreating back, barking instructions about getting the tribe moving.


That night, Kalli chose to sit alone by a
fire. Occasionally she stretched her neck around, but couldn’t see Sakhir;
since the attack in the canyon he’d kept his distance. She pondered on his
reaction to the loose beads; had he been angry at her? Technically, he had
first blood rights, had he been expecting her to present her bracelet to him?
She bristled, remembering Leshya’s seductive movements; how many bracelets did
a man need? Annoyed, she pushed thoughts of Sakhir away but they were replaced
by worse ones, involving assassins and sharp spears. The Bera-Bera hadn’t put
away their weapons, keeping them close to hand, and an obvious watch was kept,
but tonight the music resumed.


Raised voices drew her attention; across
the camp Hanifah and Sakhir were holding an animated conversation. She couldn’t
hear their words, but watched as both mother and son wildly threw their arms
about, expressing themselves with exaggerated gestures.


A whoosh of air blew into Kalli’s face from
Leshya’s many layered skirts as she settled down next to her with a flourish.
Leshya’s bracelet rattled and Kalli had to relax her jaw to stop herself from
grinding her teeth, wishing the stunning dancer would just flit away. But
Leshya turned her pretty features in the direction Kalli had been staring, and
said, “He really is beautiful, even when he’s angry. Don’t you think?”


Kalli toes painfully curled up like a
prodded hedgehog, she didn’t know how to reply, so merely grunted, hoping
Leshya would take the hint and buzz off, but Leshya stayed where she was,
smoothing her fringed skirts with long graceful strokes. Leshya laughed, her
voice tinkling like a musical waterfall, and Kalli hastily sat on her hands
lest they slap that mocking face; why wouldn’t Leshya just go away?


Leshya leaned in close, her dark eyes
sparkling, and whispered, “I wonder if he kisses with that much passion?”


Before Kalli could stop herself, she
blurted, “I thought you’d know the answer to that.”


In a swirl of skirts Leshya gracefully rose
to her feet, toyed with her bracelet, and over her departing shoulder, she
said, “Oh, not for any lack of trying on my part but he’s never taken my
bracelet; not yet anyway.”


Stunned by Leshya’s words Kalli sat staring
into the flames for a long time and when she finally looked up there was no
sign of Sakhir. Traitorously, her fingers closed over the loose beads in her
pocket, absently stroking them as her thoughts whirled with new possibilities.


Finally, she straightened her shoulders,
decision made; tonight under the cover of darkness she’d make her bracelet. The
assassin’s attack was fresh in her mind, reminding her that her life could be
snatched away at any time, and her future lay before her like a gaping hole.
Everything familiar in her young life was gone, there was a price on her head,
and she knew the world was a cruel place, filled with cretins like Vadah, who,
given the chance, would laugh as they callously ripped away her virginity. Even
if it was only for one night, she wanted to know what it felt like to be close
to Sakhir.


Later, her clumsy fingers tied off the last
knot, and by moonlight she critically surveyed her crude work. It wouldn’t be
confused with a work of art but it would do.


Her hand trembled as she stuffed the
bracelet in her pocket, legs wobbling as she regained her feet and took a few
hesitant steps toward the liveliest campfire. Dryness coated her tongue, and
though she swallowed several times, no saliva materialized. Moisture slicked
her palms, while her heart thumped so loudly she expected others could hear it.


Eagerly she scanned the faces; once, twice,
three times, but Sakhir wasn’t there. She jumped over to the next fire, then
the next, with the same result, until deflated she sunk down by the last fire.
Weariness caught up with her, her head drooped so she lifted up her hands and
cradled it, closing her eyes.


The sawn off ends of her hair scratched her
arms, reminding her of her altered appearance, and she groaned; what had she
been thinking? She probably looked like a boy now, and just because Sakhir
hadn’t accepted Leshya’s bracelet, didn’t mean he’d accept hers; by not finding
him tonight, she’d probably saved them both a lot of embarrassment.


A firm hand dropped onto her shoulder, and
for a second, Kalli forgot her recent reasoning; hope flared that it was
Sakhir, but it was Hanifah’s stern face that came into focus. Hanifah words
were blunt, “I have released Sakhir from his obligation as your guide. Tomorrow
you ride with me.”


“Why?”


Hanifah’s face screwed up as if tasting
sour goat’s milk, but she answered, “Because Sakhir has decided his destiny
takes him on another path; he has left us.”


 



Chapter Forty-Nine


After a sleepless night, Kalli’s mind had
tossed and turned as much as her body and she still couldn’t make sense of why
Sakhir had left. Chaffing worse than saddle sores was the fact that he hadn’t
bothered to say goodbye; did he dislike her so much that he couldn’t be
bothered with that small courtesy. She pulled out her bracelet, screwed her fist
around it, and threw it out into the desert. The dawn’s rays caught it,
reflecting the beads brilliant colors back into Kalli’s eyes as it spun away


Desperate for answers, she caught Leshya’s
arm as she was rushing past, and asked, “Did you know Sakhir left the caravan
last night?”


Leshya’s eyes lit up. “Ah, I wondered where
he had gotten to.”


Kalli couldn’t help asking, “So he didn’t
say goodbye to you?”


The girl laughed as if Kalli had said
something amusing, but when she noticed Kalli’s confusion, she said, “The
Bera-Bera don’t say goodbye, that would be tempting fate, as destiny decides
who parts and who meets again, and where.”


This explanation didn’t satisfy Kalli.
“Doesn’t it bother you that he’s gone?”


Leshya shrugged off Kalli’s hold, shaking her
head, saying, “No, we all have to follow our destinies, and Sakhir must have
felt a strong obligation to fulfill his, to have left us now. I wish him well
on his quest, and hope our destinies collide in the future,” she gave a cheeky
smile, shook her bracelet. “Who knows who destiny might throw into our paths
next?”


Flabbergasted, Kalli watched as the other
girl skipped off; the Bera-Bera ways were beyond strange and she didn’t think
she’d ever get her head around them, but she took a small measure of comfort;
maybe Sakhir’s lack of farewell wasn’t the personal slight she’d taken it for.
After a moment’s hesitation, she darted out of the camp and scoured the rocks
and shrubby bushes dotting the sand until she found the string of beads, which
she roughly stuffed into her pocket, chiding herself on her foolishness.


The sun had risen by the time she scurried
over to her donkey, finding Hanifah already perked upon her ride, tapping her
fingers against her thighs and obviously waiting for Kalli to mount. Kalli pushed
thoughts of Sakhir away. It didn’t matter how he left or why, what mattered was
that he was gone, and there was nothing she could do to change it. Destiny or
fate hadn’t been kind to her lately. So Kalli had no illusions about seeing
Sakhir again, he was gone and the sooner she accepted that fact, the better off
she’d be.


They traveled in silence all day, which
suited Kalli; she wasn’t in the mood to decipher one of Hanifah’s tales. Before
they made camp Hanifah said, “In three days, we will reach the Oracle, and I
will request a destiny reading for you. If this honor is granted, there are
strict protocols you need to follow. The Oracle’s time is precious, you mustn’t
fritter away her time with senseless blabber; she speaks, you say nothing. Do
you understand?”


Hanifah didn’t wait for Kalli to speak,
taking her acceptance as a given. “When you are invited into her holy domain,
kneel and keep your eyes lowered; the Oracle will read your destiny and then
without speaking, you bow and leave. Do no more, or no less. The Bera-Bera
reveres the Oracle; she has always guided our ways, and we won’t tolerate any
disrespect to her, intentional or not. Is that clear?”


This time Hanifah stared so long and hard
at Kalli that she felt as if the very fabric of her soul had been pierced.
Swallowing hard, Kalli nodded. Worry nibbled at her and she wasn’t so sure she
wanted to visit this hallowed Oracle, or hear what she had to say, but by the
set of Hanifah’s face, it didn’t look like she had a choice.


In their haste they bypassed two oases. She
could almost smell The Garden Oasis; the green fronds of the date palms had
tinged her horizon, but Hanifah had turned the caravan away from the lush
paradise and led them into eroded hills where there was no trace of olives or dates.


Because of Hanifah’s build up, Kalli had
expected the Oracle to preside in a majestic shrine, but they eventually
stopped by an unimpressive cluster of rocks, the uninviting opening a dark
slit. Hanifah barked at her to wait while she disappeared inside, and for once
Kalli was happy to obey her command. Minutes later Hanifah returned to the
opening, briskly waving her forward, and Kalli reluctantly found herself
crouching in the crude entrance, squinting into the dimness.


Hanifah firmly pushed her inside.
“Remember! Kneel, eyes down, and no talking.”


Kalli took half a dozen haltering steps
inside to find herself in a crude cave, dimly lit by snakes of sunlight
sneaking through cracks in the rocks. Beneath her feet the rock had been worn
down to a smooth track, probably by the numerous pilgrims who’d trodden this
path. The trail ended before a simple altar, and clearly outlined in the rock
was a hollow formed from the imprints of thousands of knees. Remembering
Hanifah’s strict instructions, she knelt, lowered her head and waited.


From out of a dark recess behind the altar
she heard the shamble of bare feet approaching and couldn’t stop herself from
peeking from under her lashes. A bent woman hobbled forward on lumpy feet
sprouting bunions as big as garlic bulbs. Under her coarse shift, her back
arched into a knobby dome, and with each arthritic movement her breath rattled
and wheezed. Sparse clumps of ashen hair stuck to her balding head like
deserted islands, and when she lifted her hanging head, Kalli caught the
alternating stare of crossed eyes; mismatched blue and green.


By this time Kalli had lifted her head and
was openly staring, and when the woman’s crinkled fingers dug beneath her
grubby tunic and began scratching her armpit, Kalli couldn’t help blurting,
“I’m here to see the Oracle. Will she be long?”


Though she knew it was paranoia, Kalli felt
an itch growing in her scalp as if she was already contaminated by the lice
which currently resided on the crone. Her question went unanswered, Kalli
wondered if the old woman was deaf, so she loudly repeated her question and
when she still got no reply, decided the crone was probably a simpleton.
Kalli’s knees ached on the harsh rock so she stood up, stretching them,
reasoning she’d have plenty of time to kneel before the Oracle finally arrived.


The old woman’s buckled fingers scrabbled
over the few items on the altar, settling on a dusty chipped cup, which she
spat in, before rubbing it on her filthy tunic. Kalli turned her back and
wondered how much longer she was expected to wait. Maybe the Oracle had changed
her mind and she wasn’t going to see her. It was only the knowledge that an
expectant Hanifah waited outside, that kept Kalli were she was.


A cup of murky liquid was thrust into her
hands by the crone and she nearly dropped it in surprise. She hadn’t heard her
approach. The woman made urgent gestures for her to drink up, but knowing where
the cup had just been, Kalli faked ignorance, not wanted to offend the woman
but not wanting to taste the foul drink. But the crone was insistent, so Kalli
lifted the cup, hoping to pacify her by pretending to drink. As Kalli tilted
her head back, the crone shoved the base of the cup, so that the liquid
splashed up into her mouth. Kalli jumped away from the crazy woman, dropping
the cup so it spilled onto the floor between them, wiping her lips and spitting
out the offending liquid.


The crone stood there watching her as if
waiting for something, and Kalli found the slippery gaze of her uneven crossed
eyes unnerving. Kalli blinked, her eyes blurred as the old woman waved in and
out of focus; had she been drugged? With a conscious struggle, Kalli shook her
head, and when she looked again, the crone was gone, replaced by a star of
lavender light, pulsing violet at its core. Feelings of warmth and goodness
radiated from the light, and Kalli sensed the force of wisdom, far older than
she could imagine. She blinked again, and this time she saw the crone overlaid
with the lavender light, and she couldn’t help whispering, “You’re beautiful!”


The Oracle smiled at her and Kalli felt
like she’d been blessed with a special screening of the sun. In a melodic
voice, the Oracle said, “At last, one with the sight. I have been waiting a
long time for you.”


With Kalli’s next blink, she lost the
lavender vision, and saw only the crone before her, but this time she
recognized her as the Oracle’s earthly shell. Her gaze fell on the damp patch
at her feet and regret filled her; what would she have seen if she’d sculled
the entire cupful.


The Oracle placed her middle finger between
Kalli’s eyes and intoned, “If you fulfill your destiny you will change the
destinies of generations. There are many who will try to stop you; your path is
fraught with dangers, and not only from those who oppose you. The goddesses
need you to prove your worthiness; you must travel alone through the Glowing
Blue Sands and overcome the challenges within. Succeed and the ancient
knowledge of the Big Lion will be revealed to you. Armed with this knowledge
you can bring down the priesthood, and save your sister from the Ferrasium.”


Kalli gasped. “What will happen to Bibian
if I fail?”


“The priests will kill her, as you’ll be
dead.”


She stewed over the Oracle’s words.
“Destiny isn’t giving me much choice.”


The Oracle removed her hand. “No, you are
destiny’s pawn; you must play its way or be discarded. Your personal desires
don’t enter into the equation. But at least you both want the same thing; to
remove the priesthood’s stranglehold.”


Kalli had to agree, knowing she’d do
anything in her power to protect Bibian, but the magnitude of the task daunted
her. How was she, one girl, supposed to bring down the entire priesthood’s
empire?


Crippled fingers gently squeezed Kalli’s
shoulders as the Oracle said, “Always trust in yourself, look at everything
twice, and use your gift, as you have the power.”


Kalli felt as if a transfusion of energy
was being poured into her through the Oracle’s hands. The whole world sprang
alive; vivid colors splashed into her vision, she tasted textures in the air,
her ears rang with sounds unheard moments before. Senses overwhelmed, she
staggered within the Oracle’s embrace and her overloaded eyes fixed onto the
Oracle’s cross-eyed ones. But this time she glimpsed universes within the green
and blue spheres, and before her thoughts reeled away into oblivion, she asked
the Oracle, “Why do you reside in such a crippled body?”


“Because someone must relinquish their
life, and although the Bera-Bera are never short of volunteers, as they see
this role as the highest destiny, I try to use each body for as long as
possible, so I don’t squander their precious gift. This body serves me well;
I’ve grown quite fond of it, almost like a pair of comfortable but well worn
slippers.”


Kalli didn’t realize she’d fallen asleep until
she was woken up by Hanifah’s insistent shaking. There was no sign of the
Oracle, and she wondered if she’d dreamed the whole episode. Her legs wobbled
and she had to lean on Hanifah to exit the cave. The bright sunlight stung her
like a thousand pointed barbs, and she had to screw her eyes shut. Hanifah
guided her with a steady hand and said, “The Oracle said it would take you a
few days to adjust to your altered sensitivity.”


Barely registering her, Kalli stumbled to
the ground and rolled into a ball, trying to shut off the rush as her mind was
bombarded with whirling images, thoughts and sounds. Raw pain slashed every
nerve ending as if they had been set on fire, and Kalli lost all sense of
herself.


 



Chapter Fifty


She woke, still groggy in mind and body,
not knowing how many days had passed since she’d seen the Oracle. The way she
perceived the world had dramatically changed, and overloaded by her heightened
senses, everything had been reduced to a confusing blur. Shades of purple
overlaid everything; from the palest lavender to the mellowest violet, to the
darkest purple covered sand, rock, donkey and people. Her own body exuded a
glowing purple aura and when she peered at others she saw fainter hues
surrounding them. She remembered snippets; being loaded onto her donkey, being
spoon fed and Hanifah’s stern face, but nothing of the journey. A bowl of
barley soup was pressed into her hands; listlessly she held it, not feeling
hungry, but Hanifah arrived and took charge. “Drink!”


Kalli was too weak to argue with her, so
she took a cautious sip and nearly dropped the bowl in surprise as a whirlwind
of flavors assaulted her taste buds. Her hold on reality dissolved as her mind
spun away, losing herself, to be reborn as a stalk of barley, roots stretching
downwards into the fertile black soil. A gentle wind caressed the field,
shaking her, while the warming sun shared its life-giving rays. She wanted to
sink into the soil, ride the wind, and …


The slap brought her back, to find
Hanifah’s face studying her from only a few inches away. Hanifah said, “If you
want to survive, you’ll have to learn how to control your senses.”


“How?”


Hanifah replied, “You need something to
centre yourself with, so when you find yourself slipping away, you can focus on
that instead and bring yourself back. It has to be something significant to
you: shamans use the images of totem animals; priests use idols of their gods,
and the insane use pain. Find something; I’ll stay with you, while you
practice.”


At the mention of pain, Kalli realized her
nails were digging cruelly into the soft part of her palms and she unclenched
her hands. She tried visualizing the faces of her family, only to be bought
back each time by Hanifah’s slaps. With stinging cheeks, she sadly noted to
herself she was having trouble remembering exactly how they looked. But another
face kept materializing in crystal clear detail, even though she tried to
suppress it. After several minutes passed without the need to hit her, Hanifah
stood up declaring, “Good, you’ve found your centre.”


Kalli wanted to protest, disturbed that the
image her mind had chosen was of Sakhir’s fine features, but she kept silent.
She didn’t want Hanifah to know who she was thinking about.


Hanifah returned carrying inkpots and a
spear-shaped needle. “Destiny has chosen you, so you may now be honored by
bearing the mark.”


With each hurtful tap of the needle on her
thigh, Kalli concentrated on Sakhir’s image, and her hand clenched the bracelet
in her pocket. When the tattoo was finished Hanifah wiped away the blood,
revealing a delicate blend of purple and green ink; a perfect windflower.


Hanifah grasped Kalli’s chin, tilting her
face upwards, looked deeply into her eyes, and told her, “Until now only the
Bera-Bera have worn the windflower; don’t bring dishonor upon it.”


Kalli could only blink her eyes in
acknowledgement; her jaw was being gripped too tightly to nod. After a long
moment Hanifah abandoned her hold.


Around them the camp had been efficiently
dismantled and packed up. Maali approached, leading Hanifah’s ride as well as
his own, and after he’d passed the reins over, he dug into his saddle bag,
retrieving a full waterskin which he dropped next to Kalli with a grin.
Gratefully she smiled her thanks, as she craned her neck around, wondering where
her donkey was. The tribe began to move off as Hanifah mounted, and Kalli felt
pangs of unease when she saw her donkey, fully laden, trot past with the other
pack animals.


She jumped to her feet and whirled at
Hanifah, “What’s going on?”


Hanifah’s face split into a smile and that
really worried Kalli. “It’s time for you to pursue your destiny, as we must
follow ours.”


Pure panic raged through Kalli’s veins.
“You can’t just leave me!”


The smile left Hanifah’s face and for a
moment Kalli thought Hanifah was going to dismount, but the older woman merely
unwrapped one of her fringed shawls and threw it at Kalli. “You will need this
where you are going.” And then she nudged her ride to move off.


Kalli gripped the dark shawl like it was a
life-line, stumbled after Hanifah, and pleaded, “Where am I going?”


Impatience was etched into every line on
Hanifah’s face as she paused. “The Oracle said you must travel through the
Glowing Blue Sands alone, as destiny has set you a challenge. The Bera-Bera
won’t interfere with your destiny, so from now on you are on your own. May the
Goddesses bless you.”


It dawned on Kalli that they were really
going to leave without her. Her first impulse was to run after them, screaming,
begging them to take her with them, but a nodule of pride stilled her legs and
tongue; she knew enough about the stubborn Bera-Bera ways to know they wouldn’t
change their minds. It was only when Hanifah was about to disappear over the
rise that Kalli called out, “Which way to the Blue Sands?”


Hanifah’s voice carried back to her as she
vanished among the dunes. “Destiny will show you the way, follow the signs.”


And then the Bera-Bera were gone.


#


Foluke couldn’t believe his luck as he
watched the caravan go, leaving the girl behind. But he waited, exercising
caution, not wanting to repeat Barika’s fatal mistake by being too hasty. He’d
argued with Barika against setting the ambush in the canyon, but his late
companion had always been a risk taker, and this time the gamble hadn’t paid
off. Foluke had every intention of killing the girl but he wanted to make sure
he survived, so he could collect his debt price off the High Priest. So he
hunkered down in the sand, the hykas lying behind him, and waited.


From a distance, it would’ve been easy to
mistake the girl for a boy with her hacked off hair but a breeze stirred,
blowing her loose clothing against her lean torso, exposing the outline of two
small, but definitely womanly bumps. Usually Foluke enjoyed women with abundant
curves like his dusky skinned countrywomen, but there was something oddly
compelling about the pale girl, and his loins gave a twinge as he tried to
remember when he’d last had a woman; too long. The High Priest had only
stipulated he wanted her dead surely he wouldn’t care if Foluke used her first.
He grinned as he warmed to the idea, as no one but the hykas would know what
had befallen the girl before she died.


With renewed interest he watched her
movements. After the caravan left she’d paced up and down the dune wearing-in a
sand trail and knotting the scarf in her hands, until stomping back to her
meager belongings, and flinging herself down onto the sand. A gust of sand
briefly obscured her, and Foluke studied the sky, reading the familiar signs, a
dust storm was brewing. Experienced in how quickly the desert weather could
erupt, Foluke steered the hykas under the nearest rocky overhang, then wedged
his large frame into the crack, presenting his back to the storm. Within
moments sand battered into him and he wondered if the sand was going to deprive
him of his fun with the girl. She’d been in an exposed position and obviously
lacked desert sense; her chances of survival were thin.


His dogs whined, so he nestled them closer,
whispering comforting words to them. Reasoning, if she perished in the dust it
saved him from blooding his spear, and he’d just have to wait a while longer to
have a woman. As the storm intensified, for amusement, he played over in his
mind several different scenarios of how he’d make her scream if he got the
chance. He hoped to find her alive when the storm abated.


 



Chapter Fifty-One


Kalli scrambled beneath Hanifah’s scarf,
huddling up into a tight bundle, almost burrowing into the ground. The dust
fought its way under her coverings; stinging her eyes, choking her throat, clogging
her nose, and rasping in her ears. Her senses shrieked at the overload, part of
her wanting to fly away become one with the wild wind, but her thigh throbbed,
her fresh tattoo bled, and the pain kept her grounded. To be sure, she
concentrated on images of Sakhir’s face. It worked, muting the pull of the
storm. Once she thought she heard dogs yipping, but the roar of the sandstorm
soon drowned out all other sounds.


She must have fallen asleep, slowly
becoming aware that her body ached with added weight, and it was quiet. She
heaved upwards, cascading a fountain of sand off her half submerged body, and
spitting out a meal’s worth of grit as she excavated for the waterskin. Once
found, she took a long slug before finally shrugging off the shawl and gazing
around.


Daylight dazzled as it bounced off the
saffron sand and azure sky, as if the dust storm had only been in her dreams.
Then her gaze snagged on a flaw in the smooth sand. Only three paces from her,
lay tracks, big tracks, and though she wasn’t an expert in animal markings,
she’d come close enough in the Ferrasium to recognize lion prints when she saw
them. Fascinated, she crouched down by them, placing her hand in the mould, but
the impressions were so big she could have placed both hands within one paw
print; this lion was a monster. The unnerving tracks led away in a clear line
toward the horizon. Kalli gathered her few belongings, tied the shawl around
her head and began to follow the tracks, deciding destiny must have a sense of
humor, to send such a blatant sign; for what else could it be?


At the top of the first dune she thought
she heard something behind her, but when she glanced back, all she could see
was the barren landscape. She shrugged off the strange sensation, pegging it to
her overactive senses, and with one hand clenched on the waterskin and the
other on her bracelet, she took a deep breath, before taking the first step,
beginning her trek into the unknown, following the mysterious lion tracks. She
wasn’t sure she was doing the right thing, but what else could she do? Fear
bubbled with excitement in her veins; what if she caught up with what was
making the tracks?


#


Foluke watched her go. Leisurely
stretching, he’d let her get a few hours ahead before following; her trail
would be easy to find. His plan was to let her tire herself out; that way she’d
be less trouble when he caught up with her that night. He hadn’t forgotten she
was the one who had skewered Barika with his own spear, she was more dangerous
than she appeared. A wide smile crept across his lips as the thrill of the hunt
stirred; he lived for this feeling; that’s why he’d chosen to be an assassin.
He loved his work.


One of the hykas softly whined and Foluke
nudged it quiet with his foot. Sometimes the wild dogs were a hindrance on a
mission, but he liked how most people were intimidated by them, especially
clients who might have been less reliable about paying up their accounts.
Usually one look at the hykas razor teeth had them hustling to open up their
purses. He dug out of his pouch two leather muzzles. Worn smooth with use, he
slipped them over the dog’s snouts; he didn’t want an ill-timed bark alerting
the girl. With a pointed hand, he silently directed the dogs to lie down in the
shade of an outcrop before he settled next to them, planning to sleep until
late afternoon, when the sun was less fierce, and then he’d catch up with his
quarry.


#


Darkness swallowed up the lion tracks,
forcing Kalli to abandon her quest until morning, hoping that the trail would
still be there. Thirst nagged at her but she only allowed herself a sip, barely
enough to moisten her dry throat, aware that her dwindling water supply had to
be rationed if she had any hope of survival.


She lowered herself into a slight hollow by
a rock, propped her back against the stony shelter, and let tiredness seep over
her. The cold gnawed at her, so she swathed herself in the scarf; she didn’t
have the ingredients to light or sustain a fire so there would be no warming
fire tonight.


A lone tear slipped down her cheek, but she
furiously scrubbed it away, and sucked back the sob stuck in her throat; she
wouldn’t cry. She was alone, cold and ensnared in events she didn’t understand,
but at least she wasn’t dead, impaled on a sword, staring fish-eyed into the
Ferrasium’s tiers as her blood leached the sand crimson. Solemnly, she vowed
that as long as she had breath she’d struggle on, because Bibian’s life was at
stake.


Nearby a stone skittered, making her heart
lurch, sending her hand scrambling for Meretiti’s little knife. Clasping it in
both hands, she peered out into the night, straining her ears for another
sound, but all was quiet. Cocking her head, she listened for several minutes,
but nothing stirred. Unsatisfied, she drew within herself and pushed out with
her senses. Within a heartbeat, her head smacked backwards into the rock with a
mighty wallop, snapping her back into herself. Stunned, she tried to understand
what she’d tapped into; at first, waves of a malignant nature had bombarded
her, but then a second force, more than benign, had smashed through the evil
one. The sensation had only lasted an instant, but it left Kalli’s mind
reeling.


With one hand she gingerly touched the back
of her head where it had connected with the rock, but it was the inside that
throbbed. Still holding the knife, warily she peered intently into the silent
desert for a long time. Eventually she lowered the knife, but kept it close,
surmising some animal had caused the noise.


What she encountered with her senses was a
complete mystery to her. Shaken, she huddled closer into the shawl, wondering
if there was something evil out there just beyond her vision or was it a cosmos
away? And what was the other force? She firmly gripped the bracelet and
visualized Sakhir, not game to reopen her senses least she was sucked back into
the void. Barely able to keep control, she’d been stupid to experiment with
something she didn’t understand; cautioning herself not to try that again.
Unsettled she sat late into the night, listening for the signature sounds of
someone or something creeping around but the night remained peaceful, until
finally her eyelids felt like they were weighted with lead, and shuttered down,
blocking out all conscious thoughts.


#


Foluke had frozen against the ground, his
dark form melting into the shadows, and had silently cursed the loose stone
until it rattled to a stop. He heard a curious thump from the girl’s direction,
but didn’t risk a look at the girl in case the whites of his eyes betrayed his
location. A long time passed without incident before he sneaked a look.


The girl was slumped against a rock, armed
with a small blade, but as he watched, her eyelids fluttered shut and her
fingers relaxed by sleep, uncurled from around the hilt until the blade
slithered into the sand. Patient as a cat stalking a mouse, he lay unmoving for
several minutes, watching the sleeping girl’s chest rise and fall while small
moans escaped her cracked lips. She was in a deep sleep, the kind only
experienced by those suffering from exhaustion; she was at her most vulnerable
and it was time for him to act.


Silently he crept forward until he stood
looming over her comatose body, savoring the view, and his thoughts warred over
what delicious thing he’d do to her first. He reached out a hand and cupped a tuft
of her pale hair. In the moonlight against his dark skin, it looked like it had
been spun out of gold, and excitement built in him as he pictured her naked.


A rustle, barely louder than a whisper,
pricked his ears and he dropped her hair, turning to look over his shoulder.
Had the hykas gotten loose? He’d muzzled them before securely staking them, a
hundred paces away. The noise didn’t repeat itself so he switched his
attentions back to the girl. The thought of her slight, pale frame against the
bulk of his, had his manhood swelling, and it knocked against the rough
confines of his loincloth. He grinned as he lunged for her ankles.


 



Chapter Fifty-Two


Sakhir whipped a shawl over the assassin’s
head, dragging him back, away from the sleeping girl. He hadn’t unsheathed his
blades in case the noise alerted the assassin, but as the much larger man
bucked beneath him, Sakhir regretted his decision, wishing he had some hard
steel at the ready. But as Sakhir struggled to keep the assassin blinded, he
kept their momentum going away from Kalli. The last thing Sakhir needed was
Kalli to wake up; he didn’t want her putting herself within the deadly reach of
the assassin. Each step cost Sakhir precious energy, sweat coursed off his
brow, and his hands trembled with the strain. 


Sakhir’s foot slipped on a loose rock. As
he flailed about, trying to stay upright, the assassin erupted out of the
shawl, both hands grasping his huge spear which he thrust at Sakhir’s heart.
Sakhir barely managed to pull out his curved dagger and meet the attack head
on. The impact jarred, he ground his back teeth and grit his guts, and felt
like a bell that had been rung.


He sucked in a ragged breath, adjusted his
grip, and greeted the next strike with more confidence. He didn’t forget his goal
in wanting to draw the assassin far away from Kalli and when the assassin’s
spear whipped back, he scrambled away, nearly cracking a grin when the assassin
followed him; Kalli was out of sight.


The assassin stalked him, his spear dancing
in his hand, waiting for a gap to appear in Sakhir’s defenses. No emotion
radiated from the dark man, and Sakhir knew this was purely business for the
assassin, and that Sakhir was merely an annoying obstacle that needed to be
removed. A spike of fear jabbed through Sakhir, as he realized, the only way to
stop this man was to kill him, because if he failed, then Kalli would taste the
spear next.


As if reading his thoughts, the assassin
jumped forward and rained a frenzy of blows at him. Sakhir struggled to dodge
the intensified attack, his movements raw and clumsy against the polished ways
of the assassin. But always Sakhir shuffled back, further into the desert, away
from Kalli, planning as a last resort that if he saw his end coming, he would
yell out and hope Kalli had enough sense to run away from the noise, and not to
it.


The ground began to slope downwards and
loose pebbles slithered under his feet like a river of tiny snakes. The
assassin loomed above him and as Sakhir lost his balance, he lunged upwards,
and with one hand snagged the assassin’s leg and dragged him over the ledge.
Together they spiraled down the slope in a jumble of limbs and Sakhir’s dagger
was ripped from his grasp.


They smashed into a boulder. A heavy weight
crushed Sakhir, catapulting all the air out of his lungs and for a second,
dizziness was all he knew. He fought against it, forcing his lungs to open up
and suck in a breath. Shakily he pushed at the heavy weight until the
assassin’s body flopped onto the ground. Cautiously he went to check for vital
signs but when he saw the massive spear protruding out of the assassin’s chest,
he knew Kalli had no more to fear from this man.


It took him a long time to scramble back up
the slope, pausing on the way to find his dagger, which he tucked into his hand.
There was one more job he needed it for tonight. He’d spotted the hykas earlier
in the night, but as they were tied up, he’d bypassed them. Now he planned to
eliminate them.


Carefully he approached the hykas, as even
restrained they were fierce, but when he reached the site all he found were
scraps of leather tied to a bush, and tracks leading away into the desert. He
thought about trailing them, but decided against it. Since they were muzzled,
they’d soon perish from thirst, hunger or predators; the desert didn’t tolerate
the weak, so he’d let destiny decide their fate.


Quietly he snuck back and peeked at Kalli;
she was asleep, but shivering underneath a shawl. He retraced his steps until
he found the shawl he’d used to waylay the assassin, and gently placed the
second shawl over her. She stirred, snuggling into the extra warmth but didn’t
wake. A strong temptation niggled at him to wake her, but a vision of loose
beads cascading out of her pocket to sprinkle the sand with bright droplets,
stayed his hand. Reminding him she was only a child, she had chosen not to
weave a bracelet, indicating she wasn’t yet ready to embrace womanhood, and he
was honor bound to respect her wishes. Also she had a destiny to fulfill; he
had to let her go her own way.


Absently he rubbed his hand where her knife
had nicked him before he reluctantly turned away from her, melting back into
the shadows. He paused once to pull something out of his pack, pressing the
plait of yellow hair up to his cheek, where he breathed in the remnant of her
smell.


 



Chapter Fifty-Three


Ahmose gripped her bent fingers
reassuringly as they crossed the narrow gangplank onto the swaying deck. Her
newly dyed black hair was hidden under a heavy veil, and the sober, voluminous
robes disguised her womanly figure perfectly. Curious sailors glanced their way
as they navigated the obstacle laden deck in the predawn gloom.  Ahmose leaned
close to her, gently squeezed her hand and said loudly, “Come mother, we’ve
nearly reached your cabin.”


She was probably close to him in age but
due to her horrific injuries, it had been easier for him to pass her off as
older. He would have liked to have stayed longer in Wasset, until she was
better healed, but friends with ears in useful places, informed him that the
net was tightening in on him. Word was that someone with a lot of money and
influence wanted to know who had killed Makara, and Ahmose didn’t have to
stretch his mind too far to connect the High Priest into the equation. He knew
that when enough coin was offered, tongues tended to loosen, so he’d organized
passage to Zowtie.


His real mother would take in this woman,
and then he could return to finish off Seraphis. He’d expected some outcry
about the woman, as she’d been spirited away from Seraphis’ dungeons, but his
subtle inquiries revealed nothing. She’d obviously troubled Seraphis for him to
have tortured her, maybe she was simply another prostitute, caught up in the
High Priest’s evil pleasures as his poor sister had been. The woman whimpered
softly in her throat, and guiltily he lessened the pressure on her fingers.


Missing her tongue, she couldn’t speak, and
although they had sorted out a rough sign language, all he could glean from her
was that she couldn’t remember who she was or why she’d been in Seraphis’ dungeons.
Ahmose hoped time would heal her memory along with her ravaged body. Maybe
she’d reveal knowledge that would help them kill the priest, but Ahmose had a
more selfish reason for taking her to his mother. He dreaded the moment he’d
have to tell his mother of Tuya’s fate, but having someone so needy to nurse
would occupy his mother, and hopefully blunt her grief.


He settled the woman into the bunk; he’d
paid extra for a private cabin, as the fewer prying eyes that saw them leave,
the better. The walk to the boat had exhausted the crippled woman; gratefully
she drank down the vial of poppy juice, letting it wash her away into oblivion.
Her lids fluttered shut over her unusual pale eyes, and he waited until her
breathing was an even rhythm before he left the cabin, locking it behind him.


On deck, he settled himself against the
railing, trying to appear casual as he surveyed the wharf for any signs of
pursuit. As the bobbing water quietly lifted the boat away from the bustling
docks, Ahmose released a sigh. Out of one of his many pockets he pulled a
yellow rose; for a moment he spun the perfect bloom between his fingers, then
closed his eyes, offering up a silent prayer. Tears blurred his vision, but
through the watery cloud he could still make out the soaring towers of the
temple. Sunlight glinted off the electrum tinged flagpoles and golden obelisk
tips, while the gaiety of the flapping flags mocked his sorrow. He bit back a
cry, his fist clenching the stem until the thorns drew beads of blood, and he
silently vowed he would avenge his sister. Then he pressed the flower to his
lips, kissing its delicate petals before casting it over the side, whispering,
“Farewell Tuya.”


 



Chapter Fifty-Four


Dekka threaded his way through the city
streets, familiar with every corner, alley, and cobblestone, because he’d
walked this path every day for months. He paused by the river and watched as
another boat slipped on to the water’s flow. The city’s stench had never waned
in his sensitive nostrils, and if it wasn’t for his daily sorties into the
surrounding countryside where he mapped out the landmarks, he knew he’d have
gone crazy.


Some of the younger hunters happily scoured
the city environs, discovering where each street led, listening at street
corners and market stalls, or watching the endless surge of people swelling in
and out of the city gates. Necia gobbled up the information each night and sent
them back out the next day. Dekka never felt clean among the seething mass of
people and he wondered if his soul would ever rid itself of the city’s taint.


When they’d first arrived in Wasset, Necia
had simply chosen an abandoned hovel and moved in, installing Vision-maker in
the main room. Dekka couldn’t bear the enclosing walls, and chose to sleep on
the roof where he could see the stars. At first, strange looks had been tossed
their way, but within days gifts were quietly left outside their door. A jug of
goat’s curds, a fresh loaf of bread, a string of river fish, and sweet figs had
all made an appearance. The city was filled with contrasts; kindness and
cruelty battled each other and Dekka never knew what to expect from its
inhabitants.


A coquettish voice hailed him. “Halfman!
For a silver I’ll make a whole man out of you.”


Dekka ignored the whore; he found their
garishly painted faces and soft bodies’ grotesque. He knew some of the other
hunters regularly took up the whores invitations and he shuddered inside; how
could love be bought and sold? He longed for his mate.


The whore trailed after him. “Half a
silver?”


He took a moment to study her; she looked
hungry, so he flicked a coin at her and kept walking. She caught the coin and
when he didn’t stop, she yelled, “Hey, what about it?”


Dekka ignored her, so she slipped the coin
away, shrugged and went back to her corner. He had plenty of coins, because
Necia had organized the hunters to entertain the market crowds with
demonstrations of their bow skills. The crowds oohed and ahhed as their arrows
thudded into the targets and in appreciation, they showered coins at them. The
hunters no longer hunted. Dekka didn’t like the coins that could be exchanged
for anything; it didn’t seem real. A couple of the younger hunters were already
talking of bringing their families here to settle. Why couldn’t Necia see the
bad influence city dwelling was doing to the tribesmen, and when would they go
home?


 



Chapter Fifty-Five


Kalli squinted at the relentless sun,
confusion furrowing her brow; shouldn’t the sun be on her other side? In defeat
she flopped onto her knees, the only thing she was sure of was that she’d
wasted precious energy going around in circles. A few days back the clear lion
prints had petered out, leaving her stranded among the sea of dunes, and from
then on she’d wandered aimlessly.


Since the first night on her own, she wondered
if she’d gone insane, or if she was already in delirium’s death grip, as she’d
woken to find a second shawl draped over her. At first she’d thought the
Bera-Bera had returned, but all the sand revealed was a puzzling array of
shuffle marks. She’d begun to explore a stony slope close by, but a lion’s roar
had gouged the dawn and she’d hastily resumed her trek, following the sound
before she lost track of its direction.


Disorientation wasn’t her only worry, she
was so thirsty she felt like her body was so brittle that all it would take
would be one punch, and she’d fracture apart like a piece of dropped pottery.
She still clutched the waterskin but she’d wrung the last tepid droplet out of
it hours before. It was only hope that she’d be able to refill it that stopped
her from tossing the empty vessel away. She scanned the scarce horizon for
foliage, where she could dig out roots to suck, but only a smooth expanse of
sand lay before her.


From above a shadow flickered over her,
quickly followed by another, then another. Kalli stretched her gaze upwards
toward the circling birds, loathing foamed inside her as the ugly creatures
drew closer, making her wish for a bow; right now she’d be willing to try raw
vulture to slake her thirst. With a grunt she winched herself up onto her feet;
she had to keep moving, as two four legged predators were also shadowing her.
They hadn’t come close enough for her to see which type of animal they were,
but they loped like hunters and she knew they would attack when they sensed she
was most vulnerable. Even though it would be useless against jaws used to
tearing flesh into strips, she kept Meretiti’s knife handy.


Randomly she picked a direction and forced
her feet to take step after step. She could only hope destiny wouldn’t have had
her come all this way to have her perish now. Each breath hurt, feeling like
the air had turned into barbed vines that caught and ripped in the desert that
was her throat. A stinging headache bit deeper into her temples, and her vision
swam in and out of focus as she struggled to fight off the pounding waves of
dizziness. She chanted to herself –just one more step, one more step, one more
step.


Sand burned her palms and she realized
she’d collapsed; she couldn’t remember falling but when she lifted her head up,
her four-legged shadows were only ten paces away. In other circumstances she
might have felt sorry for them; muzzles bound their snouts, only allowing their
tongues to squeeze out a tiny gap where they darted in and out, vainly trying
to cool themselves down. Scratches marred their faces where they’d attempted to
scrape the muzzles off, but all Kalli could feel was relief that the muzzles
were firmly in place when she caught their thirst-maddened stares.


She’d only seen drawings of hykas before,
and up close they looked every inch the vicious killers they were reputed to
be. Oddly, collars circled their necks, but they displayed no sign of tameness.
Even without the use of their jaws, the hykas could still inflict serious harm
with their razor claws. The beasts crept closer and Kalli slipped the small
knife into her hand, jumped to her feet and thrust the knife at the wild dogs,
screaming, “Yah!”


Warily the hykas darted back a few steps,
but when she threatened them a second time, they stood their ground; hunger
overcoming their fear. Low growls rumbled from them, and Kalli saw their back
legs tense, ready to spring. She was going to have to fight the pair of them.
Frustration ripped through her and she yelled at them, “Come on! Let’s get this
over with.”


Her hoarse cry stopped them like they’d
rammed into a brick wall, and for several moments they paused, milling around
in uncertain circles, sniffing the air, until their courage returned. Then both
hykas barreled toward her, and Kalli had to resist the temptation to turn and
scarper. She stood her ground, grimly clenching her knife, waiting for the
impact.


Rushes of yellow and brown erupted on her
right side and the hykas were somersaulting through the air, as the two
lionesses smacked into them. The big cats pounced and pinned the dogs down with
their bulk, the hykas screeching as the cats laid open their bellies with
scalpel strokes. Blood bubbled into a scarlet river that poured from the
hideous wounds and the hykas fell silent. Kalli dry heaved, as the lionesses
smeared their whiskers red as they licked at the thickening pools.


She knew there was no way she could outrun
them but Kalli took a step back. As soon as she moved, one of the lionesses
bounded behind her, blocking her escape. The cat didn’t attack but herded her
toward a carcass, and Kalli’s senses told her that these animals had been sent
to help her. The lioness stared at Kalli then dipped her head and lapped at the
blood. When Kalli didn’t move, the lioness repeated the action, but this time
added a rumbling growl. Still Kalli didn’t budge, but revulsion grew as she
realized the lioness wanted her to feed too. As if scolding a troublesome cub,
the lioness’ tail swept forward knocking Kalli to her knees. 


The scent of the big cat was a sharp spike
in her nasal passages, combined with the coppery odor from the congealing blood
and Kalli gagged. The cat growled and a heavy paw thudded into her back,
shoving her face into the gore. Horrified, her mouth opened to scream but warm
blood flooded into her mouth, drowning out her cry. Her parched tongue wallowed
in the moisture, and before conscious thoughts formed, reflex action took over,
and she was lapping at the blood like a starved bat. She let her animal
instincts override her disgust, sucking in as much of the life-giving substance
as she could.


Eventually she came back to herself to find
she was leaning against the dead hyka like it was a pillow. She shot to her
feet, struggling against the strong urge to puke as she took stock of her
surroundings. There was no sign of the lionesses or their tracks, and night was
looming. She swallowed back the bile, acknowledging how much stronger she felt.
She thought of Bibian as she scraped lumps of the blood into her waterskin; for
her sister’s sake she must do whatever it took to survive. She shivered as the
night settled, then dragged the hykas’ corpses closer together and nestled
between their rigid backs; at least she’d be warm tonight. Destiny had provided
for her, but she could only wonder what the morning would bring.


#


Kalli flung the rancid waterskin into the
sand where it landed with a hollow thump, raising a purple wave of flies, which
had attached themselves to its sticky remains. Shuddering, she strode away from
its putrid smell; it had been two hard days since the lionesses had killed the
hykas and she was back in strife, growing weak with no water or food. Hunger
pains ripped through her empty belly, stopping her in her tracks, and she
doubled over as a spasm shook her frame. She wanted to lick her cracked lips,
but her tongue was so desiccated, it flopped about in her mouth like a dried
sardine, and each swallow tore at her throat. Her vocal chords had shriveled up
like raisins, and the only sound she could force out of them was a choking
gasp.


The spasm passed, but her legs refused to
walk. They folded up, dumping her onto the ground where she landed on a jagged
rock. Frowning, she dug out the rock and hurled it away, but a hot pain
ricocheted up her thigh, and as she clutched her stinging leg, she saw a black
shadow with pinchers, skittering away. The reddening bite mark was marred by
only one drop of her blood, but already she could feel the poison racing toward
her heart.


With shaking fingers she pulled out her
small knife and slashed at the bite, but it was like she was moving in slow
motion. Wooziness filled her head like she was an empty cup and a lethargic
wave swamped her limbs, paralyzing them. Her gaze slipped off the bite and
snagged on the bright splash of purple on her thigh; the windflower tattoo, and
her final thought before passing out, was to wish that the flower was real.


#


Strange colored dreams fevered her sleep
and she woke with a jolt. A strong wind was tugging at her clothing. Her mind
was still fuzzy but a smoldering pain in her thigh kept her from passing out,
and when she inspected it, she found the bite had swollen into an angry, red
sore. Cramps rippled out from the wound and when she tried to stand, her leg
buckled and she crashed back down.


Patches of softness cushioned her fall,
startling her, and when she searched around she discovered she was lying in a
pool of flowers; windflowers. A rainbow of hues swamped her color-starved
senses, and with wonderment she delicately plucked up the flowers, holding them
up to her face and breathing in their sweet fragrances. She dredged her memory
for the meaning of each color.


Sustenance was red, and with no sense of
decorum she stuffed several of the bright blooms into her mouth. As she chewed,
the flowers dissolved into nectar which slipped down her ravaged throat,
soothing and smoothing, and with her eyes half-closed, she groaned with
pleasure; never had anything tasted so good.


She savored every drop and within a couple
of swallows she felt revitalized; her thirst and hunger banished, her mind
sharpened like a sword’s point. Next she picked out a green bloom, crushed it
with one bite, and within moments the swelling disappeared until only a red dot
remained to mark the spot she’d been bitten. Kalli flexed her leg, her muscles
responded with fluid motion, and she couldn’t help the smile bursting on to her
lips; it felt wonderful to be whole again.


Hastily she harvested the remaining
flowers, placing them on to a shawl, which she bundled up and tied securely
around her middle. With renewed vigor, she tackled the next dune, scaling its
slippery slope in record time. At the top she paused, hunting for any clue that
would point her in the right direction to the Blue Sands. Only an ocean of
yellow dunes stretched out, filling the horizon in the failing light. Another
day was passing and she still had no idea of how to get there. Her euphoric
feelings deflated, and she slumped down to sit and watch the sun set. The first
stars appeared, and she viewed them, cradling her face in her hands. More stars
burst into the night until the whole sky glittered like a diamond crown.


Kalli sighed; how long could she wander in
the desert; would she ever see another soul, or was destiny playing some cosmic
joke she couldn’t understand, where she would eventually perish out here?
Bibian’s smiling face swam into her thoughts, and Kalli shoved her shoulders
back, resolve crystallizing deep in her gut; she was going to get out of here
so she could help Bibian.


In the darkness, she caught a flicker. It
was such a faint touch of blue that at first she thought she’d imagined it. She
trained her eyes on the distant spot and a flare of hope kindled inside her, as
the tinge of blue remained. It was far away, but Kalli shot to her feet, eager
to chase the glow, chiding herself on her stupidity; she should have been
looking for the blue glow in the darkness. She didn’t want to think about how
many days she’d wasted aimlessly bumbling about. From now on she’d sleep during
the heat of the day and travel by night, when she could see the glow. Patting
the shawl of windflowers Kalli strode into the night, toward the Blue Sands.
She was grateful to finally have a destination, but a small part of her mind
niggled at her; why did they glow and what was she supposed to do when she got
there?


 



Chapter Fifty-Six


Seraphis scrutinized the crowd from his
regal perch at the front of the temple. Thousands of candles illuminated the
temple hall and their musky incense permeated the air, masking the reek of the
common people.  He’d taken particular care with his appearance tonight; his
gold-threaded robe was of the finest linen and he’d chosen a mauve shade, not
the blatant purple which was reserved for the royals, but a shade close enough
to hint at his regal aspirations, but not be pinned down as forbidden. The
color suited him. He’d spent many hours in front of his polished bronze mirror
admiring how the purple tones flattered his features, and he relished the day
when he would openly wear the pharaoh’s special color.


His dark wig was an intricate maze of
plaits made from human hair, which glistened with almond oils and perfumes in
the candle light. Jewels embedded in chunks of gold, glittered on every finger
and he held in his right hand the stately emblem of his office; a golden staff
shaped with the body of a cobra, but the head of a snarling jackal.


He kept his face impassive as his
kohl-lined stare swept over the assembly; the temple hall was crammed, because
when they selected the apprentice priests from the novices, the priesthood allowed
their families to witness the ceremony. For most novices this would be the
first time they had seen their families since entering the temple grounds, and
this was the one chance the novices had to relinquish their priestly roles and
retain a small measure of respect. In the past, most had proudly accepted their
promotion with the blessing of their loved ones, but some caved into the pleas
from a family member or a disgruntled lover, to discard their priestly
aspirations and return home.


In the third row of the rabble Seraphis
spotted his ex-sister-in-law; the slovenly cow had her latest issue squawking
in her arms and he spied damp patches on her dress from her leaking teats. At
least she hadn’t brought her whole brood with her. Only her latest conquest
stood next to her, yawning, and Seraphis guessed he was probably only there to
make sure Rahera didn’t come home with them.


The bitch disgusted him and again he
wondered what his brother had seen in the wench. Successive pregnancies had
bloated and stretched her until her backside was larger than a constipated ox.
Years ago she’d been somewhat pleasing on the eye and after a few wines at his
brother’s wedding feast, Seraphis had taken the opportunity when he’d found her
alone in the kitchen, to slip a hand up her tunic. The uppity slut had slapped
him and it was only the interruption of a couple of other guests that had
stopped him from slapping her back. The memory of the affront still caused a
well of anger to simmer inside him. The cow stared in his direction, and
Seraphis thought she was probably chiding herself over her long lost
opportunity. She began flapping her wobbly arms at him, like he was some carpet
seller to be summoned to a back door. Without even a flicker of recognition he
cast his gaze away from her; she wasn’t worthy of his attention.


There was a ripple amongst the throng as a
man and child determinedly pushed their way to the front row. A few disgruntled
citizens started to admonish the pushy pair but one stern glare from the man
had them retreating back out of their way. The tall man was soberly garbed in
military attire, befitting his rank as an officer, and although the child was
concealed in a voluminous cloak and a dark wig, Seraphis didn’t need Drashedu’s
hissed whisper to confirm he was viewing Xandar’s father and younger sister, as
her pale eyes shone out like amber beacons among the dark-eyed flock.


With hooded eyes he observed them; the girl
was a mirror-image of her mother and from her sassy demeanor, he knew she was
going to be trouble. He wished he’d taken the earlier option of allowing
Drashedu’s agents to eliminate her. The First Scholar raised his eyebrows,
posing the unspoken question; did Seraphis want them removed?


Seraphis gave a short shake to his head;
there were temple guards liberally sprinkled throughout the hall he could
summon, but the last thing he wanted to do before the ceremony, was to cause a
commotion. He’d let events play out, and see what happened.


Mustering all his reserves of formal
pageantry, he stomped his staff of office three times on the marble tiles, and
like falling dominoes a wave of silence descended on the assembly. When it was
so quiet you could have heard a mouse scratching, Seraphis stood and addressed
them, “Hail, the light, the only way.”


His fingers turned into claws at the
crowd’s half-hearted response but he let no trace of his displeasure cross his
face; soon, when he was in total power, he’d have them groveling in the aisles,
begging to embrace his god.


Even-toned, he continued, “Tonight we bear
witness to those novices deemed worthy of acceptance into the priesthood.” He
turned to his left, his gaze raking over the cluster of brown-garbed novices,
he said, “If your name is called, move to the front, where you must make a
choice, either rejoin your family or say farewell to them, because once you
enter through those inner doors there’s no going back; you will then belong to
the priesthood forever. Your decision is irrevocable, so choose wisely … and
remember our mighty god doesn’t find favor with those that reject him.”


Slowly Seraphis retired to his chair to
observe the proceedings, as the First Scholar cautioned the novices. “If your
name isn’t called it means you are unworthy and you must vacate the temple
premises immediately. Don’t linger or attempt to re-enter for any reason, as it
would mean forfeiting your pitiful lives.”


The ceremony was just beginning and
Drashedu was already lathered in sweat, the perfume cone adorning his head had
already melted half away, dribbling into his matted wig. Seraphis shuddered at
Drashedu’s sloppiness, vowing that it was lucky that a sharp mind useful to
him, inhabited those multitudes of fatty layers.


A scribe shuffled forward, calling the
first name, and Seraphis settled back into the goose-filled cushions to wait;
these ceremonies were always filled with drama, but tonight he was only
interested in hearing one particular name.


#


Xandar couldn’t stop trembling and he
wasn’t sure if it was due to fear or excitement. Huddled at the rear of the
novices he couldn’t see much, but he clearly heard the scribe as he intoned
each name. He didn’t know why he was here, it had to be a mistake as he was
only in his first year. Only second and third year novices were ever inducted;
had the priests already decided he’d failed? But Rahera, who’d also been
nominated, turned his beaming face toward him, showing no signs of trepidation.


Slowly the group of novices thinned out,
giving Xandar room to see the proceedings. So far all the novices had chosen
the priesthood, with their family’s well wishes singing in their ears as they’d
pushed through the engraved door. But the next boy, wavered by the front pew,
indecision chiseled on his face as his head swiveled between the golden door
and his mother’s anxious expression. She pleaded to him, “Son, you’re needed at
home. We’ve been struggling since your father’s accident.”


With a sigh the boy gazed one final time at
the priests’ door, before stepping into his mother’s arms. She gripped him
tighter than a vice; barreling him through the subdued crowd to the exit as if
she was worried he’d bolt. He went quietly with her, but his shoulders were
slumped. His mother’s shrill voice informed the parting crowd as they left,
“Don’t look at me like that! He has eight younger brothers and sisters who need
him.”


In their wake, the previous sense of
festivity palled, and an air of unrest settled upon the crowd. The High Priest
stamped his staff and bellowed for the ceremony to continue, and the scribe
hurriedly barked another name. Three more boys joined the priestly ranks
without incident, but when the next name was called, a crab-faced girl,
clutching a squealing toddler under each plump arm, rushed to the front pew and
the summoned boy almost tripped on his robes as he ungraciously sprinted for
the golden door. Raucous laughter followed his ungainly departure as the girl
cursed him, using some words Xandar had never heard before. She was still
cursing, and her children were still crying as a temple guard ushered her
outside.


Then Rahera was called. With a wide grin,
he nipped Xandar’s arm and whispered, “I’ll be waiting for you on the other
side,” before striding forward. A plump woman jumped up and down, excitedly
screeching his name, but Rahera ignored her, going directly to the door, where he
disappeared from sight. Without his friend’s presence Xandar felt his
nervousness return. What if he wasn’t chosen, would he ever see Rahera again?


They called his name next. For a moment he
stood there, frozen with relief, but a familiar voice hollering his name
prompted his feet to move. Bibian’s girlish voice was babbling so fast he had
trouble understanding her words, but her meaning was clear; she wanted him to
leave the priesthood. Looking up, he caught his father’s earnest expression and
his soft words. “Come home with us, son.”


Xandar paused, feasting on their faces;
he’d missed his family and seeing only the two of them, rammed home to him that
his mother and older sister were really missing. Bibian’s chatter was nonstop
as she barely stopped to breathe, while his father didn’t speak again, but his
steady look said more than mere words ever would. Xandar didn’t know what to
do. He loved his family, and part of him wanted to go with them and their
familiarity, but another part of him wanted what the priesthood offered; among
them he could be a respected scholar. Before, he’d always been ostracized, but
here within the priesthood he was treated the same as everyone else, and for
the first time in his life he felt he belonged.


A furry white head popped out of Bibian’s
cloak and Kalechi enthusiastically licked Xandar’s hand. The friendly, doggy
gesture brought tears to his eyes; he’d missed the pup too. Bibian grasped his
hand. “You have to come with us!”


The scribe loudly cleared his throat,
impatiently tapping his quill against his list and said no louder than a hiss,
“Hurry up.”


Xandar swayed toward the front pew but
before he took a step, the golden door cracked open, outlining Rahera who stood
there, frowning. With his gaze riveted on Xandar, Rahera held out his hand,
silently imploring his friend to join him. Xandar felt like he was the frayed
rope in a tug of war; how could he choose?


#


Rahera battled to keep his grim thoughts
from showing on his face; a wild fury seethed like a stormy ocean through his
veins; his entire future rested on Xandar’s next move. Within a handshake, his
envisaged life of ease and prosperity in the priesthood could dissolve like
salt in water; he had to do something.


He took a moment to scrutinize the
situation so he could decide how to turn events to his advantage. Xandar’s
spoilt brat of a sister was clutching her brother’s hand, while her whining
voice pleaded for him to come home. The father was silent but his eyes were
locked on his son imploringly. The scribe was muttering at Xandar to hurry up,
his nervousness evident by the way he was chewing on his quill and darting
looks at the High Priest, in his chair above them, who attempted to display an
outward calm, ruined by the way his hand snaked up, and tugged on his ear. The
First Scholar quivered at his side, sending conflicting hand signals to the
temple guards, who steadily sharked their way through the crowd until some
stood in a knot behind Xandar’s kin, and others blocked the exits, waiting for
clear instructions.


Rahera studied Xandar’s tight face, knowing
the boy was cringing inside at being the centre of attention. The parasitic
sister was clinging onto her brother tighter than a leech in a fresh wound;
Rahera needed to severe that contact. He took one step forward, biting the
inside of his mouth until it bled, and then he did something he would have
vowed on a thousand altars he’d never do in public. With a trembling lip, he
let tears course down his face and he cried out to Xandar. When the confused
boy turned his face to him, Rahera beseechingly held out his hand, and said
with catch in his voice, “Come… brother.”


Xandar held his gaze, and Rahera took
another cautious step toward him as if he was an easily spooked lamb, and
whispered, “Please…my friend.”


As the boy twisted toward Rahera, the
sister lost her grip on his hand, and before she could ensnare him again,
Rahera leapt forward and grabbed Xandar. With a strength borne out of
desperation Rahera tugged Xandar toward the golden doors. At first the boy allowed
himself to be pulled along, casting distressed looks back at his sister who was
screaming worse than a banshee on heat but when they reached the door Xandar
stiffened. Rahera didn’t alter his momentum, but gritted his teeth and shoved
Xandar through the doors. Behind them the golden doors slammed shut and Rahera
heard the scrape as heavy bolts were slid across the other side; no one was
going back through those doors. Muffled cries from the disgruntled crowd
filtered through the doors as the High Priest abruptly declared the ceremony
over.


At his side Xandar was doubled over,
puffing as if no air was getting into his lungs and his doe eyes were brimming
with recriminations. Rahera didn’t give him a chance to speak; instead he
pointed at the group of new apprentices sporting freshly shaved heads. Gently
he clasped the boy’s hand, drawing him toward the smiling priests who waited
with razors and new soft yellow robes, saying, “This is our future.”


He smiled at Xandar, turning on the full
force of his charm, and under the onslaught the boy’s stony stare softened
until an answering smile tweaked his lips.


#


Dawn was rapidly approaching and Rahera
yawned as he ran an exploratory hand over his smooth head; the side lock of
youth gone. Between being inducted as a new apprentice priest and a clandestine
visit to his uncle, he’d had no time for sleep. He felt disgruntled, as he’d
expected his uncle to lavish praise upon him, but rather than acknowledge how
he’d saved the situation, his uncle had berated him, blaming him, stating that
the friendship bond between the two boys needed strengthening. Mistakenly,
Rahera had assumed that once they were apprentices, his job as Xandar’s handler
would be easier, but the High Priest had clearly expelled that fanciful notion,
and Rahera was instructed to fully ingrate himself with Xandar so that the boy
was totally dependent on him.


Once shaved, Xandar had eagerly immersed
himself in the night’s ceremonies, but he suspected the boy was harboring
resentment toward him for barreling him away from his family and Rahera knew he
needed to repair that wound before it festered. Hastily he’d hatched a plan,
and was now waiting for Xandar to show up. He’d left a scribbled note on the
exhausted boy’s pillow, asking him to meet him here on the roof before morning
prayers.


There was a definite shift in the darkness
and Rahera squirmed around searching for any sign of Xandar. Queasiness writhed
in his bowels; wasn’t Xandar coming, had he already lost his hold over the boy?


He breathed a sigh of relief and relaxed
his gut muscles when he heard soft steps approaching. From a distance, without
his distinguishing blonde side lock, Xandar looked like every other apprentice.
He stumbled over to Rahera, rubbing his eyes, and asked, “What are we doing up here?”


Rahera smiled and said, “I know last
night’s choice was hard on you.” He continued before Xandar could protest that
Rahera had eliminated his chance to choose. “So I thought, together we could
welcome in our first dawn as apprentices and as …”


From out of his robe Rahera withdrew a
dagger, holding his palm face up, he slashed across it with one clean swipe. A
bright line of blood welled up like a red river and Rahera offered the dagger
and his bleeding hand to Xandar, saying, “…blood brothers!”


Xandar only paused for two heartbeats
before he snatched up the blade and carved a matching cut into his palm. Rahera
mashed their hands together, thrusting them upwards as the first rays of light
bloomed across the sky, chanting to Xandar, “Blood brothers!” He kept chanting
until Xandar gustily joined in.


 



Chapter Fifty-Seven


A mallet the size a of bull’s head smacked
into the statue’s face, obliterating stone whiskers, ears, and nose, and the
smashed remnants rained down in a dusty cloud. Tight chains strained against
the headless torso, as the might of ten score slaves pulled until the mighty
effigy toppled, to lie broken and unrecognizable in the shattered ruins. A
chorus of hand chisels chipped away at any remaining offensive features. Kharfu
strode through two lines of misshaped lion statues, their decapitated stone
heads and tails littering the path, but several slaves hefting heavy mallets,
were systematically pulverizing each feline appendage into a fine powder.
Kharfu nodded his satisfaction to Hilla, well pleased with the progress of the
work on the outside of the temple.


But it was the inside he was interested in,
hope always flared up within him at this point, just prior to break through,
that this monument would be the one to yield up what he was seeking, or in this
case what the High Priest Seraphis desired. So far, disappointment was the
bitter pill he’d had to pallet after each breach, but lately each successive
cat monument had been more impressive than the last and he sensed with an
intuition, almost as if the rock was whispering to him, that he was getting
closer.


But he had a huge problem; one he hadn’t
yet dared to share with the High Priest, but if this temple housed the Golden
Scarab or the Pyramidion his troubles would be over. Someone else was robbing
the temples; the last three temples had all been recently plundered and it was
as if they knew his plans before he did. Worms of paranoia bothered him so much
that he now kept all his precious maps under constant lock. Reassuringly, he
gripped the key he wore around his neck. He wasn’t normally superstitious, but
fear was building in him with each site he ransacked; what if the cat goddesses
were real and he was going to be made to pay for all his blasphemous acts of
destruction? The tomb robbers were slick, from the outside there was never a
hint that they had been inside, it was as if they had been spirited in and out
like magical smoke. So it wasn’t until Kharfu entered the sacred inner sanctums
that he would know if the robbers had beaten him within.


He picked up his pace at the tomb’s
entrance, impatient to find out, and in his haste he nearly bypassed Piav
without recognizing her. She was carting out a basket of canopic jars, her
robes and skin were smothered in layers of grime, but the dirt couldn’t
disguise the yellowing blue bruises around both her eyes. Once she would have
called out to him, begging for him to take her back, but Locus’ whip had taught
her well, and although her battered eyes brimmed with recriminations, she said
nothing as she staggered past him. Giving her to Locus had been a stroke of
genius; the overseer was grateful to have a personal bed-warmer and nothing
Kharfu asked of him was a problem.


The last contingent of slaves had yielded
up an interesting selection of bed partners, but a nubile minx with cascading
dark hair had quickly sized up the situation, and stepped up with promises of a
gymnastic nature. So far she’d delivered so he hadn’t strayed; his pulse
accelerated just thinking about Sushen. Once she’d gained his attention with
her energetic wiles, she’d intrigued him with offers that only her twin brother
could fulfill. She was so persuasive he’d allowed the youth to be released from
the demolition gang, and brought to his tent. Together the twins had demonstrated
to him how well they worked as a team, so that they were now a permanent
fixture in his tent. Their antics almost made his imposed exile into the desert
bearable.


The dull thwack of mallet on solid stone
shook him from his drifting thoughts, reminding him the sooner he examined
inside the temple, the faster he’d be back in his tent with Sushen and Zarafa.
He squelched the part of himself who looked forward to the male twin as much as
if not more than his sister, reluctantly turning his thoughts back to work.


The passageway was littered with hundreds
of petite mummies; most were cat shaped, but a few were child sized. In his
haste, he kicked them out of his way, breaking the fragile bandages and
trampling the desiccated remains.


Locus had benefited from the new slaves as
well, plucking from their ranks, two robust boys built like rhinoceroses, he’d
warmed to their bullying ways and had taken them under his wing and they now
formed an unlikely posse, never far from his side. The hammering was coming
from Senmut and Iteti as they pummeled the wall with massive strokes. Under
their onslaught, the wall crumbled, dissolving the exquisite painting brushed
upon it; flying ducks, lotus blooms, heavy-lidded cats, all evaporated to dust.
Finally a man-sized hole yawned before them and Kharfu wrenched a torch off the
wall and thrust it into the gap, the light revealing a tunnel sloping
downwards.


The torch spluttered, plunging them into
darkness for a split second. Cursing, Kharfu snatched up a toddler sized mummy
by its rigid leg and held the bandaged head against the dying torch until it
burst into flame. He threw the faltering torch at Locus, then using the child
mummy to light his way he wriggled through the hole, barking at them to wait
for his return.


His hands felt clammy on the torch’s shaft
and nervous butterflies more suited to a virgin in her bridal bed flitted in
his gut as he crept down the tunnel. Unbroken stone lined the way and he
couldn’t help his expectations from rising. Maybe he’d found an undisturbed chamber,
possibly containing the elusive Golden Scarab.


A carved wooden door blocked the tunnel.
With a shaking hand Kharfu reached out and snapped open the hidden lever.
Slowly the door slid inwards, releasing a fresh breeze which grazed across his
face. A sinking sensation drowned his butterflies; there shouldn’t be any wind
down here. His next step confirmed the bad news, as his sandal crunched down on
fresh mortar fragments. Cursing, he waved the torch around until he found the
neat hole left by the thieves. He gave the chamber a cursory examination but he
knew from previous experience, they would have picked it cleaner than a vulture
with a bone.


Frustrated, he stomped back to the outer
chamber where Locus was waiting. He’d barely squeezed through the gap before he
began snarling orders at the overseer. “Halt all work. As soon as you can get
us packed up, we’re leaving.”


Locus followed him outside, glued to his
heels like a well beaten mongrel, and whistled to his team, “Seal it up.”


Kharfu whirled on his heel. “No! Don’t
waste time sealing it up.”


He spun toward his tent but Piav, lumbering
under a basket load of stone cats with topaz eyes, barred his way. Kharfu
shoved her aside and she crumpled to her knees, scattering the contents of the
basket on the ground. One stone cat smacked into Locus’s foot, he didn’t yell
out, but as quick as lightning, his whip appeared in his hand.  Whimpering,
Piav huddled into a ball as he repeatedly flogged her.


Kharfu marched three steps before turning
back. “Locus!”


Locus paused midstroke, waiting for his
instructions.


“Find Snerag, I need to send a message to
the High Priest.”


#


Seraphis drummed his fingers on the desk,
impatient for Drashedu to leave; he was expecting another visitor, one the
First Scholar didn’t need to know about. But Drashedu kept waxing on about some
obscure passage he’d found in an ancient scroll. Like a butcher’s hatchet,
Seraphis cut off his ramblings. “Does it tell us exactly where to find the
Golden Scarab?”


“No, but there are hints…”


The High Priest held up his hand. “I’ve
heard enough! Let me know when you find something tangible.”


Pink color suffused Drashedu’s face and he
backed toward the door. Like a kennel master chucking a bone, Seraphis softened
his voice. “Perhaps if you go over the passage again, it may reveal something
new.” Wearily the High Priest rubbed the nagging headache braying at his
temples as he said, “Maybe we both need a proper night’s sleep after last
night’s fiasco.”


Drashedu stopped in his tracks. “What would
you have done if Xandar had chosen to leave us?”


The High Priest glared at Drashedu. The
First Scholar had overstepped the mark with his impertinent question. Hastily
Drashedu scrambled for the door, mumbling something about rechecking the
passage.


#


Outside the High Priest’s office Drashedu
trembled in anger. He dreamed of striding back through the doors, snatching up
Seraphis’ letter opener and impaling the High Priest with it. The condescending
prick was nothing more than a vain, sadistic thug who didn’t deserve his high
office. Hate was too tame an emotion to describe how he felt about Seraphis –
he loathed him with every element of his being. He’d already begged his masters
to let him be the one to kill the High Priest when the time came; he itched to
perform that service. Unclenching his sweaty fists, he sighed, as first he
needed Seraphis’ resources to locate the Pyramidion.


#


When Drashedu was gone Seraphis closed his
eyes and leaned back into his chair. Yes, it had been a close call with Xandar,
but no matter which way the boy chose, he wouldn’t have been leaving the temple
grounds. By going through the golden doors, Xandar had saved his father and
sister a lot of pain. Seraphis had juggled with imprisoning them to use as
hostages, but decided not to bother as long as Xandar was willingly
cooperating. If the boy started to be difficult, Seraphis would reel them in,
and use them as leverage.


Why was this one family so troublesome? It
still irked him that the oldest daughter had slipped through his clutches. If
she lived, she was probably too far away to cause him any problems, but there
had been no news from the assassins; they’d never failed him before, and they
should have returned by now. The unknown bothered him; he needed to be the one
in control. A light tapping announced his clandestine visitor.


#


Snerag materialized from behind a tapestry
depicting the everlasting rays of the Sun God. His black face was
uncharacteristically grim and Seraphis didn’t bother with niceties. “What ill
news do you bear?”


“Perceptive, as always, High Priest.” When
it was obvious no wine was going to be offered to him, Snerag relayed Kharfu's
message about the plundered temples. By the time he’d finished, Seraphis was
pulling on his ear like it was an oar.


An uncomfortable silence followed and
Snerag hoped the High Priest would remember he was merely the messenger, not
the propagator of the tidings. Still silent, Seraphis attacked the stack of
documents on his desk, a flurry of dusty parchments flew upwards and loose
scrolls unraveled, spilling their words on to the floor. Finally, he spat out,
“The map’s gone!”


Snerag didn’t need to ask which map. “But
who could have taken it?”


The High Priest’s eyes were granite chips.
“Whoever took it is a dead man, no one steals from me. Get back to Kharfu and
tell him to send guards to every unexplored site. I want those tomb robbers
caught, and after I’ve extracted the name of the thief who stole my map, their
heads will be served to me on a platter.”


Snerag dipped his head as he retreated,
glad to be quitting the High Priest’s presence.


But Seraphis stalled him, asking with a
weary voice, “And what of the pimp, have your spies unearthed his killer?”


The mercenary had hoped to avoid this
issue. His inquiries had uncovered information on the High Priest he knew he
was better off not knowing, if he wanted to live. Carefully he chose his next
words so as not to reveal the extent of his knowledge. “The trail is cold.
Makara wasn’t well loved, and initially there were several prime candidates,
but on closer examination I’ve eliminated them all as suspects. The show of
gold normally works, but this time it’s only brought about vague tales of an
out of town merchant with a penchant for the perverse. It looks like the pimp’s
last deal went sour. Do you want me to keep following it up?”


“No, I was only curious since the head was
dumped here; an affront to the temple, but the squalid quarrels of pimps and
their perverted clients don’t matter to me.”


Snerag made sure his face remained passive
as Seraphis’ gaze raked over him, until finally he was dismissed. 


 



Chapter Fifty-Eight


Beneath Kalli’s feet the yellow sand
abruptly changed to blue. Many nights had passed for her to reach this point,
but she hesitated to step upon the elusive Glowing Blue Sands. Its glow in the
darkness was blue, but the smooth glassy expanse stretching away from her
displayed no characteristic in common with sand.


With a deep breath, she stepped forward;
nothing happened. She hadn’t known what to expect but the Oracle had said her
destiny lay here. She shuffled forward, her feet sliding on the polished
surface. With no clue as to what she was supposed to do, she kept going and her
feet glided across the shining blue sheet while her mind wondered what this
strange place was.


Warmth fanned her face, but then it
increased into a burning heat, and her lungs labored to filter each scorching
breath. Her legs faltered as a hot gust of dizziness swamped her, and she fell
facedown. Beneath her the blue glow shifted like wind-swept clouds, dancing and
swirling, and the smooth crust felt uncomfortably hot to touch.


She tried to rise but her legs flopped like
a couple of jellied eels. Had she endured so much, for it to end here? Happy
memories of her parents, Xandar and Bibian flooded her mind and she remembered
someone had once told her, that just before you died, your life flashes before
you. Fury erupted from her; she flung her head back and screamed, “I’m here!
What do you want from me?”


Only an eerie silence answered her.
Defeated, she dropped her head down, her anger evaporating into weariness.
Flickers of blue light skipped beneath her, for a moment she thought maybe the
patterns would tell her something, but she couldn’t make any sense out of the
blue lights. For a second, she thought she’d seen Sakhir’s face outlined in
blue lights and shadows, but when she blinked, the image was gone.


A spike of hot pain zapped her through her
robes, yelping, she sat up. Protecting her fingers by wrapping them in the
shawl, she withdrew the contents of the pocket she had been lying on; first
came the bracelet, warm to touch, but not the source of the burning, then she
removed Meretiti’s small knife. It glowed like an orange ember and Kalli didn’t
want to imagine what damage this abnormal heat was doing to her body.


Meretiti wouldn’t have lain here, wallowing
in self pity, waiting to die. Kalli started to crawl. The heat was now an
inferno only lacking the flames, and she was too scared to look at herself,
least she see crispy, brown crackling where her skin should be. With each push
she cursed someone different; her father for allowing the priests to take her
away for their initiation, Vadah for being a cruel, sadistic bastard, High
Priest Seraphis as the key perpetrator behind the Ferrasium for sending an
assassin after her, and the future threat to Bibian. Bedriska for organizing
her escape into the harsh desert and making her dance, the Bera-Bera for their
confusing customs, Hanifah for abandoning her, Sakhir for…well for being
Sakhir, and he shouldn’t have left without saying goodbye…


She shook her stinging head, and continued
crawling and cursing, ranting at the Oracle’s destiny; why couldn’t she just
tell her straight out what she needed to do, why use silly riddles? What were
her words, Kalli struggled to remember, maybe she’d missed some vital clue?


Look twice. The remembered words struck a
deep chord inside her; she stopped crawling, withdrew the bracelet and clenched
it into a fist, before staring intently into the radiant blue lights. This time
when she loosened her grip on her clamped down second sight, the whirlwind
sensation ripped her away to a world where the blue lights told an ancient
story through another’s eyes.


#


Pillars of black smoke smudged the horizon
behind the towering white pyramid. Across the river, the small settlement of
Ghoqqi was burning. From her perch among the lower ranked priestesses, she
viewed the confusion below. Among those milling around the Holy Way; whether
high priest, high priestess, catspear, or jackal-masked temple guard, no one
knew what to believe. Dark rumors were spreading faster than blood from a
severed artery, and she whispered a quick prayer that they weren’t true. Already
she could see lines of division forming amongst those present. Conclaves of
priests huddled together, their tight mouths muttering curses as their narrowed
eyes lobbed wary glances at the small cluster of priestesses, whose
fierce catspears cast a protective net around them, thrusting their spears
outward in bold arcs. But overwhelming numbers of temple guards surrounded
them, bracing their spears with equal menace. She wondered why so many temple
guards were present today.


An uneasy hush settled on the crowd as they
parted to allow the three goddesses through to the Holy Way. Seldom used, the
way was a passage through to other realms, exclusive to those with godly
powers. Miwt’s features resembled a cat and she was known as The Mother,
Cleonine was The Lover, her lush form was spotted like a leopard and she exuded
a sexual energy you could almost taste, while lionlike Seke was The Warrior.


Magnificent in stature, Miwt and Cleonine
strode forward, their golden pelts gleaming, but their tails twitched in rigid
strokes and their amber eyes glowed with inner fires. Between them they
supported Seke’s slumped body, her unfocused eyes rolling in their sockets like
loose marbles. Pink foam dribbled off her exposed fangs and her tufted tail
hung limply, dragging in the dust.


They paused by the priests and if looks had
claws, the priests would have been raked to the bone. Miwt lifted her head, her
ears flattened against her sleek skull, and snarled, “Fire it up. Now!”


A priest unfurled a purple flag and waved
it high in the air in the direction of the pyramid. A bolt of golden power
flashed from the top of the pyramid and landed at the goddess’ feet. The sand
bubbled until it turned blue, then lifted like a fine mist. As the two
goddesses carried their comatose sister into the swirling cloud, Miwt’s voice
echoed back, “Catspears! Hold Baellor, I will interrogate him on my return.”


Fear wrenched deep into the woman as she
watched the blue mist swallow up her three goddesses. Never before had all
three goddesses left Keymett at the same time. What was going on?


Chaos erupted in the ranks as the
outnumbered catspears tried to single out High Priest Baellor from his cronies.
The clang of butting spears filled the air as the catspears and temple guards
jostled with one another. So far, no blood had been spilt, but she knew this
wouldn’t last. A large contingent of guards sheltered the High Priest as he
stepped toward the Holy Way. In his arms he held a triangular box which he
scooped once through the blue cloud before snapping it shut.


But before she could ask herself what he
was doing, a hand grasped her shoulder, pulling her backwards. She choked back
a scream when she recognized the taut features of the High Priestess Dhewanne,
who pressed a heavy object into her slack hands and said, “There’s no time to
explain but you must invoke the Golden Scarab, right now. I will try to stall
the priests but time is running out. My company of catspears will accompany
you.” 


The High Priestess removed the gold and
amber emblem of her office and slipped it over her head, then jerked her
forward and planted a tongue-curled lick on each of her cheeks before shoving
her away, saying, “Run!”


The pendent weighed heavy against her
chest, its ankh shape represented the hieroglyph for life, and she knew a whole
way of life depended on her next actions. Her heart thudded like it was too big
for her chest but her feet found wings, and clutching the Golden Scarab, she
sprinted toward the pyramid. Keeping pace, a wall of catspears enveloped her,
knocking aside anyone in their path. Behind her she heard High Priestess
Dhewanne accost Baellor. “Stop that at once…”


She didn’t hear the rest as she raced away,
but blasts of power rocked the ground under her feet.


Once they’d ascended through the seven
levels of knowledge, all cat priestesses were inducted into the sacred cat
rites but she’d never dreamed she would be the one who’d have to use the Golden
Scarab; she wasn’t a High Priestess. According to their lore, the scarab was
only to be activated in extreme circumstances. Its existence was a closely
guarded secret; the priests didn’t know about it and she hoped that that fact
might make it possible for her to succeed. She didn’t have time to question
whether she should use it, that decision had already been made for her; she had
to trust that High Priestess Dhewanne knew what she was asking.


Still running at full pace they crossed
into the shadow of the pyramid. Women’s screams ruptured her eardrums, their
broken and bleeding bodies littering their path. It aggrieved her to see her
sisters lying dying, scattered like discarded chaff, but she didn’t slacken her
tempo, instead she sped up. The catspears matched her step for step, some
breaking off to engage the temple guards they came upon, who tried to block her
path.


She nearly tripped on a spear, lying on the
path. As she jumped over the obstacle, her stare skidded to a floppy tabby,
drenched in red, embedded on the spear’s point; the temple guards were
massacring the cats too.


Rumbles of power crackled through the air,
originating from the Holy Way, but she had no way of knowing who was unleashing
the power, or why; she had to keep moving. Grunts, shouts and clanging spears
filled the causeway, but she ignored the clamor.  Rounding the next corner, she
was confronted with the sight of countless temple guards, swarming like
ravenous ants over the mighty lion sphinx, which appeared to be sinking into
the sand. A male voice shouted something about the Keeper, but she didn’t
waver. She didn’t have time to worry about him, she had to complete her
mission.


Two jackal-masked guards blocked the
pyramid’s grand entrance, but by blooding their spears, six catspears cleared
the way, and she hit the inside ramp at a gallop. Her lungs shrieked for more
air and every thigh muscle protested as she bolted upwards. Behind her she
could hear the roar as multitudes of temple guards joined the chase; she could
only pray that the catspears would be able to keep them back long enough for
her to complete her task.


The inside ramps zig-zagged steeply upwards
until they finally ended at a ladder. With rapid strokes, several catspears
scaled its heights, disappearing through the tight hole above. She placed one
hand on the rung, struggling to balance the scarab in her other but a catspear
ripped her hand away and jerked her backwards. Seconds later, four screaming
bodies plummeted out of the hole, their priestly robes uselessly fluttering
around them, their yells abruptly cut off, as their soft bodies smacked into
the stone at the base of the ladder.


Above, a catspear’s head popped out of the
hole, signaling the way was clear. As she stepped over the shattered bodies,
she avoided looking at their contorted faces, and gripped the scarab tightly against
her chest as she scuttled up the ladder. The remaining catspears stayed behind,
arranging themselves into a protective circle around the ladder, knowing they
would all die defending this position. She whispered a quick prayer over them
as the running echoes of pursuit thundered closer. She reached the top of the
ladder, and strong hands grasped hold of her, pulling her up. The ladder shook
and the sounds of a battle rang out from below. Without flinching, the
catspears filed back down the ladder, leaving her alone in the Pyramidion.


Time was running out; there were only
moments before the guards would be on her. Ignoring the final yowls of the
slaughtered warriors, she fumbled with the scarab as her glance grazed over the
interior walls, searching for the slot. Among the exquisite paintings,
the image of a scarab jumped out at her, and she pressed the golden beetle
against it. Its golden legs clicked, its gemstone eyes glowed with blue fire,
and then the entire scarab sunk into the wall, blurring into its mirror
picture. A blinding flash exploded in her face and the force toppled her
backwards. She tried to scramble upright but something wrenched her ankle,
dragging her toward the top of the ladder. A temple guard minus his jackal
mask, poised on the top rung, hung onto her foot, and was slowly pulling her toward
the hole. She tried to kick her way free but his grip was too strong.


The deafening roar of pulverizing rocks
flattened her against the floor, a shockwave of heat bashed her last breath
away as the giddiness of sudden acceleration knocked her senseless. The guard
still grasped her foot, but his mouth was pursed into a surprised oval, and as
his fingers unlaced from her foot and he dropped away, she saw he was only half
a man; falling a few feet below him in a rush of flames was his severed bottom
half.


His crispy smell choked her nostrils but
she strained forward to look out the hole. The Pyramidion had wrenched itself
away from the top of the pyramid, leaving a jagged gaping hole, littered with
the burnt remains of catspears and temple guards. But as the Pyramidion flew
upwards, she saw the extent of the destruction the priests had wrought, the
dead remains of priestesses and catspears plaguing the changed landscape. The Holy Way was gone; in its place was a
glowing blue pit which kept exploding, shooting masses of molten fire into the
sky.


Tears blurred her eyes but she scrubbed
then away. Without the Holy Way, the goddesses couldn’t return, so it was up to
her to ensure that the Pyramidion and the Golden Scarab were hidden away where
the priests would never find them. Sick with grief, she slumped onto the floor
and her tears fell freely as the magnitude of her task hit home.


#


The stink of singed hair choked Kalli and a
fit of dry coughing dragged her to her knees. The blue sands no longer told a
story, their shifting patterns had reverted back to random swirls. It was
daylight, but she wasn’t sure how much time had passed. She felt like she’d
been scorched inside and out like a roasted fowl. Shakily she took a step; she
had to get off the Blue Sands before she collapsed again. Each step was agony;
her sandals were as hot as coals, blistering her feet, and waves of heat sucked
away the air, leaving her lungs begging for breath. Her dry eyes stung and she
had to squint to see through them. Blinking rapidly, she tried to focus her
vision but her world was reduced to a blue blur. 


She shambled through what she now knew were
the remains of the Holy Way until she felt shifting sand underneath her feet.
If there had been an ounce of moisture in her throat she would have wailed out
her joy at reaching the end of the Blue Sands but instead she stumbled away
until she could no longer feel the killer heat; then she allowed her legs to
crumple.


Reluctantly, she evaluated her condition;
her skin was red and blistered, her cracked lips were swollen shut, every
breath was a dagger, hacking into her lungs. When she put a hand up to her
hair, matted clumps fell away. Dizzy with weakness, she just wanted to sink
onto the sand and sleep, but she knew she’d die if she gave in to that wish.
Part of her welcomed the promise of release, but the stronger part of her
balked; she hadn’t come so far, to give up now. Her pink-sausage fingers
fumbled with the knotted shawl, spilling the precious windflowers onto the
sand.


Gasping like a trout out of water, she
flung herself onto the sand and stuffed flowers of every hue into her mouth. At
first her parched throat refused to swallow the offerings, so she chewed like a
frenzied cow until a trickle of flower juice lubricated the way. She fell back
against the sand as a rush of vitality swept over her; pure giddiness flowed through
her veins, washing away even the memory of pain. She lay still, savoring the
delicious feeling, and enjoyed the sensation as a breeze tickled over her.


Slowly she got to her feet and stuffed the
remaining windflowers away. Her skin was restored to its former pale
smoothness, energy like she’d never felt before pulsated through her every cell
and she didn’t need a looking-glass to know she’d been renewed. Gingerly she
touched her hair, it was still short, but silkiness greeted her probing fingers
and she was relieved to feel no bald patches. She nearly laughed out loud,
shaking her head; how could she be worried about something as vain as a bit of
hair after all she’d been through?


Kalli stood up straight, squared her
shoulders back, and began walking; at last she knew where she was going. The
Big Lion mentioned by the oracle had to be the sphinx by the pyramid, and
according to the vision they were nearby. Surely, everything would be explained
when she found them, and she’d finally discover exactly what her destiny
entailed.


 



Chapter Fifty-Nine


Water lapped at Kalli’s toes. She should
have been happy to be immersed in so much water as the great river stretched
out before her, but behind the green strip of foliage lining the riverbank lay
empty sand; there was no trace of a pyramid or a sphinx. She’d hunted for any
sign of stone structures, combing the ground until her tracks criss-crossed
each other, only abandoning the search when darkness had swept in.


A long sigh escaped her lips; if the sphinx
still existed, it was probably buried under mountains of sand. Warily she
probed out with her second sight, but slammed her mind shut when an avalanche
of confusing images bombarded her brain. All she’d gained was a vicious
headache which bit into her temples.


Where did she go from here? Had she learnt
what she needed to know, but just didn’t know it yet? Should she go back to the
Oracle or head home and hope some plan would materialize on the way? Maybe
she’d find the Bera-Bera, but as her thoughts turned to Sakhir, she pushed them
away; she wouldn’t wallow in what ifs.


Instead, she focused on what she’d
discovered in the Blue Sands; in ancient times, priests and priestesses had
been equals until the priests had destroyed the Holy Way, blocking the cat
goddesses from returning. But all had not gone the priests’ way, as one
priestess had managed to escape with the Pyramidion which had powered the Holy Way. Was she supposed to find the
Pyramidion? And if she did, what was she supposed to do with it? But there were
other puzzling aspects that hadn’t been explained, what had been wrong with
Seke, that her sister goddesses had to take her from Keymett? And, what lay at
the other end of the Holy Way?


She rubbed her aching head, deciding sleep
was what she needed. Tomorrow she’d search again for the sphinx and if she
didn’t find it, she’d start making her way back to Wasset, but this time she’d
follow the river. Family was what she craved for and if she dyed her hair black
and kept her eyes hidden, maybe she should be able to sneak home. Once there,
she hoped her father would help her. Feeling better, she scrambled to her feet
and looked for a secure spot to spend the night.


The howl of the wind woke her. Its breath
snatched at her clothing and she burrowed against the biggest tree she could
find, wrapping her arms around the solid trunk as the wind tried to rip her
away. Smaller trees were cleaved out of the ground, tossed away into the night
like they were twigs, and she feared this was no usual storm, but the dreaded Khamsi
Wind. With all her strength she clung to the tree, hugging it more intimately
than a lover as the wind tugged at her, threatening to undo her grip. She
squeezed her eyes and mouth shut against the wind’s gritty sting, then blindly
grabbed a shawl and tied herself to the tree trunk, hoping it would hold.


 



Chapter Sixty


Kalli woke in a jolt but discovered only
dawn’s light; the Khamsi had blown itself away, leaving only a gentle breeze
ruffling her cropped hair. Carefully she unwrapped herself from around the tree
trunk, avoiding the pile of snapped-off branches and debris coating the ground.
Last night she’d chosen wisely, as this lone tree remained upright; the
riverbank had become a wasteland, a graveyard of broken and twisted trees.
Kalli waded her way through the destruction; sadness for the dead and dying
trees welled up inside her and a lone tear escaped to trickle down her cheek.


Her sandals hit sand and she paused on the
desert’s edge, wondering which way she was going to search first but something
white snagged her vision, and she didn’t pause to think, but began running
toward it.


Like a fabled iceberg, only a small portion
stuck out of the horizon, but as she traveled closer, even this fraction was
miraculous. The top stones poked out like a ragged beggar’s teeth where the
Pyramidion had been wrenched away, but beneath them the pyramid’s smooth sides
slid away like polished ivory. She placed a hand upon its glossy surface; even
damaged, this was the most beautiful monument she’d ever seen.  For a long
time, she circled the structure but couldn’t find a way to scale its slippery
sides. Even after generations in the sand, no chinks had appeared in its armor.
She’d hoped she might find a way inside from the top; surely the interior might
provide some clues, if it wasn’t choked with sand, but she was at a loss how to
get in there.


On the next circuit she calculated the
location where the sphinx must be buried, but figured it had to be under
hundreds, if not thousands of cubits of sand. Possibly it had been crushed by
the immense weight of the sand. It was hopeless; she was never going to lay
eyes on The Great Lion. Frustrated and disappointed, she flopped onto the sand,
resting her back against the limestone slope while she tried to work out what she
was going to do.


The movement beneath her was so slight that
at first she thought she’d imagined it, but the tide of shifting sand quickly
gained momentum and she was unable to stand up as the cascading sand dragged
her down the pyramid’s side. The taste of hot vomit licked the back of her
throat as she bounced between airborne pockets; her arms and legs uselessly
flailing about. With every couple of breaths, her back pounded into the
limestone casing and from her clumsy vantage point she no longer thought the
sides were silky smooth. After an age of tumbling and twisting, she couldn’t
distinguish up from down as giddy, blurred images rushed past.


Abruptly the dizzy ride stopped, mashing
her body facedown into the sand, which plugged its way into her mouth and up
her nostrils. She bolted upright, snorting and spitting out sand until she was
able to breathe again. On shaky legs she stood up and peered upwards. The bulk
of the pyramid now towered above her into the sky like a mighty mountain.


Another structure caught the edge of her
vision. The torrent of sand had exposed a magnificent stone lion crouched on
its massive paws, and she nearly gave herself whiplash turning her head to gape
at it.  The timeless sphinx protruded out of the sand, fresh rivers of sand
dripping off its golden body and looking so real she almost expected it to
stand up and shake the last of the sand away.


 



Chapter Sixty-One


Ahmose squeezed through the tiny gap and
darkness fuller than a moonless night consumed him, but he paused for a moment
before he struck the flint. He loved to savor this moment, just before his
light revealed the hidden treasures that had been locked away from mortal’s
eyes for unknown ages.


The light flared, blinding him, but within
a few blinks his vision swam back into focus. Wonders, ancient and alien,
bejeweled the chamber. He breathed a sigh of relief. He’d had a strange feeling
on the climb down that this tunnel had been used before; perhaps by an ancient
tomb robber, but the chamber itself was undisturbed. Deferentially he picked up
a dusty figurine; it was heavy and when he wiped eons of grime off it, gold
glittered on its surface. A wide smile split his face; Seraphis’ map was
proving extremely profitable, never before had his band experienced such rich
finds. He stuffed the figurine in his sack as he examined the rest of the
treasures; he could only take what he could carry, so he had to choose
carefully.


Time was short too; his cousin Garen was
keeping watch outside, as word on the underground had reached them that their
stealing hadn’t gone unnoticed. Ahmose had no doubts over what would happen to
him if he was caught, so they now did rapid raids, in and out, taking only the
smallest pieces. No amount of gold was worth forfeiting their lives for and the
small pieces were exquisite, studded with gems, which fetched substantial
returns.


When he’d first shown the map to his
mother, she’d dismissed it as unimportant but when he’d made noises to return
to Wasset and finish off Seraphis, she had seized upon the map, insisting he
investigate it while she mulled over how they could best shorten the High
Priest’s life. Ahmose knew she was just trying to distract him, but her grief
for Tuya was so raw, he didn’t want to upset her and thwart her mother’s
instinct to protect him. His mother wasn’t one to say no to at the best of
times, so he’d promised he wouldn’t act against the priest without her consent
and had begun exploring the sites on the map. It hadn’t taken them long to
decipher what the different colored inks meant; whoever had marked the map had
known what they were doing. And Ahmose was very conscious that other copies of
this map must exist, and that there were others out there who would be racing
them for each site. So far Ahmose had been first. He liked to think that each
trinket he took was a personal affront to the greedy Seraphis.


His probing fingers unearthed a trove of
necklaces: turquoise set in silver, rubies, sapphires, and amethysts on golden
chains. But one pale amber stone, embedded in a golden ankh, and threaded on a
delicate gold chain, grabbed his attention; the colors reminded him of the
tortured woman’s sad eyes. She couldn’t say anything without a tongue but her
haunted eyes spoke volumes and though she insisted through crude sign language that
she held no memories prior to waking up in Ahmose's care; it was plain to all
that she was troubled by demons; remembered or not.


He’d reluctantly left her in his mother’s
capable hands, knowing her physical needs would be well looked after, but he
felt strongly protective of her. In the end his mother had shooed him away like
a bothersome chicken from the woman’s sick room. But on every trip back, he
always took a little something back for her; the top of her bedside cabinet was
now cluttered with a pearl comb, silver candlesticks shaped like preening cats,
lion earrings, jade bracelets and overflowing purses of gold coins. She’d never
want for anything that coin could buy but though she always politely smiled her
thanks to him, he knew she’d probably give him the same thanks if he’d brought
her bags of stone pebbles. He understood heartache; he’d been too late to save
his sister, but he was determined to help this woman. One day he wanted to see
a spontaneous smile light up her face. He added the necklaces to his stash;
he’d give her the amber pendent.


One long whistle sounded, it was his cousin
signaling to him that it was time to go. Ahmose lifted the sack, weighed it,
and then scanned the chamber for another trinket. In his haste he’d nearly
missed it, but at the far end of the room under shelves of cat mummies was a
majestic altar. Three sculptured felines were entwined together and resting
upon their arching backs was the top of the altar, made of solid gold. It was
an exquisite piece, but too heavy for him to move. Who were these forgotten
gods? How did they slip away from mankind’s memory?


Two shorter whistles echoed down the shaft;
he had to go. There was no immediate danger yet, but they did try and keep to a
strict time schedule to reduce risks. His fingers scrambled over the relics on
the altar, finally settling on the largest item. Dust obscured its shape, but
gold gleamed through where he scrubbed and it had the heaviness associated with
the precious yellow metal. In his hand it felt like some sort of insect,
perhaps a beetle, but without further study he placed it in his sack and turned
to leave.


A streak of mischief made him pause;
hastily he scrawled into the dust a fair likeness of Seraphis, then he grabbed
one of the cat mummies and rearranged its petrified limbs into a squat until it
looked like it was pissing on the High Priest’s face.  


Four short, shrill whistles made him jump.
He’d taken too long; above him, unwelcome company was fast approaching.


 



Chapter Sixty-Two


The lion’s majestic head reared above her
and Kalli stumbled between the sphinx’s paws examining the intricate carvings
upon its surface. Time hadn’t etched away the engravings or the stories they
told. Reverently her fingers traced outlines of beautiful goddesses, who entwined
feline and feminine features, gentle and wild, ferocious and compassionate.
Other gods were depicted, but it was the images of the cat goddesses that kept
capturing her attention. Overwhelming feelings of love and awe welled up from
deep inside her, and she felt a strange urge to prostrate herself before the
stone engravings.


She resisted the temptation and leant
closer to study the pictures. They told a different history tale to the dribble
recited by Raia’s priests; everything they espoused was based on lies.
According to these ancient records, once women had been respected equals,
governing alongside the men, even serving as priestesses, which confirmed her
Blue Sand’s vision. Many deities had been revered by the common people; some
were depicted as animal-headed beings, including the falcon, jackal, crocodile
and hippopotamus, while others represented the elements of earth, sky, water
and fire. Chillingly she realized that the priests’ Sun God Raia was a gauche
amalgamation of all the other gods, as if he’d swallowed them up.  She hoped
he’d got indigestion as she was beginning to think that the priests had simply
made him up and Raia was man-made.


Aflame with curiosity, Kalli scanned the
drawings and found further evidence of the priests’ treachery. It seemed most
women had followed the way of the three cat goddesses who physically came and
went through the Holy Way, while men had been split into many fractions,
worshipping a variety of gods. The destruction of the Holy Way had occurred a
long time ago; did the priests even know they worshiped a false god?


Was she supposed to use this knowledge as a
weapon to demolish the priesthood? What if they didn’t care that their god
wasn’t real? How was she supposed to make anyone believe her? It wasn’t likely
that she’d be able to drag anyone here to view the drawings for themselves. The
unpredictable wind and sand would probably reclaim the sphinx before she had a
chance to return. It was as if her thoughts were jinxed, as the sand began to
bubble over her feet. With difficulty she pulled her feet out of the sucking
sand and scurried away from the sphinx; only stopping when she felt firmness
underfoot. Sand rippled like a whirlpool between the stone lion’s paws before
it drained away into the desert, leaving a hole which sloped down to the base
of the lion’s chest. The shaft led to a door and as she watched, it cracked
open, spilling out another rivulet of sand before the door swung fully open.


Fear wanted her to flee, but curiosity kept
her rooted where she was. A sense of self preservation hadn’t entirely deserted
her, as she discovered Meretiti’s small knife had appeared in her hand.
Partially melted, its blade was probably no sharper than a spoon but it was the
only weapon she had.


A bulky figure momentarily darkened the
doorway. With a quickness that surprised her, he bounded up the slope until he
stood between the massive paws. He ran a cursory glance over her and if he felt
any threat from her, he hid it well. Dismissing her, he gazed up at the broken
top of the pyramid. Beneath his pelts he had a warrior’s solid build, and he
was tall; Kalli had to stretch her neck up to see his face. Tails swung off his
hem like tassels: tufted lion, striped tiger, shaggy dog, scruffy hyena, and
scaly crocodile among others. Tail feathers: hawk, falcon, eagle, sparrow
adorned his patchwork pelt of fur. Patches, artfully sewn together, were of
spotted, striped, and mottled fur. The front of his head was cradled inside a
snarling lion’s head, but when he turned his head, the back was covered by a
sneering jackal’s skull. He was unarmed, but Kalli still took several steps
backwards sensing danger. Her movement drew his stare. He was older than she’d
first thought, spikes of coarse white hair stuck out beneath his grizzly helmet,
but there was nothing senile in his steely gaze. One eye was bluer than a
summer’s sky, the other blacker than midnight. This was no man to trifle with.


Again he looked past her, and even though
she knew this was an old fighting trick designed to distract her, she couldn’t
help glancing behind her. Through the flattened trees, she spied in the
distance a brilliant cobalt and yellow sail upon the river. Startled she
whirled her attention back to the man but he was still ignoring her, his head
bent in the other direction, staring into the desert. A scuff of dust smeared
the horizon, but as she watched she realized the dust cloud was moving, and
fast. Thundering hooves were the cause and soon she could see the streaming red
flags attached to their mounts; Bloody Bandits.


Kalli felt a shiver as cold as snake’s
blood trickle down her spine; she didn’t want to make their acquaintance, the
hospitality they offered was too horrific to contemplate. She darted a look at
the man, but he hadn’t moved, and he didn’t seemed to be worried by the
approaching riders. Calmly, he raised a hand in the direction of the sphinx and
spoke a few strange words. The door slammed shut then the sand stirred, piling
back around the lion until its shoulders were smothered and only the head poked
above the sand.


Only then did he acknowledge her presence
by arching an eyebrow at her and asking, “Are you coming?”


When she only blankly stared back at him,
he repeated his question, adding, “Because if you planning to give me a
manicure with that knife, we are out of time,” and he dipped his head in the
direction of the approaching horses. He didn’t wait for her to answer but
bolted toward the river. His long legs sprayed a trail of sand behind him while
his many tails flew into a jig. For a heartbeat she watched him go, then still
clutching her little knife she sped after him.


Kalli didn’t waste a moment looking back
but focused on the running man and pumped her arms and legs as fast and strong
as she could. The bright sail grew bigger as the felucca drifted closer and she
could see three or four sailors skipping over its deck like excited monkeys,
while someone shouted orders in a language she didn’t understand.


Hooves thudded. Horses snorted. Dust
billowed. Kalli was wrenched upwards off her feet. For a second she dangled in
mid air, only supported by painful fingers which dug into her sides. With a
whoosh that expelled all the air out of her lungs she was dropped across the
front of a saddle. Beneath her nose, the horse’s hooves dashed up and down,
painfully jiggling her body with each stride, flinging grit into her eyes and
mouth, while the stale smell of horse urine clogged her nostrils. She gasped
and coughed and spat and spluttered as she sucked in the dusty brew.


Instinctively she’d gripped the moving
horse’s mane. She untangled her fingers, let go and pushed backwards, but a
strong hand clamped onto her back, holding her in place. Above her a man
chuckled, and yelled to his mates, “It’s a girl!”


The horses wheeled around in a tight
formation, heading back into the desert, abandoning their chase, and Kalli
glimpsed the man from the sphinx wading into the water toward the boat.
Meretiti’s little knife was still clutched in her hand; awkwardly she sawed
one-handedly at the saddle strap. The leather was tough, her blade blunt, and
her head was dizzy from hanging upside down on the jolting horse. Finally the
strap snapped, bucking her and the rider off the horse.


Kalli cart-wheeled onto the ground with her
feet pedaling, and raced back to the river. Around her the horses skidded to a
halt and she heard one of the bandits gasp, “His neck’s broke!”


She sprinted for the boat, but as she got
closer, she saw that the boat crew hadn’t picked up the sphinx-man and he was
splashing through the shallows after them, pleading for them to stop, but the
sailors ignored him as they bustled to get their boat past the bandits. A small
man positioned at the rear of the boat, directed their movements. With hands on
hips he impassively watched the man in the water get left further behind. He
turned in her direction, and one hand shot up to cup his eyes, then he was
waving his arms around as he barked a series of commands; his words were
unfamiliar but their meaning was clear.


The boat slowed. Sailors swapped oars and
ropes for longbows. Kalli kept running. Horse sweat and drumming hooves closed
in on her. Arrows thudded into the ground mere paces behind her. Horses
squealed. Men screamed. Kalli ran into the water. The man had caught up with
the boat; he clung to its side, reaching out his other hand toward her. She
stumbled in the current, losing momentum as rocks pitted the water around her.
The sphinx-man lunged for her and as his fingers snagged her arm, she caught
the slitted stare of the wizened sailor who was leaning over the side above
her. Then something heavy smashed into the back of her head.


 



Chapter Sixty-Three


Water vomited out of Kalli’s mouth and
nose, shuddering her awake, as pain lanced through her head and her scrambling
fingers discovered a heavy bandage. Strong hands guided her to the boat’s rail
and gently held her while she emptied her heaving stomach. Groggily she
recognized the sphinx-man minus his gruesome headgear, as she accepted a damp
cloth from him and wiped her face. Relief filled her when she felt the bump of
the shawl around her waist that held the windflowers.


The boat rocked violently beneath her and
she staggered back to the rail and grimly held on. But something was wrong with
the horizon and she lifted her head and gazed with disbelief at the
never-ending rows of waves. Beside her, the sphinx-man said, “You took a nasty
knock and you’ve been out cold for days. I took the liberty of accepting our
friend’s dubious hospitality.”


Kalli licked salt from her lips, she’d
never seen the sea before and she wasn’t sure she liked being on this amount of
water. “Where are we going?”


He shrugged and nodded in the direction of
the wizened sailor. “He wouldn’t say but we’re leaving Keymett behind; look,”
and he pointed back at a smudge.


Kalli looked long and hard behind her,
everything and everyone she’d ever known was in Keymett. She stared at the man
next to her. “Who are you?”


“Tarreq and I have knowledge, long lost,
that I must pass onto you so the Cat Goddesses can return.”


Kalli nodded,
then turned back to the smudge that was Keymett, her thoughts full of Bibian
and vowed, “I will return.”


####


Thank-you for
reading Book 1 of the Windflowers Trilogy.


Kalli’s
adventures continue in Book 2 Golden Scarab and


conclude in
Book 3, Pyramidion.


Special thanks
to Katrina “Death” Joyner for designing the cover.


 


If you enjoyed
this book, please write a review on the website you purchased this book from.
I’d personally appreciate it if you would recommend Ferrasium and the
Windflowers Trilogy to your friends or other readers who you believe would also
enjoy this story.


Many thanks.


Wendy Scott.
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