


The Curse of Gethoria
"The real truths of our civilization are
like the hidden mass of an iceberg traveling
beneath the restless ocean waves."
                        



First Pillar Lord, just before her death.
Prologue
Perched on a balcony cut into the tallest spire of the temple, Eatik looked toward the north.  His three fingered hands twitched slightly. There had been whispers a passing traveler had sighted a monster approaching the Gray Fortress of the Second Pillar lord.  It was ominous news if true.  Eatik was waiting for the return of Gemic, to confirm or refute the rumor.

Eatik was a Kite creature, a mutated being made from a locust centuries before by his master, the Fourth Pillar Lord.  The original locusts had been carefully chosen, lovingly modified, and given the name Kite because they were made to glide for hours in the high thermals of this island continent.  Eatik looked like a well bejeweled king.  He stood almost a meter high on his two strong insect-like legs.  With four thin arms he resembled the other Kite creatures that had followed his successful creation.  All had compound eyes, wings, and antennae.  He, however, was the most beautiful with hundreds of tiny blue and green crystals embedded in his exoskeleton that glittered in the afternoon sun.  The one feature no other Kite had that made Eatik unique was his spike like tuft of red hair on the top of his head.

Even with his near-expressionless face he looked worried as he glanced down over the crest of his perch.  His remaining kindred were still entering the great chamber, crossing the glass bridge which connected the hillside village to the mountain temple.  He impulsively stepped off his perch and fell downward only opening his wings at the last moment to spin-glide to the bridge.  He touched down without a sound and walked forward.  Not sure how he could inspire the group to come to the aid of Yeeson, a human female; he stopped at the inner entrance to ponder his options.  The remaining Kite entering the room passed to each side of him.  A few bumped into him, a sign of disapproval.  Eatik's problem was to garner aid for Yeeson without telling anyone the real truth.  As a Kite he could not lie, but to withhold the truth was not a lie.  That logic distinction was a constant torment to him.

Eatik's peers were not in favor of this group meeting.  They preferred to handle problems through the Council-of-Ten of which he was a member.  But, Eatik had insisted that all citizens present in the village attend to hear his words.  But, now he was at a loss.  As he stood outside the great stone hall, excavated thousands of years ago, he was afraid to enter. His initial intent had been to explain Kenyan Norse was threatening a war of conquest in the area known as the Grass Plate.  The rumor of monsters spoke of Doranis, the magic-caller of unrivaled power.  It also spoke of remnants of Pillar Magic – a topic he wanted to avoid.  Underlying all was his need to protect Yeeson.  He knew she would join with her friends if any war developed.
Those in the room ignored him.  He heard a buzzing and saw Gemic his scout, quivering with exhaustion as he approached the entrance.  Eatik quickly turned to face him and hopefully good news.  Gemic bowed low, brushing his four arms against the stone floor.

"Rise and speak," said Eatik.

Still out of breath from his task, Gemic spoke in a terrified voice.  "The rumor was true.  A stone Gollum has entered the Gray Fortress.  The very walls were moaning as it strode up and down the passages.  I know not how long it had been there.  I arrived in time to see it step toward the holy chamber.  That's when I saw the Prime Iron Cobra attack."

"I always suspected the snake was tasked only with protecting the resting place of the Second Pillar Lord.  Go on," said Eatik.

"The serpent coiled around the hulk and bit it.  I could see its jaws pumping in venom.  The Gollum fought, but could not break free.  Suddenly, the very stones of its body liquefied! Yet..."

The silence went on for many moments.

"Yet what?" Eatik said with agitation.  He could hear others in the chamber buzz as they turned and Eatik knew they were looking at both of them silhouetted in the arch of the outside entrance, wondering what news was being discussed.
"The liquefied stones bled blackness that entered the floor of the fortress itself.  I didn’t believe what I saw.  Then the fortress screamed in pain.  I could stay no longer.  The presence of such evil has brought me terrors and I returned as fast as I could," said Gemic in a babble of thoughts.
Eatik looked at Gemic with sympathy.  He then folded his arms and bowed so low to the terrified Kite, his arms touched the floor.  Eatik spoke from that position.

"I have asked hard things from you and you have always honored my words.  Praise to you for your courage."  He then stood straight and looked into Gemic's eyes.  "Did you see Yeeson?"

"Yeeson?  No, the woman was not there."

Gemic could see that Eatik was greatly relieved.

"Please, speak not of this to the others," Eatik said.  "You were gone for a while and that is all you should say."

Gemic, confused by the request and still breathing hard, bowed slightly, and entered the chamber.  Eatik stood still for a few moments gathering his thoughts, then turned, and entered the hall.

In the center of the room stood nine short pillars the Kite called 'The Oration Stones' built into the floor.  Eatik hopped onto the fourth stone.  The other Kite murmured in shock.  The fourth stone like the Fourth Pillar Lord was sacred and reserved for only the most important announcements.

Eatik knew what he had done.  From his slightly elevated position on the meter tall stone, he purposely looked at the faded gold and silver frescos on the walls.  He then looked down at the floor of white marble that was clearly visible even though nearly every Kite Creature alive was standing in the hall.  The floor's expanding whiteness was a sad reminder of the thousands of Kite that were no longer among them.  He looked up.  The arched ceiling had murals that depicted millennia of history.  Remembrance of happier times, Eatik mused.  Then, slowly, Eatik looked out over the group.  They numbered only three hundred seventeen.    

One purple-eyed Kite stepped onto another of the remaining stones.  "Eatik, this meeting is folly," Teefik said. 

Many of the Kite Creatures bobbed up and down in agreement.  Their collective breathing created a low hum in the chamber.  As Eatik looked over the group, he knew he had few allies now.  Those Kite that supported him had light blue eyes as did he.  Over the years his followers had melted away as the promise of the Fourth Lord's return had become ever suspect.  Now, most dismissed the thought of the Fourth Lord's return as pure folly.

"We must go north to touch the Second Pillar," Eatik said.

Eatik stood as tall as his one meter frame would allow.  His four, thin, insect-like arms opened in a pleading gesture.  Each creature in the chamber was facing him.  Many had jewel-like flakes of brilliance on their cream-colored body.  Their bellies were shaded in different hues, which tended toward blue.  A few bellies, the youngest among the Kite, were yellow and fewer still were red.  The montage of color was almost festive even though the condition of their world was grim.

"Why?" asked Teefik, as he fluttered his outer wings.

Teefik was presently the most influential in the Kite Council-of-Ten and respected by all those in the chamber, even Eatik.  Every eye now turned toward Eatik and in the sudden silence Eatik realized many were holding their breath in expectation of a profound revelation.

Eatik hesitated, searching for an answer which would satisfy the question yet not betray his vow of secrecy.  Finally he said, "Because a stone Gollum has entered the fortress of the Second Lord."

The mention of the Second Lord brought motion to the room.  Teefik looked at Eatik with sympathy, wondering if his comrade had finally gone completely mad.  Teefik took a breath and said in a quiet voice, "Then let the Second Lord defend his fortress, if he still can.  We will no longer let his words guide our path."

Eatik noticed he suddenly had even fewer allies as the eyes of three Kite turned from the light blue of his own to the purple of Teefik's.  The eyes of a Kite almost always betrayed his thoughts.  Eatik glanced at Gemic.  His faithful friend’s eyes fluttered with confusion, but remained tinted in blue.  The owners of the eyes that remained light blue did not speak in his defense.  The silence lingered in the room like mist in a grave yard.  In desperation Eatik said, "We have a treaty with the humans.  It must be honored."

Teefik paused and looked closely at Eatik.  The statement seemed eclectic, but Teefik was compelled to reexamine the issue in light of this old revelation.  The silence went on for almost a full minute, but he could still find no thread of logic to justify the trip to the northern shore.  Teefik asked, "What does this Gollum have to do with the Nine Pillars or the treaty?"

"If the Gollum succeeds in its task, the humans of the Grass Plate will surely be attacked.  It is reasonable to see that Doranis has a conquest plan.  The wizard is craving more magic.  His failure to keep his plunder after robbing the vaults of the First Pillar Lord has prompted this attempt at the vaults of the Second." 

Eatik had intentionally shifted focus to Doranis and hoped the others would follow.  The tactic worked.  All the Kite Creatures vibrated their four arms against their sides.  All of the Kite, that is, except Teefik.

Teefik immediately spoke.  "You may well be correct.  If Doranis stole our ten vials of life then he could have created a Gollum and what you suggest may be true.  Without proof, the return of our vials should be your concern not some wandering Gollum.  Retrieve the ten vials!"

Eatik should have known Teefik would return the attention to a fact Eatik had tried so hard to forget. 

In his defense he said, "I have scouts searching for the vials.  They cannot fly near the Pyramid of the Third Pillar Lord, as you well know.  Since Doranis resides there, it is not possible to verify his guilt.  No trace of the vials has been found elsewhere.  We can't confront his evil directly, so we should confound his plan instead."

"Since you were charged with protecting the vials and failed, that is the immediate problem.  I suggest you focus on it," stated Teefik in a very matter-of-fact fashion.

Eatik had never accepted the blame for the loss of the vials.  He had left them well-protected.  They had disappeared from the sanctuary five weeks earlier while Eatik had been on a personal mission.  Eatik thought for a second and decided to stroke the curiosity of the audience.  "Inspection of all the Nine Pillars may be useful in determining the truth of what I've said."

"How?  We do not doubt your belief as it has some merit, but we question your logic.  The Nine Pillars have nothing to do with the gollum or our vials, Eatik." 

Teefik was now showing anger as his eyes had black strips forming in parallel lines like Nine Pillars against a purple sky.  Teefik reasoned this demand to inspect the decaying pillars was either demented or an attempt to divert attention from Eatik's recent failures.  Teefik was sure there was nothing to be gained from the trip.  He believed as did most that the pillars were cold and crumbling monuments to a past best forgotten.  He had flown there a century before and nothing had changed except they were more weathered.  
Teefik suddenly shivered as he remembered his master had once stood by the fourth pillar and more than that had many times stood in this room.  If only his master were here.  The pillars were nothing.  If only his master’s words could be... if only the master was... was... alive again.

Teefik bent over in sudden anguish and stepped off the stone.  The others looked at Teefik.  Eatik knew what had happened.  A flashing thought of the Nine Pillars had led to a memory of the Fourth Lord.  It was a pain Eatik had often felt.  Better to embrace the pain of loss than to fight it. Eatik had learned that hard lessen over the years:  Accept the pain and grow stronger.  Love the master as strongly in his death as you did in his life.

"Perhaps," said another called Senik, who hopped onto an oration stone, "Eatik is again, somehow, looking to help Yeeson, who claims to be a descendent of the first child. Eatik thinks the woman is holy.  How many years has he wasted looking only toward her glory?"

Eatik bristled at the insult and his wings vibrated.  The sound helped Teefik recover from his emotional storm.  Teefik chirped weakly, "Again, that is not our concern, Senik.  We all have agreed Eatik is free to do as he pleases concerning her, as are all of us free to act in accord with our conscience."

As Teefik spoke, Senik stepped off the stone and bowed to Teefik, acknowledging his wisdom.  Teefik bowed back and continued.  "There is correctness in some of what Eatik has said and in some of what you have said.  We can disagree but none of us has lied.  We made a promise to uphold the treaty with the humans of the Grass Plate, but not with her, Eatik, not with Yeeson who resides in the land of Seth-Chiton."

Teefik was trying very hard to be a mediator and was again showing those present he was not as narrow-minded as Eatik always indicated.  All here knew Yeeson had never claimed citizenship to the Grass Plate even though she was a human. 

"All residents are due our protection," Eatik said.
Senik jumped back onto the oration stone.  "The humans of the Grass Plate, in the land of Elodia, are the recipients of the Grass Plate Treaty.  The people living among the Poiglem of the Second Pillar Lord are not.  It is the land of the Sixth Lord we honor.  It is her subjects we protect." 

The others chirped in agreement.

"The Second Lord holds no sway with us!" some in the crowd yelled out.  Others chirped in agreement.

Teefik, with a growing hostility, continued as if completing the logic of their thought.  "Was it not you, who encouraged the Second Lord to speak the words to deceive us?  This possible distant spawn of the Second Lord is not our concern.  Maybe once, long ago, maybe to her distant kin, but those humans did not fulfill the promise.  Yeeson's forbearers failed to spawn any new Lords.  Even the Poiglem, the creatures created by the Second Lord, have chosen not to follow Yeeson.  It is rumored they killed her parents, or have you forgotten?  If his creations deny her lineage and her nobility, what are our obligations?  We have interfered enough in her life.  Did we not aid her but a few years ago by your urging?  She is now but a lost child."

Eatik screamed, "Yeeson is not a lost child!"

Teefik purposely did not look at Eatik as his intent was to ignore the outburst.  He was sure Eatik's eyes had darkened with bars and did not want to feel sympathy.  Teefik was well aware of Eatik's concern for the woman.  He knew Eatik's love of her was due respect, which at the moment Teefik did not want to give.  To mask his insult, Teefik turned toward the others. 

"See the logic of my words!  She has no home among the humans of the Grass Plate.  She fights against her overlord and against the wishes of his subjects, the Poiglem.  A few humans may follow her, but they are outside the region of the Sixth Lord."

"What does that matter?" Eatik spat out.  "She seeks justice from a cruel overlord.  We hold scrolls that do not belong to us.  Perhaps, if we returned them to her, she would not be in such danger."

Teefik had been waiting for that remark and pounced. "We took the scrolls from Doranis, not from her!  Was she not defeated?    We saved her life.  Is that not enough?  The scrolls of the First Lord are not her concern, nor the concern of Doranis who was trying to steal them.  The power of a Pillar Lord must never again be unleashed on this land.  It is our duty to forget the old ways."

"If she comes for them, she must be allowed access.  As a descendant of a Pillar Lord she has the right to use them," Eatik said, trying with all his might to be calm.

Teefik shot back, "A descendant!  There is no proof.  Show me the proof and I will agree.  Tell me you know first hand she is the rebirth of the Second Lord.  If you do this I will believe and give her all the support and access she desires."

Eatik was crushed.  There was no proof here.  The proof was at the Nine Pillars.  If they would go and see, and touch the pillars, they would understand.  As Eatik looked out over the group he suddenly realized, all they wanted was to hide in the mountains.  Hundreds of years ago they had agreed to common allegiance with the humans of the Grass Plate, the land of Elodia the Sixth Pillar Lord, long dead.  As humans departed that area, their protection vanished.  The Kite had decided the promise was to the land and not to those who once lived there.  Now the Kite stuck to the letter of the law and not its spirit.  If they remained secluded in their mountain home, ignorant of events elsewhere, they would not have to commit to any action.  Nothing short of the voice of the Fourth Pillar Lord, their creator could change that now.

Again Eatik was caught by his pledge of silence.  He had failed to lead them to the path of new revelation, to the path of truth which he was forbidden to speak aloud.  For just an instant he wished his master hadn't made him promise.  He so wanted to do his master's bidding with more directness.  Immediately Eatik cursed himself.  How could he criticize his master?  How could he doubt his master's wisdom?  Eatik began to shiver.  The thought of his master was... He must not think any more.  He must cast away this thought and concentrate on another.  It was too late.  In agony he cried out, "Hold me in your gaze just one more time, my master, my life!"

The others in the room immediately began to buzz.  Soon all were mourning the loss of their master.  If the Fourth Lord had been alive he would have wept to see his little creatures suffer.  If he had known their pain, would he have created them to be as they are?  No, he would not, for he was a loving man, although more than human, a man worthy of their love.  But the accidents of this world are unforgiving.  These were the thoughts of all who were in the chamber.  This was a truth they all understood and yet, could not change. 




“If we do not dispel our various deep magic,



apologize to nature, and to our Creations,



my fellow Lords; heaven will deny us admittance.”



Spoken by the Ninth Lord, creator of dragons.

Chapter I

Gethoria was a small, dusty village cocooned on each side by twenty towering, inward arched columns.  The opposite, narrow monoliths seemed originally to be mirrored pairs, but most were mismatched, leaning to the left or right, inward or outward.  The village was about two hundred paces in length and eighty or so paces wide.  At the north end was a rounded building with two large windows.  This ‘Spirit-building’ had an open entrance that was both triangular and centrally positioned.  At both sides of the building, left and right of the door, stood small wooden huts, like eclectic earrings. 
By the cultivated field, west of the village, a puppy barked as a Gethorian girl teased it with a string toy.  Teeva loved her pet, but was especially proud of it because it had been given to her by Yeeson, a family friend of much importance.  Yeeson had remarked that Teeva was destined to be a great soldier and needed a worthy pet.  As Teeva remembered that moment, she closed her eyes and held her face toward the sun to feel its warmth and dream of her proud life to come as a protector of her village.  Suddenly she heard the puppy yelp.  It had seen something and run toward the dry lands.  The pet ran past the sharp shadow cast by the last rough-surfaced arched column.  The fourteen year old girl called after her pet, “Come back, Chup-pup.” 

It did not respond then or even when she stamped her foot and yelled again for its return.  Teeva looked around to make sure no one was watching.  When she was sure her situation wasn’t being observed, she took a deep breath, crouched down, and ran after the puppy.  As soon as she crossed the shadow-line of the nearest arch, she became invisible.  A close observer would have seen her footfalls as they miraculously appeared in the dirt.  A few seconds passed and the puppy rose in the air and disappeared.  Moments later and just as suddenly by the shadow-line, the little girl appeared holding the puppy inside her robe.  She looked around and breathed a sigh of relief that none of the workers had noticed her actions. 

Teeva put the puppy down and as she stood she glanced toward the Spirit-building set at the far end of the village and saw Yeeson looking at her.  Standing on the roof was a thin woman with multiple strands of short braded hair.  Unknown to Teeva, Yeeson had been there for several minutes looking outward before she had turned her dark brown, troubled eyes toward the village.

Yeeson had smiled when she noticed a stone about the size of a large wagon protruded from the dirt about 5 paces in front of the building’s single entrance. This stone was a convenient meeting place where the elders would sit and talk, where the young, often shy lovers, would lay in each other’s arms, and where children played games of war or tag.  The flat stone was called the ‘Spirit’s Chin’.  A casual observer might mistake the building’s architect as a jokester who had intentionally rounded the two windows and hence made the building resemble a deformed skull floating in a sea of sand. The Gethorians considered any such comment an insult as they believed the building was carved to honor the great spirit, looking out over the village; an ever-vigilant gaze.  Yeeson’s thoughts were interrupted when a motion gathered her full attention.  A child had run across the shadow line.

Caught in Yeeson’s gaze, Teeva froze standing at the edge of the harvest fields.  How the woman had seen her actions from so great a distance was astonishing, Teeva thought as she quickly and instinctively bowed to the woman who on seeing this laughed and waved her hand in greeting.  Teeva waved and walked now embarrassed, back toward the village proper.  

She knew Yeeson would say nothing of her brashness.  She had often seen the woman standing on top of the Spirit-building and scanning the terrain when visiting Gethoria.  Even though Yeeson was not a Gethorian, Teeva was ashamed by the possibility of being diminished in her hero’s eyes.

Yeeson, although rarely in the village, was none-the-less a most welcome visitor.  Of the few outsiders allowed in, she was the only one allowed to mingle freely. At thirty-two years of age, Yeeson was unique in that she wore a full suit of Gethorian close-to-body armor.  It gleamed translucent and made her look like a glowing Goddess as the skin-tight armor covered her from neck to ankle, from wrist to wrist.  Usually the armor was invisible beneath her dark cloak and clothing, but today, for some reason, she wore it openly.  Armor of this type was very expensive and more than rare.  Many believed she was the distant kin of the Second Pillar Lord and many believed she was not.  It did not matter to the Gethorians, for she was like an adopted child who had made a point to visit them every time she was even remotely close to the village.  She had been coming to purchase armor since the age of ten. Because of her noble history and that she had come to them as a terrified, damaged youth, the Gethorians had welcomed her openly ever since that first day.  On that day, so long ago, many had quietly shed tears and again whenever her story was retold as it often was at the festival of myth and mystery.

When Teeva had reached the base of the first arch, she kissed her fingers and brushed the arch with her hand, saying, “Praise the Great Spirit and forgive my selfish abuse of your blessing.”

Teeva, a girl with a degree of plumpness, continued into the village and climbed a rope ladder.  The ladder was one of many that lead into the small wooden buildings tied like tree ornaments to the various columns where they curved over the village.  As she entered the building, through a hole cut in its floor, the building swung slightly back and forth by the four thick ropes that suspended it to the arching column.  At end of day, when the people returned to their homes, the suspended houses performed a small dance as the people moved about in them.  At night and from a distance many a caravan traveler had commented that the candle light from the many windows glowed like a large shimmering heart inside a bird’s cage.

The inside courtyard held seven utility buildings and a large centrally located meeting hall.  Outside the village, to the east were various tents, huts, and shops. Laced between those shops were pathways that eventually joined to form caravan roads leading to and heading from Gethoria.  One far less traveled road fish-hooked from the main road and ran due west towards the land of Elodia.

The hustle and bustle of business was everywhere.  The southern land below the village held a central marshy area.  Between that and the western fields were pig, sheep, and goat pens.  As dusk arrived, all of the areas outside the village were deserted by the Gethorians.  It was well known by all, citizens and travelers alike, that Gethorians attended services in the late afternoon as the sun was sinking into the western desert.  First time observers would think that the meeting hall was too small to hold the five hundred or so villagers, but would observe person after person enter a building that they believed could hold no more than fifty.

Gethorians always dressed in loose, colorful, tie-dyed robes, a custom appreciated by the local merchant-vendors.  The robes easily identified the Gethorians who were immune to the intense and constant barter of the merchants and tent hucksters working the caravan stop.  Why waste time arguing with a Gethorian when they seemed to already know the fair price of everything, even the value of the most unusual and far off item, food, or weapon?  Thankfully, Gethorians only sold their own items, Gethorian armor and rarely resold items obtained from others.  This arrangement allowed everyone both a modest profit and a stable price for Gethorian goods.  It also afforded the Gethorians a fair price on other items in exchange.  This fair price didn’t necessarily extend to the caravan customers, however, who could only deal with the vendor-merchants.  Those customers were prey to every trick a clever entrepreneur could invent.  

It was a fact, however, that the prices of Getharian products were relatively constant although it increased relative to the distance from Gethorian.  The price was constant enough, however, to set the value of exchange rates for all the various currency that came into the area.  Even though each kingdom minted its own coinage of gold, silver, and brass, the paper money issued in Gethoria was widely used and freely accepted throughout the island-continent.  Very few merchants would trust or accept other paper currency or notes of debt.  
In the morning, as the sun rose from the east, the Gethorians would arise and begin an active day.  It was only in the afternoon when the shadow from the pillars stretched east that the villagers would venture into the merchant’s area.  For the most part the highly colored, tie-dyed, robes were only seen inside the columns, as Getharians found little reason to walk past their blessed columns.  The merchants and travelers wore clothing of a more earthy tone due to the heat and dust of the desert.  

About thirty of the Gethorians were at the edge of the swampy area of the south-land, gathering large, red, pumpkin-shaped fruit.  As the sun rose higher, the shadows receded west to east.  The people hurried in their tasks and some ran to bring the fruit back to the village even though no shadow ever extended or retreated from the south. Save for one angular, narrow rock, three paces high and about a hundred paces south of the main village, there was nothing in the flat terrain to cast a shadow.

An attractive woman in her early 20’s was counting the fruit as it was being taken into a southern, storage building.  A middle aged man, Lecola, approached her.  The woman turned and greeted him.  “Father, the harvest is still going well.”

He smiled widely, his face crinkling with age as he responded, “The Spirits have been generous to us, Freelene.  Blessed is the Spirit. Perhaps the vendors will be willing to purchase a larger stockpile of armor than normal.”

She gave him a blank stare.  “And why is that?”

“Because, my daughter Freelene, I have planned a feast for them at past-noon. It is the triad feast of the Great Spirit, after all.”

“Bless the water and thorn,” Freelene said as she licked her finger and touched her colorful robe just at her neck-line.”

“Great Spirit, bless us all,” responded Lecola, absently.

She continued, “You want them to celebrate the sacred feast with us?

“They do not have to know the reason.  To them it is just a gift.”

“You mean a bribe to soften their pockets?”

They both laughed.  Freelene continued counting fruit as Lecola walked away.  At the southern most end of the village, Gethorians stacked fire wood inside a round building with a tall chimney.  The building had two openings, one east and one west.  The people entered the eastern doorway and exited the western one.  In the center of the building, under the chimney, was a large iron pot big enough to seat five people.  The fire was just beginning to lick around the sides of the vessel as Lecola walked in to inspect the kettle.  He looked inside the vessel and then turned to one of the workers.  “The water must be above the middle today.  Would you see to it, please?

“Yes, mayor Lecola.”

On a shelf across from the kettle, fifteen rough-cut, twisted, and amber-like rods each about an arm’s length and a wrist wide were carefully stacked.  Each rod had a paper band wrapped around the center.  Lecola glanced at the rods.

“You are making breast plates today?”

“Fourteen plates and one shield, mayor Lecola.  The shield is a rush order.”

Lecola smiled when he heard ‘rush order’ and then exited the western doorway.  Once outside he noticed a young man, Thane, running up to Freelene.  Lecola’s smile wavered.  He suspected a cause for the cave gardener’s distress, but hoped he was wrong.  As he watched the man, he could tell Thane’s body language spoke of disaster and a frown swept across Lecola’s face.  Lecola muttered under his breath as he turned his back on them.  Lecola realized he had waited too long and the lean time was now upon them.  His hopes of making and selling more armor this week, vanished.  They had been careless and not stockpiled enough thorn cuttings.  Now his bribe would be worthless.  He wondered how he had misjudged the time so badly.  Had it already been 18 years?

Out of breath, Thane spoke as he pulled on the woman’s sleeve.  “Freelene, you must come at once.  Something is wrong with the thorn tree.”

“Calm down, Thane.  Thane!  Don’t show panic, the merchants will see you.  I will follow.  Do not run.”

Thane pulled the slender, brown haired woman towards the northern building.  Freelene smiled and nodded her head to those she passed, attempting to look calm, while a feeling of dread crept up her spine.  Thane attempted to slow his pace as Freelene gave gentle resistance, but still he forced Freelene to walk more swiftly than she wanted.  He angled toward the left side of the Spirit Building and headed straight for the small hut.  Once hidden by the larger building, Freelene followed Thane quickly.  They entered the hut and immediately began to descend a spiral stair case.  They went down about sixty steps.  The staircase ended in the middle of a narrow cavern with several tunnels.  They proceeded down the northwest tunnel, walking on what looked like a round, ivory, walkway suspended in the middle of the narrow shaft.  The walkway was anchored into dirt at both ends.  They hopped from this ivory shaft to another similar but double- shafted bridge that proceeded down at a sloped angle that eventually lead into a chamber.  As they entered, several Gethorians with empty baskets and sharp knives were standing around and whispering quietly to each other.  Freelene could see fear in their eyes.

Freelene stopped and looked at the large tree like form which half-filled the large cave.  Lit by several blazing oil cauldrons, the object had five branches and looked somewhat like a mummified hand as it extended up from the ground.  The shadows cast by the structure onto the ceiling and walls were like eerie flickering snakes.  There were two ladders leaning against the “tree” and Thane climbed to the top of the first.  He motioned for Freelene to come up next to him.  The workers helped her move the thirty-foot ladder closer to that of Thane and Freelene climbed up.  At the top she looked at the end of the stubby branch.  The three foot diameter structure was swollen, spongy, and black.

“What shall we do, Freelene?  Each branch has this rotten growth over the thorn.”

“Can you not cut it away?”

“No.  As fast as we cut it swells out even farther than before.  What can we do?”

“I will ask my father.  Do no more work at the hand tree today, Thane.”

“But, Lecola told me there would be many orders for armor this day.”

“We have several dozen bundles of shavings in storage, enough for now.  Listen, Thane, tell no one else about this.”

“The cutters know.”

She turned toward them.  “Can I have your silence?  No need to distress others during the coming festival.”

Freelene could see a strange wide-eyed fear on the younger workers as they reluctantly agreed, but several of the older workers nodded their head in a solemn motion. Two even licked their finger and touched their forehead, a gesture of reverence.  Freelene stared at them.

“Freelene, do you think the Spirits are angry?  Is there something we have done wrong in our harvesting?”

It took a second for his question to register before Freelene leaned toward him and whispered, “No Thane. You are mindful and cautious at your work; unless, of course, you have taken pleasure with one of the maidens under a thorn branch?”

Thane blushed as red as a seed from a pumpkin fruit.  His mouth opened in shock.  He said too loudly, “No by the Spirits.  Why do you.., how can you.., uh.., uh.., what have you heard?”

Freelene broke into laughter and hugged Thane, almost making them both fall off the ladders.  She blurted out, “How often do I jest with you and still you always stammer and stutter?”

“I am not yet wed.”

“You think I do not know this?”

Finally he managed to smile.  They climbed down and Freelene motioned for everyone to exit.  When the others had gone, Freelene and Thane began to walk around the thorn tree.  The trunk was generally rectangular, flattened on its two wider sides and round at the narrow ends.  The narrow ends were three paces wide.  Its bark was like a flat, thick canvas covering.  There was no evidence of roots or leaves.  Thane dug into the ground by the side of the tree with his heel.  “Do you smell that?”

Freelene leaned over and sniffed.  “Yes.  It smells like, like rotting?”

“Exactly,” he responded as he poked farther into the ground with a cane he had found leaning next to the structure.  He knelt down, withdrew his knife, and poked at a swelling in the trunk.  It began to drip.  He looked at the fluid.  “Is this blood?”

Freelene touched the wound on the thorn tree.  Her finger came back covered with red.  She smelled it, tasted it, and then she shivered.  “By the Spirits, it is blood.  I must tell father at once.”

Freelene exited the cavern and upon entry into the sunlight began to search for her father.  She found him inside the meeting hall.

Lecola listened as Freelene explained what she had seen.  He was calm and slowly stroked his face without concern.  His calmness aggravated Freelene because it meant he knew something she didn’t.  She could never understand why he seemed to constantly withhold information from her until the very last moment.  She could see the eight other council members nod their heads as she spoke, more insult, for now she knew everyone was more informed about this discovery than she.

“So, what is this, father?”

“It is the time of swelling; the time of no thorns,” he said quietly and then stopped.  His determined silence made the hair on Freelene’s arm stand up, such was her agitation at his seeming lack of concern.  

“And?” she prompted a little too loudly.  The utter silence in the room convinced her Lecola would say nothing more and she turned and strode out of the meeting hall.  

Her sister, Teeva saw her and immediately recognized the angry walk.  She ran up to her and whispered, “What’s wrong big sister?”

When Freelene smiled and said nothing Teeva stomped her foot, moaned in an exasperated way, and ran off.  Teeva knew quite well her sister had intentionally dismissed her as unworthy.  Teeva didn’t care for she knew someone who had many answers.  Teeva made a bee-line straight for Yeeson, who was even now in the Spirit-building instructing a class of young warriors in an advanced class of defensive sword technique.  Teeva, followed by Chup-Pup, burst into the room.  Yeeson seemed not to notice as Teeva slid to a stop and almost fell over the stone table, her arms reaching out in panic, and knocking several goblets off its surface.  This was followed by a yelp as Teeva stepped back and onto Chup-pup’s paw.  Embarrassed again, Teeva picked up the dog and backed up to the open doorway.  She stroked her pet and tried to contain her agitation.  Yeeson mercifully called for a short recess and walked over to Teeva.

“And what is this, my little friend?”

Teeva hated to be called little, but passed the comment by in order to advance her burning question.  “Freelene came running up from the Hand Tree chamber with concern and fear.  She talked to father and from her expression had no satisfaction.  What do you think is wrong?”

“Wrong? How would I know?”

“You know everything!”

Yeeson laughed out loud.  This annoyed Teeva all the more.  “You’re the kin of a Pillar Lord.  If you don’t know then who does?”

“I suspect Lecola does.  You must understand, Teeva that my heritage is unclear even to me and there is much I do not understand.  The Second Pillar Lord has been sleeping for over 200 years and hasn’t been thoughtful enough to instruct me.”

“But, you’ve been inside.  You’ve been in the Gray Fortress.”

“Yes.  I’ve been inside.  I am allowed to enter. But, there is little knowledge in that desolate building.  The scrolls are unreadable, the books filled with strange script and bizarre pictures, and the Iron Cobra will not allow me to enter the main chamber.”

“What?  You’ve never told me that before.”

“I’ve never told anyone, well, other than one person, and that was many years ago.  It is a secret.  Can you keep a secret?  Can you hide my shame?”

Teeva stood as tall as she could.  Her eyes riveted on Yeeson’s eyes.  Teeva could see a deep sadness in Yeeson, as if a child were begging for a mother’s love.  She said in a solid, calm voice, “I will keep this secret.  How could I do otherwise for someone I love?”

Tears formed in Yeeson’s eyes and she held out the two fingers of her right hand.  Teeva followed and did the same.  Each licked the others outstretched fingers and brushed them against their own forehead.  As the moisture evaporated in the warm, dry air, each closed their eyes and felt its passing coolness.

Together they said, “May the Great Spirit bless this truth.”

Teeva turned and left the room.  All her questions had been forgotten.  She held a mighty secret.  She held a great secret confided in her by Yeeson, kin of a Pillar Lord.  This was a bond that had few equals to Gethorians and Teeva would die rather that let the knowledge pass her lips.  Teeva had become an adult that day and worthy of praise, and unworthy to trouble herself over the lesser dealings of Freelene and Lecola, whose secrets were nothing.  They had become insignificant, trivial things, like so many past worries she had dwelled on in her youth.

Yeeson fully realized what had just happened.  She had decided Teeva was ready to put aside childhood.  She had given her a pet that when grown would help her protect her people, she had spoken often to her of duty, but until today she had never given her a piece of her sorrow.  Perhaps, it had been unwise, but in that moment, Yeeson had pulled a burning thread from her own soul and passed it to a child.  In that moment she deemed Teeva ready for the responsibility.  Indeed, it was a secret that only one other knew and that person also would never tell.  Not because he had promised, but because he had been a child as had she.  She suspected now, after many years of contemplation, that his shame at that moment had become greater than hers and her secret had vanished in the deep recess of his mind never to be remembered.  She wondered how Captain Avan was doing.  She hadn’t seen him in over a year.  When they had met, almost by accident that day last year, each had smiled but neither had felt real joy.  That happiness was and had long been buried under shameful desperation as each had suffocated their first joy; all because of one great childhood misunderstanding.

Yeeson wiped the tear from her eye and strode up the steps to the roof of the Spirit-building to gaze into the scorched, desert lands that were the custodian of Gethoria.  As she stood looking out over the area she saw a man on a horse making haste from the south toward the oasis of the tents.  She watched as he approached, dismounted, and walked toward the main village.  He stopped at the columns, as none were allowed entry without permission, and waited.  Yeeson watched as a Gethorian man met him, escorted him to the central building, and moments later came out and looked around until he saw her, and then waved for her to come to the meeting place.  She made her way there.

When she entered she saw Lecola and a few others standing as, she now realized, a soldier of the Grass Plate Army was sitting and gulping down a glass of water.

“Yeeson, this soldier has very disturbing news.” 

The soldier stood.  “I have just come from the land of the talking bears.  There have been sightings of Siptors on the coast.”

“Impossible,” Yeeson said.

The others nodded their heads in agreement.

“I was told by the garrison commander to take this message north.  I did not see the creatures myself and think not that my lieutenant did either.  I am to take the message to General Angeles, none-the-less.”

“If there is any truth to this, then all of us are in grave danger.  But, I think it could not be true,” said Lecola.  “The insect creatures greatly fear water and yet could only have come by sea.”

Again, everyone nodded their heads, even Yeeson.

“But, to be sure of our safety, we must explore the possibility, don’t you think Yeeson?” asked Lecola.

Yeeson remained motionless for some moments.  “I will ride to the Gray Fortress.  If the armies of the Third Lord are again marching, surely the Second Pillar Lord will rise from his sleep.  Even if not awakened, there are means of determining the truth of this.  Inside the Gray Fortress there is a statue that gives forth a fluid of knowledge.  If I ask the right question, it will answer.”

All eyes were on Yeeson.  The thought of entry into the Gray Fortress was a sobering one and something none present, except Yeeson, would dare attempt.  It was known Yeeson hadn’t entered the structure in years and this disclosure of the treasures within from her own mouth was awe-inspiring.  Several of the people present licked their two fingers and touched their forehead while giving Yeeson the slightest bow.  All realized they were blessed by her presence.  All realized they had indeed chosen their friendship serendipitously.  Even though the friendship had been offered long ago to a child of but ten years age, with no knowledge of her potential greatness, it had turned out to be rewarded beyond measure by her kind soul and magical connections.

After a moment, Yeeson turned, walked out of the room, and walked out of the village.  She passed between two columns, walked past the hucksters, merchants, and caravan travelers, and then she turned south and walked to the only stone within sight to rise up out of the dry dirt at the southern end of the village.  She stood on the stone and called out, “Are you here my friend?”

After a few moments of expectation and curiosity, just as the onlookers were losing interest, a white horse appeared as it rounded the swampy area below the village.  Few people had ever seen a white horse.  It was understandable because in this entire world, there was only one.  The people were further amazed when Yeeson pulled a dark riding robe from its saddle, placed it on, mounted, and thundered away to the northeast.  Most of the people stared until she was out of sight and then the murmurs and the questions began.  “Was that Yeeson?  Where was she going in such haste?  How is it that she could ride a white horse?”

There were many questions, but no answers; at least no answers from any present and certainly none from the Gethorians who were a quiet bunch, not prone to gossip or betrayal.

Chapter II

My locust creatures, the Kite are but half my height and 

only the weight of one arm, yet have my creations
not proven their  power, wisdom, and worth?
The Fourth Lord in debate with the Sixth

High in the sky, unnoticed by those below, Eatik made slow progress towards the west.  The Kite creature’s wing muscles burned like hot knives as fatigue stabbed into his narrow, insect-like chest.  For almost five hours he had been airborne.  He had flown from his mountain home and knew he must return soon to again try to convince his kin to take action.  He needed to gather evidence they would accept, which was why he flew so swiftly toward the Gray Fortress.  Perhaps if this failed he could convince them to journey to the coast and inspect the Nine Pillars, he thought.

Eatik closed his mind to sight and remembered the first time he had seen the Nine Pillars.  It had been many years ago.  He remembered the eight remaining Pillar Lords and how each had stood next to and touched their individual weathered columns and recited the new covenant.  It was the second ceremony of peace, the one that announced the end to the First Mystic War.  The Pillar Lords once again vowed to rule this island continent in harmony as they had first done at the completion of the nine pillars.  Eatik remembered the second ceremony as if it had been yesterday even though it had been almost 1,300 years ago.  A sudden cramp brought his mind back to his task at hand.

The Kite Creatures had two different sets of wings.  The inner set was gold-tinged gossamer, very fragile, and used for gliding.  The outer set was corn husk strong, used for assent, or fast flying.  The stiffer wings were always used to gain altitude so a Kite Creature could glide long distances in the upper air currents. Eatik’s belly was blue and matched the sky.  His sides were similar, yet darker with jewel like glitter.  His brown, almost black outer-wings were drab and anachronistic against his beauty and the bizarre spike of bright-red hair on the top of his head.
Once again at his strength’s limit, Eatik extended his gliding wings and locked the others onto his back.  In this position the husks would support the gliding wings so they would not require further exertion.  As he rested his tired muscles he looked down at the forested land far below.  He saw multiple streams flowing among the grassland, the grass punctuated by patches of trees which stretched toward the west.  Here and there he saw a short Elodia tree coming into late bloom.  The pink and red flower covered trees looked like exploded color over the otherwise drab, autumn-affected land.  The sweet aroma of the blossoms reached his unique olfactory sensors embedded under his faceted eyes.
A screeched call of a high-flying eagle drew Eatik’s attention back to the important matters of the present.  He looked toward the eagle and saw the faint outline of the West Fist Mountains far beyond it.  He then looked south and saw the lightly forested land quickly changing to grasslands.  He knew the grass would change to desert in the far distance.  He began to think of years past and his many friends.  On journeys such as this, Eatik often thought of past friends, remembrances and regrets that flooded his heart.

Eatik was again broken from his daydream when he heard a distant sound; the pounding of the hooves of the White Horse.  Eatik looked down and saw a minute dot moving along a hair thin road towards a glade.  The center of the glade held a pentagonal fortress - an ominous, gray structure.  Eatik recognized the structure.  The Second Pillar Lord had entered it long ago never to emerge.  Surrounding the fortress was newly-burned, lifeless soil.  More bad news, Eatik thought to himself.  The small village of humans, south of the fortress, was clearly in his vision.  He was happy to see the wooden houses and larger structures were still intact.  At least that was one good sign in this week of bad omens.

  
Eatik angled his gold-tinged gossamer glider wings and began a slow descent.  The dot moved closer to the fortress.  Eatik knew it was Yeeson, riding below on Tor-Torenus, the unofficial king of the horses.  In fact the horses had only one true king and he was long dead.  Eatik knew only Yeeson was permitted the honor of riding Tor-Torenus, the only White Horse alive, the only horse that could make the air vibrate in harmonic resonance with its pounding stride.  Eatik knew the magic of the Seventh Lord was still in the horse’s blood.  


Without warning, Eatik’s mind jumped to a sad memory of the Seventh Lord.  Eatik had been in the tent and had listened to the agreement made by the three allied Pillar Lords the day before the last battle.  The Second, Fourth, and Seventh Lords had sworn an oath.  Eatik was one of twenty-thousand creatures preparing for battle that day.  Only a handful had survived.  The next day and for many others he had cursed his fate until Yeeson had been born.  Yeeson had changed everything.

  
Yeeson, in a hooded black robe that covered her nearly completely, rode the White Horse across the burned glade.  Both came to a stop facing the twelve-foot high, double-door entrance to the gray, stone fortress.  Protruding from the stones as if part of the wall itself were massive stone claws that Eatik had seen before, but now had multiple veins of blackness.  His fears were confirmed when Yeeson nudged the horse forward and the claws curled inward.  When the horse stepped back, the claws relaxed.  Yeeson turned and rode the horse south, back the way she had come.  It had begun, Eatik thought.  There was no mistake.  Remnants of Pillar Magic had been unleashed into the walls of the fortress.  No other magic had the capacity to corrupt the very stones of the fortress into motion.


Still high in the air, Eatik could hear a slight difference in the cadence of the White Horse.  The rhythm was no longer a happy one.  It had changed into a somber thumping of arduous work and deep sadness.  Knowing Tor-Torenus as he did, knowing the horse had never known defeat, Eatik realized Yeeson must have been crying.  The empathetic stride of the great horse mirrored her despair at being denied entrance.  It was another of her hopes dashed to dust.  Eatik ached with physical pain knowing this was just another of many past horrors that the young woman had suffered.  He realized what her goal had been.  If only the Second Lord would awaken and somehow undo the damage he had done, would intervene in her quest to save her friends. But, for all Eatik knew, the Second Lord was long dead and both her hopes were futile.  Eatik realized the only hope of salvation rested in the courage of many others.

  
Eatik used his infra-vision and looked through the roof of the fortress and into its corridors.  Although what he saw was distorted, as if looking through rippling water, he could still see the fresco paintings on the walls, the gold statues, and artifacts of multiple machines of unknown purpose.  Dust had been falling relatively undisturbed over everything for two centuries.  Eatik could just make out hundreds of small footprints leading to and fro in the dust.  Eatik smiled as he remembered little Yeeson running up and down the halls inside the fortress so many years ago.  Yeeson had been the only human allowed entry into the Fortress of the Second Lord after the Great War, or so Eatik believed.  The iron cobra at the entrance had bowed to her alone.  It was a miracle.  It was the first sign.  The one Eatik had waited so long to see twenty-seven years ago.


His mind still wandered.  The Kite needed a miracle.  Their spirits of his peers had slowly evaporated those many years ago after the Second Pillar Lord had entered the fortress leaving a child with the Marsen family, the most esteemed of the villagers.  When the child, now called the first child, had died at the age of twenty-three having spawned only two children, one of which had died at birth the despair had sprouted.  The latter male had grown up and fostered over a dozen bastard children as well as five in wedlock before his death, also at age twenty-three.  Back then none had been able to understand the significance of the number twenty-three.  Now, only one cared.  
Over the following generations of human lineage, the Kite Creatures became more despondent and eventually lost track of the multiple-pathways leading back to the first child.  The Kite civilization would have eventually withdrawn from the world and become hermits in the East Fist Mountains, held together only by the common cause of protecting the temple of their creator, the Fourth Pillar Lord.  They had long ago made a vow to protect the vaults of the Fourth Lord.  This vow had never weakened even after the reign of the Pillar Lords ended.  On one day, long past, when the summer heat had pounded down on Eatik he began to wonder if anything outside their mountain home was really worth their interest.  He wondered until he was told a four-year-old female child had walked past the Iron Cobra guarding the entrance to the Gray Fortress of the Second Pillar Lord.

Most did not know that the central-ceiling of the fortress was composed of a mildly opaque substance that any Kite could peer through; such was their acuity of vision, their range of light reception, and their master’s distrust of the Second Lord.  Select inner chambers were still hidden by solid stone ceilings and magic.  Eatik was confident that the inner chambers of the Pillar Lord were secure.  He had seen several iron cobras wandering at the edge of the halls within his area of vision.  Centuries before he had seen the Prime Snake, twenty paces long, slither into the main chamber.  It had probably been given an order by its creator: “Let none enter this room.”  
An iron snake had few equals and the Prime snake had none.  Few if any magical creatures with equal self-power had survived the war.  Perhaps the Red Dragon could best it, Eatik thought, but not inside the fortress itself.  Inside the Gray Fortress the Prime was an insurmountable foe.
After circling for a few minutes, Eatik flew south.  When he was again above Yeeson, he began a slow spiral downward.  He reached the tree tops and began a swift swooping maneuver that ended in a ballet like spin that landed him on the road about one hundred paces ahead of Yeeson.  Eatik looked very much like a meter tall grasshopper as he stood on his two strong insect-like legs.  The White Horse slowed and came to a stop, yards from the Kite Creature.  Yeeson dismounted and walked toward the fragile-looking Eatik.  She knelt in front of him and began to speak in Kite, Eatik’s native tongue.

Eatik listened with intensity as if hearing the voice of a Pillar Lord.  To a few believers, Yeeson was the great, great, granddaughter of the great, great, grandson of the Second Pillar Lord.  Only Eatik knew the truth and he could never speak it, being true to the last wishes of his master, the Fourth Pillar Lord.


Yeeson looked down at the creature.  “I am glad to see a Kite Creature.  I wish to ask a favor of you and your greater speed.”

As Eatik listened, he could see tears in her eyes, tear tracks on her face.  He heard a musical refrain in the back of his mind: To love is reward.  To serve is life.  To die is freedom.  The sight of Yeeson so close, to feel her breath upon his face was exhilarating for Eatik.  The impulse to reach out and touch her, wipe away the tears, was strong, but he was afraid she would pull away.  He was afraid she would wonder what the touch meant.  More importantly in this time of danger he did not know what vision might transpire between them.  The vision transfer was a powerful trait given to Eatik by his master.  It afforded fast and accurate information delivery, but Eatik could not control its content.  Only a Pillar Lord could do that.  Fearing an unwanted transfer, Eatik had never touched Yeeson. 

The solemn stance of the creature made Yeeson think it was confused.  “I believe your name is Eatik,” Yeeson said.  The creature did look familiar and she had heard Zeezer, her teacher, use that name more than once.  Zeezer had said Eatik was a good but shy friend and should always be accorded courtesy.

“It is my name,” Eatik said quietly, barely audible.  In all the years of his life, Eatik had never before spoken to her.  He did so now because she needed his support.  She needed his words.

Yeeson hesitated as if collecting thoughts, then said, “A powerful magic has entered the Gray Fortress.  I believe it is searching for a way to destroy the Second Lord.  The claws at the entrance have grown alive and denied me entrance.”

“Yes,” Eatik replied.

The response caught Yeeson by surprise.  How could it accept her statement so quickly without even a question?  Had it been watching her or perhaps been inside the fortress?  She closed her eyes for a second to compose her thoughts, then opened them and looked at the creature.

“My favor is to ask you to fly to the Cleavage Wall and warn Captain Avan that I fear for his life.  No, don’t say that.  Say I fear Siptors will attack.  They will attack the wall and then try to get to the Temple of Chiton.  They will seek the Seed of Chiton from the great snake.  Doranis has found a way to use Pillar Magic.”

Eatik smiled.  Eatik knew all of this was true.  He was sure Doranis had stolen the ten vials of magic fluid and was using the contents to create an army of Siptors.  Siptors were the warrior cast of the Third Lord, formed from centipedes, created to serve as her enforcers.  Eatik suspected many other things were afoot but remained silent about them and spoke only, “Understand.”

Yeeson had noticed the slight change of facial expression on the creature and wondered if revealing her secret was somehow dangerous.  Perhaps that or the creature was in pain.  Then she shrugged and blurted out, “I believe Doranis seeks all three of the Sister Seeds.”

She looked at the creature for any sign of surprise.  Yeeson wondered how much the Kite really knew of the affairs of the new world, the world without the Pillar Lords.  She suspected the creatures were so tied to the past that her fight to free the humans and the Poiglem from the yolk of an unjust overlord was unimportant to them.

Eatik was, in fact, astonished by what Yeeson had just said about the Sister Seeds, amazed at what the woman knew.  She had taken what little she had discovered in the last few years and been able to extrapolate the hidden truths of past ages.  Eatik had thought the secret of the Sister Seeds was known only by the high priest of the Chiton Temple.  Eatik knew the priest did not readily share his knowledge.  Everything Yeeson said made sense and he was pleased by her wisdom.  Doranis had been busy, he thought.  Eatik wished the man dead.  Eatik had wounded him years before, but a protection spell had pulled the man, naked, back to the Pyramid of the Third Pillar Lord.  The spells surrounding the structure would never allow a Kite, the sworn enemy of the Third Lord, to approach much less enter.  

Yeeson needed to know as much as possible.  Even so, Eatik could not speak with complete openness.  Many relevant details were intertwined with rules and promises that limited his disclosure.

“Agree,” he said.  Yeeson reacted as if she had been slapped in the face.  This conformation was profound.  She hesitated again, to take in what the little creature had just disclosed to her.  They knew, she thought to herself.  They knew what was happening.  Why did they not intervene?

“Thank you,” was all she could manage to say.  “I thought I might have been incorrect.  I thought I might have misunderstood the signs.”  

Eatik smiled again knowing his statement had pleased her.  Yeeson noticed the strange expression for the second time and wondered if it meant happiness.  Yeeson continued, “If you could, tell Captain Avan that the leader of the Tetra militia, Colonel Bearman, has been a trade partner with my adoptive family and will aid our cause.  I have heard rumors he is on the move.  If he comes to the wall, he can assist the Captain in its defense.”

“Understand,” Eatik said.

Eatik closed his inner eye lids.  He continued to listen on some level of consciousness but was awash with forbidden truths and knowledge.  Unknown to Yeeson, Bearman was actually her distant kin.  Eatik also knew the Siptor had attacked the wall twice already, news brought to him by his spies.  A lone scout and one of his few remaining allies had reported as much the day before.  Eatik feared for Captain Avan also.  Not for the man’s sake but for what the death of Captain Avan would do to Yeeson.  On some level she cared for Avan, a rare thread of comfort for a troubled soul, Eatik thought.  If only she could take comfort in the knowledge that Eatik was a better friend, by far, than any other, a fact he believed she would never possess.

The sound of Yeeson’s voice became faint.  He heard her, but the sum of his knowledge and limits on disclosure were overwhelming his senses.  At times Eatik would have physical pain, when he was forced to watch Yeeson struggle against the injustice of her lands.  Both of them were trapped by the tangled cords of history, he thought to himself.  He wished with all his might she could somehow break free.  Eatik felt as if what few threads he had been able to loosen for her were feeble compared to his love of the woman and his overwhelming desire for her well-being.

Eatik wanted to stay and protect Yeeson as he had done many times before.  She had never known.  He thought back to one time when she had been seven.  After several clumsy attempts on her life by locals, her foster parents had taken her to the castle of the overlord, Kenyan Norse, to offer him money in exchange for her protection.  They requested she be allowed residence and maybe even an apprentice position within his court.  The overlord, who had secretly ordered her death, didn’t want any direct connection to the child.  Even at the age of seven she had developed a following that questioned his authority.  He had feigned concern that day but refused to help, saying they were over-reacting to simple thievery or bad luck.  He suggested the services of a body guard and brought forth a rugged looking man for the job.  As they returned home the new body guard rode ahead, telling them it was to inspect their path.  Actually he was looking for an ambush site.  The overlord had sent him, a professional archer-assassin, to finish the job.

Once out of sight, the assassin had raced ahead and positioned himself in a rock crevice within arrow range of the road.  As the party entered the valley, Eatik had seen the man take out an arrow.  Eatik dove to confront him.  Eatik had been too high, the angle poor, and the family had increased their speed in a foolish attempt to catch up to the bodyguard.  The arrow had been drawn and was moments from release towards the child.  Eatik arched his dive and crashed into the assassin at full speed.  The creature literally blew the man’s chest apart with the impact, with the man’s arms going in different direction and his head shooting twenty feet into the air.  Eatik had taken several hours to recover from the impact.  Years later two hunters had found the topless, armless skeleton of the assassin wedged inside the crevice and wondered how such a bizarre injury had taken place.  The family assumed the man had deserted them or been killed by an attacker.  It was the first time Eatik knew for sure that Kenyan Norse wanted the child dead.  It took all the Kites willpower to keep from killing the overlord.  To do so would be a direct violation of his master’s request, because to do so would bring un-thought questions; the answers to which were forbidden to reach Yeeson’s ears.
When Eatik opened his eyes, now, as he had back then, Yeeson was gone.  From the position of the sun he knew he must have stood there for at least half-an-hour after she had left on the White Horse.  This type of stunned silence was not an uncommon reaction for a Kite Creature flooded with memories.  Their abilities and mental capacity had been expanded but mental limits were sometimes overloaded with the vast multitude of stored memories long life and experience generated.  Eatik, however, was additionally burdened with the need to keep secrets - many, many, secrets - accumulated and compounded over centuries.

Eatik again took to the air.  In minutes he saw Yeeson again, far below.  He continued on toward the Cleavage Valley, the valley which ended with a wall facing the lands of the Third Lord.  The present wall had been constructed by humans during the early stages of the Second Mystic War to keep the armies of the Third Lord at bay. 

It had been a long and bloody war.  It had begun with a lesser conflict between the Second and Third Lords that lasted decades.  The Fourth and Fifth Lords were eventually drawn in and it became a major conflict.  When the Seventh and Eighth Lords took sides it became an all consuming war.  Elodia, the Sixth Lord and the Ninth Lord were the only ones to abstain, but in the end all were affected.  The Second Lord had been right when he said their fingers had left scars.  It has been two hundred years since the man had entered the fortress to sleep and still the inhabitants of this land suffered, Eatik thought as he turned to cross the mountains.  He knew Yeeson was correct. The Cleavage Wall was much easier to reach from the air, a shorter journey by far.
If you fight me, my dear Seth-Chiton, you best

be sure it is for the right reason.




Message sent by the Third Pillar Lord - creator of Siptors



What reason do I need, my dear Sepher-Helion, other than

you are cut from the same cloth as your dead sister?





Response from Second Pillar Lord - creator of Poiglems

Chapter III 


A group of twenty sword and shield-bearing soldiers, showing signs of battle, are sitting with their backs to a ledge on top of a wall.  A dark, acrid smoke is rising beyond the ledge from several piles of smoldering ash at the base of the wall.  Twenty paces high, forty paces wide, slightly curved, and made of weathered gray stone the wall is supported on each side by towering, oval buttresses each topped with a small lookout station.  The two rounded supports were responsible for the structure’s name ‘The Cleavage Gate’ as it strongly resembled a bodice enfolding bountiful bosoms.  The eastern stone buttress touching the edge of the Plethor Sea is the terminal end of the South Fist Mountains and extending to the horizon along the shore is a strip of flatland about fifty paces wide.

One of the soldiers on the wall, Pollus, strong and ever alert is helping two others pull up supplies.  He says to all those around him, “Two days ago I thought I was going to die.  I thought Siptors were unbeatable. Captain Avan has proven they can be easily defeated.”


Jacob, known as the Story Teller, smiles as he says, “Yes, I agree.  I will have many poetic verses to add to my ballad.  To believe the ancient scrolls, Siptor skin was hard as bronze armor and their insect legs faster than a desert storm. I was greatly relieved the scrolls are untrue.”


“And their attack this morning was paltry.  We archers made quick work of them,” Pollus bragged as he continued to pull at the rope until the bag full of hard rolls and dried meat came within reach.  He tied down the rope and with a loud grunt pulled the bag onto the ledge.


“Pollus, it took many arrows to fell one,” remarked a nearby soldier.


“We have thousands of arrows and can always make more,” Pollus remarked.


Jacob started to chant a work ditty and others joined in as they began to hoist another bag of supplies from the courtyard below.  Some soldiers too tired to sing, hummed along as others nod their head to the tune.  After retrieving another bag, Pollus looks west.  It was obvious why the wall was built here, he thought.  It was blocking the valley that lead to his homeland.  He knew creatures of unimaginable horror still lived in the cursed lands to the east.

Pollus glanced down.  In the central courtyard a stone plug sitting on a stone walk-way was all he could see of the tunnel built through the wall.  The walk-way, or rail as it was known, ran through the tunnel and allowed the plug to block the tunnel at any intermediate location.  The plug was three paces thick and just as wide.  It could be slid back and forth on the ‘rail’ and secured in place by simply placing a pebble at its base.  It was still a mystery to Pollus how the stone plug worked.  It moved easily back and forth on the rail and yet became immobile when braced with a stone the size of a pea.  It was a mechanism that always amazed the new recruits.  Pollus had pondered the mystery of this ancient artifact for several weeks after his arrival, but then seemed to lose interest.  In actuality he chose to appear not to care in order to avoid ridicule as a ‘wonder-struck fool’.  

“Two down and eight to go,” he said out loud.


Jacob looked at him.  “You are disrupting my rhythm, Pollus.  Sing or shut-up.”


“Yes, Jacob.  I am sorry,” Pollus said with a grin and began to sing the ditty again.  Pollus glanced down and noticed the Sergeant Zeezer, a sword-master, leading four soldiers onto the courtyard.  Pollus poked Jacob, who stopped and looked down.  

Jacob frowned.  “I do not envy them.  Surely a whip will grace their back.”


“It depends on who has called for them,” Pollus said as he resumed his work.  He tried not to look at those below as he was angry at their behavior as were most of those who had heard the way they had spoken to Captain Avan.  As they worked a Poiglem came by and requested bread.  Poiglems were often seen in the military.  Since the war many chose to escape the regent of the Second Pillar Lord and desert their birth-land rather than submit to the human.  The other soldiers considered Poiglem poor mercenaries.  The Poiglem were short, pig-faced, smelly creatures with barely a whit of common sense.  Pollus handed a piece of bread to the creature.  When the creature just stood there he handed it another, and then another, until it finally left.


“Piglet,” he mumbled under his breath.  

The others chuckled.  The Cleavage Gate defended the area known as the Grass Plate, an area populated by many creatures but ruled entirely by humans.  Several indenture-mercenaries were in the unit.  From a distance, Poiglem looked almost human.  The three Poiglem presently on the wall were easy to pick out by their facial deformity.  By their meek nature, however, they did not make good soldiers.  Another species, the Dwarf Skeen, on the other hand, although similar in stature to the Poiglem were extremely violent in battle, and better liked.  Perhaps it was because they were adept at making grass wine, Pollus thought as he absent-mindedly looked up and down the walkway, searching for the lizard-faced creatures.  His eyes fell on two tall black beings. They were the strangest and the most ostracized mercenaries in the unit.  The Mal-Malu warriors were solid black beings, wore no clothing except multilayered, twisted rope body armor, and each fought with a heavy, brass, walking rod that a normal man could hardly lift overhead much less swing.  The Mal-Malu had been subjects of the Eighth Pillar Lord and had been mankind’s ancient enemy, but allies since the Eighth Lord’s death over two hundred years ago.  The ‘Malu’ that still existed had been scouts who had somehow missed the last battle that had wiped out their species.  Malu were tireless runners and good fighters.  Due to their complete lack of social skills and unintelligible language, none of the other soldiers bothered with them. 

Captain Avan, a handsome man in his late twenties, sat at a table in his small office built next to the eastern stone support affectionately called The-East-Tit.  He put down his quill pen and looked at the newly written letter.  He sighed.  An angular shadow fell over his desk and he turned to look.  Standing in the window was a thin, strongly backlit, insect-like creature about three feet tall.  Avan stood and placed his hand on his sword, but thought better of it.  He pushed the hilt down toward the scabbard and looked at the creature.  He felt it strongly resembled a blue bellied grass hopper except it had a tassel of red hair that stuck straight up from the head.  The name ‘Kite Creature’ flitted across the captain’s mind.

Eatik stood still and thought about the funeral pyres of the dead Siptors he had just seen and while high in the air the two approaching armies east of the gate.  He had also seen a distant tunnel near the sea and Siptors entering it.  More forbidden information, he thought.  But just maybe this knowledge, hinted at but not fully explained, could help this Captain, for Yeeson’s sake.  

He had no trouble recognizing Captain Avan.  Not only had Eatik seen him many times, especially when Avan was a child, but also he recognized the clutter of the office as similar to the disorganization the child had always shown.  The Captain, however, had only a faint recollection of the Kite Creature.  He had only seen it at a distance and had ignored most of the classes concerning the history of ancient times and non-human races. 

Eatik began to speak.  The speaking of the human tongue was difficult for him due to his mouth configuration.  Eatik spewed out Yeeson’s message and his own in a hissing jumble: “Hidden path Siptors south want Seed of Gethoria and Chiton.  Doranis steal fluid.  A bear man is a friend.  She concerned for all.”

Avan stood quietly for a moment before he realized his mouth was open.  He closed it and tried to comprehend the message.  It was especially difficult to understand because it had been spoken without pause or inflection.  Avan believed the fact the creature had used human speech made the message urgently important.  His inexperience with these creatures was hindering him and he silently cursed himself for not listening to his old teacher and sword master, Zeezer or others more recently about the creatures of the Pillar Lords.  Captain Avan simply had not care about any of them until Siptors had begun attacking the Cleavage Gate two days ago.

After a few seconds of silence, Avan realized the creature was waiting for a response.  Not knowing what to say he said the obvious to try to initiate further communication.  “Kite Creature, will you honor me with more information?”

Eatik was afraid the more words he spoke the more likely the human would be confused as, like always, forbidden secrets continuously restricted the Kite’s words.  Eatik was relieved the human had indicated at least some understanding and begun this politeness.  Even so, Eatik was momentarily tongue tied with indecision about how to answer the question.

Captain Avan walked toward the window and reached toward the creature.  Eatik was not afraid of being touched, in fact he craved touch.  Eatik missed the touch of his master, the warmth of human life, as opposed to the cold touch of his insect peers.  Eatik smiled as Avan touched him with his finger.  Captain Avan noticed a sudden contortion of its face and wondered if his touch was causing the creature pain.  While touching the creature, Captain Avan suddenly had a series of flash visions ending with a hazy view of a hanging snow-white cocoon with a glowing center, dripping fluid.  Avan pulled his hand away and stepped back.

  
Captain Avan blurted out, “Was this dream from your mind?”

  
Eatik was elated the human had also seen the vision and felt the human would soon, upon reflection, understand everything.  How clever of his master to program him with this teaching vision.  With the critical communication finished, Eatik chirped with relief, “Am Eatik, a faithful servant of my master.”

Eatik suddenly remembered Yeeson’s last comment, a comment made as Eatik had stood on the road caught in mental turmoil.  “Tell him, I, Yeeson will soon invoke the treaty of Chiton,” he repeated proudly, mimicking her voice as best he could.

Captain Avan jerked upright at the mention of Yeeson.  Eatik took this snap to attention as a dismissal and hopped backwards out of the window.  Captain Avan ran over to the window and looked out, but the creature was nowhere to be seen.  He yelled, “Come back.  What treaty is this?  What does it mean?” and then belatedly, “Where is Yeeson?”

Avan backed up, turned, and began to pace. Then, slowly, quietly, he walked to his desk, sat, and put his hands to his head.  He said out loud, “Yeeson!  Can I never escape your mysteries?”

He remained still for several minutes.  Captain Avan could not help but remember Yeeson, who had been his childhood partner in weapons training.  Avan had been selected over all the children in the village.  The sword master, Zeezer had pointed at him as he stood next to his father, a major in the army.  Zeezer had explained to the father Yeeson’s need for a partner and the father had eagerly agreed when Zeezer pointed out she was not only the foster child of a rich family but also the possible kin to the Second Pillar Lord.

The sword master then brought Avan into Yeeson’s foster home and trained the children side by side for several years until Avan had left with his father, Colonel Avan who had been given a new command.  That had been almost fifteen years ago.  

Yeeson had been the secret love of his childhood.  At eleven they had met and at fifteen they had parted.  Between both events they had talked little and trained hard.  They began training in the early morning, sword practice, axe, arrow, and spear.  In the afternoon they had classes.  After the first year, Zeezer made them fight against each other with rods and shields, and in the last year they fought Zeezer himself.  They had formal schooling in language, math, and military history.  Special classes were tossed in by wandering priests and elders, and often Zeezer himself concerning the customs of other races.

His father, Colonel Avan, was grateful his son had been chosen to train with Yeeson.  The two children were almost the same size, although Yeeson was thought to be a few years older.  With the sudden murder of her family years before, many facts about her had been lost.  Yeeson had been with her foster family for almost eight years when the training had begun, but “craved more,” Colonel Avan often remarked to his son.  

Colonel Avan was distressed his son did not pursue the girl.  Even with his father’s constant encouragement the boy failed to take advantage of the girl’s obvious segregation from others in the community.  Of course, the two children had spoken, on occasion, but mostly of blisters and sore muscles.  They seldom spoke about their inner thoughts or dreams.  Whether it was through awe or jealousy, respect or mystery, they had failed to connect.  Each saw the other as someone in a different world.  

Avan knew Yeeson was from the lineage of the Second Pillar Lord, royalty of sorts, and he showed extreme deference by waiting for her permission to do everything.  Yeeson was afraid of being different, especially since the death of her parents, and worked hard at imitating the other girls who played social games she little understood.  She wanted to be appreciated but did not know how to obtain it.  Finally, in desperation after the first few months together she decided to take a step to secure his friendship.  The pivotal day arrived.

The gray fortress of the Second Lord was just a stone building to her.  It was a building to run around in, scream her frustrations at, and enter and exit without thought or concern.  To Avan and everyone else in the village, it was a structure of terror and certain death.  At the age of eleven, little Avan hesitantly entered the building at Yeeson’s insistence for the first and only time.

Inside the fortress she tried to share its ancient wonder and she spoke to him about what she had thus far discovered.  

“This is the hallway to the tomb,” she said.  “We can’t go there because that stupid snake won’t let us, but we can stand at the door and look.”

She desired to share her soul.  He heard nothing but the cold echo of her voice against the walls and the ominous stare of the various petrified creatures within.  The quiet but polite mutterings he made were more to appease the “demons” than a response to her rapid talking.  

As they approached an arched passage a snake appeared and hissed in their faces.  He had stood frozen in terror.  When it slithered around Yeeson and pinned him to the wall, touching his face with its cold, iron, tongue and he had instantly closed his eyes and wet his pants.  She had laughed with joy because the snake had accepted her friend with its kiss.  Giggling with excitement and tears coming to her eyes, she began to raise her hands to reach for his.  He thought he heard the scorn of her laughter and then how she pointed her hands at his wet pants.  He ran out of the building to hide.  She began to run after him but the snake pulled back and momentarily blocked her way.  She slipped past the creature and called out, but Avan was out of sight.  She could hear his fading steps and see his shadow against the far wall as he bolted out the main doorway.

Yeeson had fallen to her knees.  Suddenly uncontrolled sobs jerked from her small body.  Her shoulders shook.  The iron snake came streaking down the hallway to see what was wrong and wrapped its body around her, looking from side to side to see what danger had so upset her.  Iron snakes did not understand loneliness and the sound of crying meant someone was in pain.  The beast could not comprehend she cried because Avan had rejected her in a rare moment of happiness she had so wanted to share.  The two children never spoke of that misunderstood incident and it became the keystone in a wall that stood strong and impenetrable between them.

Captain Avan had crossed paths with Yeeson many times over the years.  The last time Avan had seen her had been friendly and they laughed about old times.  A casual observer would not have noticed the subtle game of reaching out, but avoidance of touch their subconscious played, just as it had those many years ago.

Captain Avan shook his head to clear his thoughts.  He needed to focus on the here and now.  He thought about the Kite Creature.  Then he wrote down what he could remember of Eatik’s message: Hidden path...  Siptors south... Seed of Gethoria... Seed of Chiton... A bare man will be a friend... and she is concerned.  He looked at the cryptic words.  The only two things that made sense to him were the lines concerning Siptors and the word she, meaning Yeeson.  Siptors were coming from the south.  Impossible, he thought.  To get south the Siptors had to cross the Plethor Sea.  Everyone knew Siptors dissolved in salt water.  In the Great War, so it was written, the Seventh Lord had made it rain for days before the last battle.  The armored scales of the Siptor had been reduced to wet leather by the water.  If it had rained salt water they would have been completely destroyed.

Captain Avan looked out the window towards the bluish sky.  A cloud drifted by.  He looked back at the desk and the letter he had written.  He smiled.  The letter of reprimand, for the soldiers waiting below, had weighed heavy on Captain Avan’s conscience.  They had done well in the battle yesterday, he thought, but four of the soldiers had shown him disrespect.  This had culminated in defiance at their refusal to burn the Siptor dead.  The squad leader, Zeezer, the sword master, had stood by Captain Avan and berated the men, but even so, they gave the least effort possible as they carried out the order.  Avan had trouble deciding what to do with the troublemakers: two ringleaders and two eager followers.  The Captain placed his white and blue Cord of Command around his left arm and exited the room.

The group of five soldiers milled around by the wall plug.  Captain Avan walked across the courtyard toward them.  Zeezer, with three stripes on his sleeve and two bars of excellence on his chest, snapped to attention.  The others stood but were obviously showing the minimum required respect.  Zeezer cleared his throat and glared at them and they grudgingly began to straighten up.  

Captain Avan held up the letter and spoke.  “This reprimand can wait.  I believe Siptors are south behind our lines.”

The four soldiers eyed each other.  Zeezer cleared this throat, attempting to bring them back to order.

Captain Avan continues.  “To give you time to think on your questionable actions yesterday you are to leave the Cleavage Valley and cautiously investigate the southern route.  Zeezer will command.  If Siptors are found, then note their numbers and return.  If Gethoria is close or you see the creatures are heading that way, you should warn them, but otherwise return here as quickly as possible.”

Jamock, a stout looking man in his early twenties with two stripes on his sleeve, scratched his short beard.  He raised his hand slightly, a required gesture, and immediately spoke before Zeezer had a chance to quiet him.  “Captain Avan, what distance is close.  Gethoria has never been defeated and hardly needs our warning.”

The others became dead silent and watched Captain Avan.  Avan responded, “You question my orders, Jamock?”

Jamock hesitated and said, “Perhaps, if I understood them better?”  Jamock belatedly added, “Sir.”

Ornithian, tall and formidable at 30 years old, also with two stripes, snapped his finger and Jamock went silent and stepped back.

Ornithian gave the slight but required hand motion as he stepped forward and said, “Excuse him, Captain.  Do you want us to attack these magical Siptors in the field?  What if we are cut off?”

With controlled irritation Avan responded.  “Ornithian, investigate their numbers.  Is that not what I said?  If it is but a few, destroy them, of course.  If the Siptors are in large numbers and you have no approach back here, uh, then you are to ride to General Angeles camp at the temple.”

Zeezer, a thin yet strong man, even at age 60, sighed.  Captain Avan heard the almost imperceptible sound but before he could figure out what it meant, Ornithian pressed his advantage.  “Captain Avan, is not General Angeles many miles north of Gethoria?  By my experience I ask for better instruction if warning the village of Gethoria is your intent.”

Captain Avan patted his hands together as if slowly applauding.  “I should think you'd revel at being away from here instead of standing here and nit-picking my orders.”

The two soldiers behind Zeezer chuckled and pushed at one another.  Captain Avan snapped to attention and placed his hand on the command cord.  All five men stood at attention, knowing to disrespect a command-cord salute was treason.  Avan turned and walked a few steps, turned back and looked at them.  He held the letter in the air and spit out his words.


“This letter, a reprimand, a report of your conduct...  I think General Angeles would nigh tolerate the dishonor of dead heroes.  That is my experience, Ornithian.  So do your duty and this letter will be burned on your successful return or on your funeral pyre, whichever comes first.”


Ornithian bristled, but Zeezer put his hand on him and pushed him back.  Zeezer stepped forward and gestured for attention.  He looked at Captain Avan, and with respect said, “Sir, all of us thank you for this and the chance to do our duty.”

Captain Avan was flustered and speechless for a moment.  He looked at the others.  “I, uh, the report, uh, just do your duty.  By the Pillars, is that so hard?”  

Captain Avan was truly at a loss.  His outburst had been inappropriate, his loss of temper unprofessional, his retreat to a command-cord salute inappropriate.  He ran the past events through his mind and wondered how he had lost the respect of these soldiers.  He saw Zeezer standing, looking at him, expecting something.  What?  What had he done wrong?  Then he realized.  He heard Zeezer speaking to him from many years ago.  Avan remembered he was fifteen, just a few months from leaving the village.  He had gathered a group of teenagers to help build a Saber Grass barricade.  The construction had gone well until the group had begun to fight over the proper height of the wall.  The group had broken up.  Avan had stood alone next to the half-finished wall.  Zeezer had watched the entire exercise and then motioned Avan to stand before him.

“What did you do wrong?”

Avan knew he had failed the task.  Yeeson had successfully gathered a group and built the same type of wall a week earlier.  He had watched her do it.  What had she done that he failed to do?  Face down he shrugged.  Zeezer slapped him.  Teenage Avan was shocked as was adult Avan at the memory.  Zeezer had never slapped him before or since.  Avan had never experienced anything from Zeezer but firm instruction, steady instruction.  That look, that expression from Zeezer had been the same then and just moments ago.  Then Captain Avan remembered the lesson.

Zeezer had stood and said, “I slapped you because you disrespected me.  You failed to look at me as a soldier looks at a soldier.  You diminish us both when you diminish your command.  I am your command and I am weakened by your weakness.  Stand straight and speak or don’t speak.  It is your choice.  But whatever you do, when you lead others, never ask them a question unless you are prepared to take responsibility for the answer.  Do you understand?”

Teenage Avan looked at Zeezer, hesitated, and began to look down.  Zeezer raised his hand to strike.  Avan snapped to attention.  “I asked them how high to build the wall and let them argue about it.  I wasn’t prepared to take responsibility.”  

Zeezer had smiled.  “You are almost right.  But, almost is enough for now.”  

Captain Avan realized, now, that he had asked a question when he wasn’t ready to accept a response.  In the end he had been saved because he had looked at Zeezer.  Instinctively he knew Zeezer would always back him and would do whatever was necessary and in his best interest.  Jamock and Ornithian were not so charitable.  It was now “speak or don’t speak” time.  Captain Avan gave them all a hard but confident look, then turned and calmly walked off.  As he did he smiled.  His calm look and silent dismissal was more powerful than his words had been.  There was no question, no confusion. He had finally shown them some confidence.  He knew this for a fact because he had seen the slightest smile cross Zeezer’s face.

Zeezer waited until Captain Avan had entered one of the small buildings by the Cleavage Gate before he approached the two soldiers that had laughed.  One of them, Chugger, smiled.  Zeezer hit him in the chest with the palm of his hand and Chugger staggered back and fell.  

It had taken all of Zeezer’s will power not to pound Jamock into the ground when he first questioned the Captain, but he had waited, hoping the Captain would not rise to the bait.  Zeezer had screamed the words with his mind.  “Tell him to follow your orders!”  

Avan’s answer had been adequate, but he showed doubt by forming it as a question.  Jamock had pounced.  At that point Zeezer realized he could not interfere without making the Captain appear even weaker.

Zeezer stood over Chugger and pointed to the others.  “Enough.  Do you hear me?  If Jamock wouldn't mock his orders and Ornithian would learn silence...”

Chugger spoke from the ground. “Captain Avan is, is, you know what I mean, Zeezer.  He can’t command.  Just listen to him stammer.”  

Although Chugger spoke, the words were really out of Ornithian’s mouth.  Chugger was a follower, not a leader.  Zeezer’s words came right back at him but he looked at Ornithian. “Enduring the likes of you would stress even the strongest commander.  I have told you not to behave this way.  Especially in my presence!  What is it you seek with this disrespect?”

Zeezer stepped over Chugger and walked toward Ornithian.  Ornithian backed away.  Zeezer suddenly turned and strode in the direction of the stables.  The others followed.  Jamock and Ornithian followed at a discrete distance knowing any closer was dangerous.  Chugger stood and ran to catch up.  When he got beside Zeezer, Chugger sheepishly said, “General Angeles is, uh, not flustered by anyone.”

Zeezer looked at him.  “Angeles has respect.  Perhaps, given the drink of respect, the Captain would grow straighter in your eyes.  How have you given drink to our Captain?”

Chugger slowed and glanced back at the others and said in a low voice, “I'd like to water his drink with my urine.”

Bugley slapped Chugger on the back of the head and said loudly with a touch of mockery, “Grow up, younger brother.  Listen to Zeezer.  He is wise.”   

Chugger sought support by loudly responding, “You’re only three minutes my elder.  Besides you said you'd piss on him too.”  

He looked at Ornithian who shrugged.  Bugley snickered and said under his breath, “I’d line to be the first.”

Zeezer turned on them and with a lightning fast stroke hit Bugley sending him to the ground.  “You ignore my instruction?”

“He didn’t mean nothing...” stammered Chugger.

Zeezer pulled back his arm as if to hit again.  In reflex the brother jumped back so fast he fell over Bugley.  Jamock and Ornithian helped the two stand up as they walked past them and all four walked in silence after the sword master.

Jamock sped up and came to Zeezer’s side.  Jamock held up his hands.  “Wait!  It is hard, Zeezer.  We do not see him as you do.  He hasn’t earned... does not act like a commander.  He has the power of the cord but not the ability.”

Zeezer looked at all of them as he spoke. “Did he not win the battle yesterday and the day before?  He has greatness in him.  Can you not see this?”

Zeezer continued walking toward the cliff which contained several rooms cut into the rock.  The soldiers followed.  Each couldn’t help but think on how well the Captain had organized the defense of the wall.  Not one soldier had been killed.  Avan had rotated the front line soldiers and replaced each with precision just before they grew careless with fatigue.  The technique was Avan’s invention and had been practiced often.  Each man there knew the truth of it:  The technique had saved many lives.

They entered the shallow barn, cut deeply into the stone of the cliff.  Besides a few moans and groans they still didn’t speak as they saddled their horses, loaded supplies, mounted, and rode out of the barn.  Lieutenant Methion greeted them at the narrow end of the courtyard.

“Zeezer,” Methion called out, “how did these four avoid detention?”

“Sir, the Captain is sending them on a difficult scouting mission.  He believes Siptors are traveling south of here.”

“Then they must be.”

Jamock snorted.  The look Lieutenant Methion shot toward Jamock made all the men sit up straight in their saddles.  Methion was not like the Captain.  He was not tolerant of insubordination.  Jamock sat dead still.  He knew one word from Lieutenant Methion and the punishment would be severe.  The other soldiers looked straight ahead and prayed his insult would pass.  The silence was almost unbearable.

After a moment Zeezer said, “Sir, I believe the mission is important.”

“Our Captain does not bother with any other kind,” said Lieutenant Methion, his eyes burrowing into Jamock.  Jamock sat like a statue.  Any motion could be perceived as disrespectful and Jamock greatly feared Lieutenant Methion’s wrath.  It was well known the Lieutenant had ordered men whipped for insubordination. 

“Yes Sir.  We are eager to begin,” Zeezer calmly stated.

Lieutenant Methion looked at Zeezer.  “As well you should.  You are to proceed in a timely fashion.  Whatever instructions Captain Avan gave you are to be followed to the letter.”

“Sir, we would not do otherwise,” said Zeezer.

“Zeezer, there is one other thing.”

Jamock braced for the worst.  A ball of sweat actually ran down his back.

“If the opportunity arises,” Lieutenant Methion said as he looked at Jamock, “inform General Angeles of our circumstances.”

“Yes Sir.”

“Then I will not delay you further.  Carry on.”

Zeezer spurred his horse and the others followed him out of camp.  They followed the narrow Cleavage Valley west until it opened on the dry grasslands.  As they left the cliffs behind Zeezer called back.  “Jamock, do not think you are off the hook.”

Chapter IV

All who come to me are indeed welcome.

To turn away one is to turn away possibilities.

Carved on Elodia’s fountain.
Yeeson knew the Kite Creature would deliver her message.  This lifted up her spirits and also gave her an inspiration.  If the Gray Fortress was closed to her, why not go to the next best thing – Elodia’s Temple?  Tor-Torenus seemed to read her mind as the horse took the next westerly path that split off from the main road.  The smaller path, far less traveled was still clear of vines and brush.  Whether this was from constant usage or by magic, Yeeson did not know.  She knew only that few people went to the temple except during the Elodia Festival when the Elodia trees in the area were in full and vibrant bloom.  To a lesser degree the area was used for funerals, as Elodia, the Sixth Pillar Lord was considered a lord of the soil and a bringer of peace.  The flowers gathered at the festival were thought to have healing properties but could not be harvested by force or stored for future use, but rather had to be gently coaxed off the branches by kind words and need.

Many years ago, Zeezer had taken her to her first festival a few weeks after Avan had moved away.  He had simply said, “You need to stand before an Elodia tree and ask a flower for its consideration.”

Yeeson had no idea what Zeezer had meant.  It was coming up on her seventeenth birthday, one her adoptive family had arbitrarily chosen as the first day of the Post-Harvest Season, since no one knew the actual date of her birth.  It turned out, that happened to be the same day as the Elodia Festival.  This was unintentional as her new family had specifically chosen the time of her birthday celebration as the period after harvest when everything was drab and fields were bare.

Yeeson and Zeezer had arrived early in the morning at the temple those many years ago and Yeeson was filled with excitement by the multitude of people already there; merchants, clowns, elderly and young, singers and actors, all in celebration.  The event was joyous and it started out as a wondrous birthday gift with cakes and treats, entertainment and joyful singing, things the young lady had not often experienced in such abundance.

As the day passed and the sun began to sink, the shadows of the temple ruins and the beautiful fountain that had somehow remained pristine and seemingly unaffected by time, stretched over the area and those present grew silent.  A select few walked to various trees to make their requests.  Yeeson did not feel a calling nor knew how those that went knew to go, but rather she watched as others held up their cupped hands under a flower and began to speak of things they needed.  The others stood back and did not listen to the whisperings of the supplicants.  Yeeson, however, strained to hear, expecting great needs to explode from their mouths and wondering why Zeezer had brought her, a rich young woman of a noble family who wanted for little.

She felt a push and spun to see Zeezer standing behind her.  “Go,” he said in his kindest voice.

“I have no need,” she responded.

“Yes, you do,” he said and the look he gave her sent shivers down her back.  Was that a tear in the old man’s eye?  What need did he think she had?  A moment of bile rose up in her to think her teacher believed she was somehow injured or broken to have dragged her so far to join with the others to plead for some form of salvation she had within her own power to grasp.

Without thinking, and in the first and only time in her life, she slapped him.  It seemed everyone turned and looked at her.  Her shame rose up and she closed her eyes to block them and her anger out, additionally expecting at any moment to receive his slap, or at least a scolding, in return.  Moments passed.

She opened her eyes to see Zeezer kneeling before her. He indeed had tears in his eyes, both of them.  She couldn’t help but look at him in stunned silence for a long moment.

“I have no need,” she whispered.

“Yes, you do,” he said ever so gently.

“Explain my need,” she choked out.

“Go or do not go.  Ask or remain silent.  Only you can ask and even if you do not understand, Elodia has given everything of herself to heal this land.  Perhaps she has a gift for you. Perhaps she has nothing to give.  How can you embrace the full mystery of life without taking a few risks?”

“Then you go, Sword-master and heal yourself!”

She pointed at a nearby tree.  To her amazement he stood, bowed to her, and walked to the tree.  He held out his cupped hands and began to whisper to the branch, or flower, or the tree itself as far as she knew.  
The area was silent except for the quiet murmurs of the supplicants. Yeeson watched as a multitude of people stood under various trees and muttered their requests. Minutes passed.  A few of the people stepped away and re-entered the crowd of others who had been watching. A few others began approaching the trees and those that did appeared to give Yeeson an angry glace as if her outburst had somehow tainted the festival.  She noticed that some around her had stepped away and some who had been friendly had turned their backs toward her. She looked at Zeezer who continued to talk to the tree. She walked up to him and held up her cupped hands.

“Zeezer says I’m in great need of healing.  If I am, perhaps you can fall into my hands and make me a better person,” she said.

The Sword master looked at her and couldn’t help but smile at her stubborn look.  She attempted to give him a smile back, but was still angry and it came back as a sneer.  Zeezer sighed and looked at the flower above his cupped hands.

“Please, help me,” is all he said.

There was a simple “pop” and even though it was a meager sound everyone looked at Zeezer as the flower fell off the branch and landed in his hands.  Yeeson’s eyes were wide as he put it into his mouth and seemed to swallow without even chewing.  She heard applause erupt from all around and Zeezer stepped back to accept the back-slaps and the offered hand-shakes.

As the commotion faded, Yeeson looked at the flower attached to the branch hovering above her hands.

“Help me,” she said. “Please, help me.”

In the distance she heard a “pop” and applause erupted from the other end of the temple.  She turned her head to look and failed to hear the creature landing high up in her chosen tree.  When she looked back at the flower the tree was still and silent. As she concentrated harder on the flower she began to mumble whatever entered her mind.  She spoke of sore muscles, angry parents, Zeezer’s  disappointments concerning her, forgotten lessons, even her poor attempts to lead others, and finally she spoke of her hatred of the overlord, Kenyan Norse and his oppression of the people in the lands of the Second Pillar Lord.

Invisible to her, Eatik stood above as darkness fell.  Light from various campfires were all that lit the area.  Eatik could clearly see Yeeson cringe and jerk with every proclamation of success, each distant “pop” sound and followed by cheers was a like dagger sticking deeper into her heart.  His body squeezed tighter each pang of failure visible in the girl’s demeanor.  He could see her hands begin to shake, the tears welling up in her eyes, desperation in her heaving chest, and hear the deepening fear of her voice.  

With all his might he squeezed his body and for the first time in history a Kite Creature shed a tear.  It fell down through the branches and landed on the flower that hovered above Yeeson’s trembling hand.  The entire tree convulsed, a multitude of “pops” resounded, and all the flowers fell from the tree.  The bloom above fell into Yeeson’s hands, all else invisible to her tear filled eyes.  She felt its softness and placed it into her mouth. 

For a moment nothing happened and then she heard a distant voice say, “I love you.”

A surge of warmth ran down her body, a strange elation filled her chest, and the joy glowed in her face.  Yeeson opened her eyes and turned.  Everyone within sight, even Zeezer was looking at her and behind her.  She turned back and saw the multiple flowers on the ground even now turning brown and dissolving into the soil.  Yeeson could hear the others whispering.  The words melted away her joy and filled her with a rising anxiety.
“Isn’t she the kin of the Second Pillar Lord?”

“She must be magical.”

“All the flowers fell around her.”

“It’s truly magic.  Magic has returned to the land.”

Yeeson was bathed in their adoration.  She walked among them, holding out her hands, touching them, laughing, but inside a voice of doubt questioned her destiny, past thoughts of her weakness filled the recesses of her mind, and memories of pain gripped her soul once again.  Even so she smiled.

“Enough,” Zeezer said as he strode to her and escorted her without resistance back to their horses and the eventuality of home.  This is not what he wanted.  The events had gone horribly wrong.  He instinctively knew that whatever message she had been given was lost and this adulation that would quickly lead to a regional false hope, unending duty, and rumors that would cross the land like a wind-storm.  The Gray Fortress, a symbol of power, would be replaced by Yeeson’s home, the village that sat at the bottom of the hill in sight of the foreboding structure.  Yeeson’s home, the source of her greatest pain, would become a place of worship. Zeezer cursed his decision of coming to the festival.
As they road back in silence, Zeezer remembered the thought he had received when he pleaded for help: “Do not fear, she has another friend.”

The comfort he received from the message was short lived.  When he saw all the flowers fall, he knew it was not of her doing, but forces far greater were at work.  Whether for good or ill he wasn’t sure, but forces that were powerful even if misdirected.
Yeeson, of course, remembered little of that day long ago other than the fact all the flowers had fallen for her.  She had taken it as an omen that she was to lead her people into freedom and had striven from that day to this toward that goal.  The message of love was subjugated by her duty and the short, momentary happiness she felt was replaced by a cold joy called satisfaction.  But, she wasn’t satisfied for all her plans, all her attempts to free the people of the land had failed.
As she rode toward the Elodia Temple, she overtook a group of fifty-or-so mourners pulling an ornate funeral wagon.  The procession was elaborate.

“Excuse me, but who has died?” she asked.

One of the mourners pulled out a scroll and read: “Here lies Marla Conisha Avan, the daughter of the late Colonel Avan and his wife Trish, who died giving birth to her.  Their only son, who nobly serves as a Captain in the Grass Plate Army, has not been told.”

The man put down the scroll.  “Do you know the Captain?  Have you means to give him a message.  We have tried, but were informed he was away on a mission.”

Yeeson felt a pain growing in her chest.  She pushed it aside as she had done so many other times, but as the man talked it reminded her of its ever present power.

“I can get a message to him.  How did she die?  I thought her only twenty-five and healthy.”

“It was an unfortunate accident.  A bridge fell.  She, her child, and her husband fell into the river and were pulled under.  Many others died as well.  Orphans are now abundant.”

“I see.”

Without further comment, Yeeson turned and rode back the way she had come.  The Elodia Temple was a forgotten memory now.  Captain Avan should hear the news from a friend.  The work “friend” resonated in her mind for several moments.  That was a fact, she finally admitted.  Whatever we were, whatever we have become, we are friends.  Yeeson began to list her friends in her mind.

“Zeezer, Captain Avan, Mayor Lecola, Freelene and Teeva his daughters, perhaps Ornithian, though he was such a disappointment, and Kathy, Kerry, and Corky, as well as ‘The Orphan Lady’ as she was called.”  Yeeson smiled as she remembered each person.  A moment later, she frowned as she realized again that none in her adopted family came to mind. 

*  *  *
  Zeezer felt he had said all he could to the four soldiers.  To speak again was pointless and he watched the tedious terrain of the dry grass to take his mind off his duty.  At the moment he wasn’t sure how he felt about the intercession of Lieutenant Methion.  Perhaps Jamock would have benefited in the long run if some form of punishment had been immediately dealt out.  It would certainly have removed the responsibility of choice from Zeezer’s shoulders.  Knowing the Lieutenant as he did, he suspected adversely effecting or delaying the mission had been the deciding factor rather than a sense of pity.  He smiled and then frowned as he realized these men treated Lieutenant Methion far better than they did the Captain.  It was the Captain, however, who had planned the perfect defense in the last battle.  Lieutenant Methion had not the capacity.  If the two officers could be glued together, they would make a masterpiece, he thought and smiled.

They rode on for about a half-hour.  Finally, Ornithian could contain his silence no longer.  “It, perhaps, is my fault.  I served under Avan’s fath...

Zeezer cut him off.  “Captain Avan!”

Ornithian took a deep breath and continued, “Captain Avan’s father.  His father was a drunk.  When Captain Avan enlisted his father showered him with favors.  He accepted two cord-advancements he did not earn.  He accepted his first Cord-of-Command from his father knowing it wasn’t deserved.”

Zeezer thought on this for a few moments.  “I was not there, Ornithian. But, as I understand it, he left his father’s command as soon as he could.  And, he accepted only the favors required to maintain respect for his commander.  He was in a bad position.  Can’t you see that?  What could he do?  Refuse his commander’s praise and disrespect his own father?”

Jamock remarked, “Fruit does not fall far from the tree.”

Zeezer held in his agitation.  Has the man learned nothing, he thought.  Instead he said as calmly as he could, “Have you ever seen Captain Avan drunk?  Have you ever seen him do poorly in battle?  Does he not lead by example?”

Jamock spits out the words, “But he ordered us to burn the Siptors.  That act, it, that showing of, well, respect is, well, not done for a creature enemy.  Besides, everyone knows you bury a dead enemy, lest you give away your position.  He has not the experience to command.”

“And knowing that custom,” Zeezer responded, “would not a distant observer, seeing the smoke assume we had been defeated?  Or that the garrison was in flame?  And as defenders, I believe they know our exact position, Jamock.  Tell me, what chance is there that fact isn’t known to our enemy?”

Jamock had no response.  He looked at Ornithian.  A long moment passed. 

Ornithian spoke up.  “Perhaps I have looked for fault so eagerly that not even a perfect commander could rise above my search, unscathed.  He, excuse me, Captain Avan’s father, was responsible for the deaths of many soldiers.”

Zeezer turned around and looked at him.  “So I have heard.  But, our Captain was not there.  Do not add that burden onto the shoulders of an innocent man.  I can see why you were tempted to do so at first, but he has proven himself.  Besides, you do not know the whole truth of what happened.  There is another who knows of that event.  I have been told no one there was to blame.  Not even the father.”

“Another?  There were no survivors.  What other could speak with certain knowledge of the disaster?”  Ornithian suddenly choked up.  “They died for naught, my cousin among them.”

The others remained quiet for a few minutes.  Eventually the two brothers looked at one another and smiled.  The fact Zeezer spoke again was the only thing that stopped them from making a rude remark.  They were loath to interrupt Zeezer.  Chugger’s chest still ached.  Both of the brothers often asked themselves how this old man could be so strong.  Zeezer was not of a very impressive stature and still everyone, even strangers, were hesitant to confront him.  

Bugley whispered to his brother, “I believe Zeezer has some illusionary power.  It’s not his true strength.”

Chugger rubbed his chest again.  His pain was real, he thought, not an illusion.  As he recalled his brother’s comments and the way he had hit him on the back of the head he suddenly reached out and hit his brother on the shoulder as he yelled, “Shut up about your dumb theory.”

The others said nothing.  They were used to the antics of Bugley and Chugger and had grown to ignore their bizarre outbursts.  Zeezer waited a moment for calm and said in a serious voice, “On the fact the soldiers were killed back then all are in agreement.  The death of nearly two hundred over an empty treasure box is an unfathomable tragedy.”

Ornithian tried to calm himself.  His cousin had been very dear to him.  He thought about all the rumors he had heard of the disaster.  The reason for the slaughter had never been explained.  The soldier’s bodies had been found littered along a mile of road with many dead Mal-Malu warriors.  Not since the Great War had Mal-Malu fought against humans.  The battle had obviously taken hours and no quarter given or taken.  The only clue found was a cart with an open chest bearing the mark of the First Pillar Lord and some burned, blood-soaked clothing that included even the undergarments of some unknown person, as if they had jumped out of their clothes and run away naked.  The chest had been empty.  Everyone speculated on what had been inside.  

They continued to ride.  The sun was soon high overhead.  The slightest flicker of a shadow crossed ahead of their path.  Zeezer alone noticed it.  Without moving his head he looked up toward the west and saw the cause of the shadow.  “They were not alone back then, as we are not alone now,” said Zeezer suddenly.

Everyone immediately turned and looked behind them.

Jamock was the first to speak.  He looked at Zeezer and said, “I don’t see anyone.”

Zeezer smiled.  “Will you stake your life that we are alone?”  

Immediately the others began to search again.  There were clumps of trees here and there to hide behind and the road was a sinuous, meandering path.  The ground was cracked from the heat but it did not throw up dust, which would have been a dead-give- away of being followed.  All their glances revealed nothing unusual.

Zeezer smiled as the others murmured and continued to look about.  After a few minutes they settled down and rode in silence.  Zeezer hoped the silence was contemplation that the facts known are not always the whole truth.  He was content to judge others on what they did in his presence not what he had heard about them.  Many a coward had turned brave and occasionally a brave soldier had turned and run in the heat of battle.  Yes, he thought, the character wrecking rumors were usually wrong and those wronged by them if continually judged poorly would live up to the worst, believing they had nothing to gain.  He glanced into the sky and no longer saw the speck.  He suspected the Kite had noticed him notice, even at that distance, and changed direction.  Kite had acuity of vision unequalled and underappreciated by most.  Zeezer smiled as he thought about his age and how deep and many his life experiences had been.

Zeezer had retired after twenty-five years in the army after Eatik had approached him to teach Yeeson.  Several years after he had completed that duty he had attempted to return to the army.  As he stood in the fort, a few years back, it was suggested he might command as a supply officer, but he had refused.  He knew better than most; his paper-work skills were lacking.

“Please, Sir, let me swing my sword with the soldiers, not hand them rations and drink and send them in a direction I cannot go,” he had said while standing with the other possible inductees.  The officer was not impressed by Zeezer’s words, age, or appearance.

Of the many officers standing in the courtyard, none had agreed to pick up his re-enlistment paper.  He had hoped given his past service that his age would be overlooked.  After a moment he had been motioned to leave.  As he walked toward the gate, Officer Avan had approached him from a side building.

“What are you doing here, Zeezer?”

“I desire to re-enlist, Sir,” he said as he quickly noticed the blue and white cords-of-command on Avan’s arm.  Avan was young to have a white cord, but Zeezer knew he had come from a military family and was not that surprised.

“Are you interested in desk-work?”

“I am still a notable swordsman, Sir, though I fear my archery skill is lacking due to lack of practice.”

Lieutenant Avan held out his hand for the paper.  It was a gesture not lost on any aging or wounded soldier in the fort or of those hoping to enlist.  Avan scanned the paper and Zeezer’s service record.

“I will offer only one stripe.  You will accept this?”

“I would expect nothing more, Sir.”

“In three months, another, if you prove fit, and a third by years-end when you show your true metal.”

“I am well pleased, Sir.  You will not be disappointed.”

No one, not even the general, had known Zeezer had trained Avan those many years before.  Since both remained quiet, it remained thus, as if unremembered.  But Avan remembered the skill of the man.  Zeezer believed, however, that any soldier willing to serve would be in Avan’s good grace, such was the kindness of the man.  A year later when Avan became captain, Zeezer received his third stripe, as well as a bar of excellence.  As Zeezer’s thoughts returned to the present situation, he had to suppress a sudden desire to turn, ride back, and punch Jamock in the face.

Eatik glided ever higher above the five soldiers.  He looked far to the northwest, toward a mountain cliff, and could see the Temple of Chiton.  Turning and looking southwest, Eatik saw Gethoria, a village surrounded by tall, thin, arched columns.  Eatik wondered how many people knew the origin of the village.  Eatik had been there.  It had been the site of a horrendous battle, the first major battle of the Second Mystic War.  The Kite knew it as the Battle of the Two Sister Seeds.

The Fourth Lord, Phyrus-Kite had gathered a few of his Kite creatures from their mountain home and embarked to the dry-flatlands, the farthest eastern edge of the Sixth Lord’s realm.  She was known as Elodia and the Elodia tree was her favorite plant, evident by its abundance in all her land.  The area was a nexus, close to the lands of the Second, Third, Fourth, and Fifth Lord.  All had agreed to meet at a neutral site, where Gethoria now stands.  The Fourth Lord made his way to the negotiation with his modest group.  He had hopes his lack of mobilization would convince the Third Lord of his desire for peace.  The Third Lord, Sepher-Helion and her Siptors arrived at the meeting in full measure, expecting, even wanting a fight.  The Second Lord had brought a moderate group of soldiers, about two hundred Poiglem.  The Poiglem, however, were known by all to be poor fighters.

When the Fourth Lord appeared with only fifteen Kite Creatures the Third Lord took the opportunity to attack.  Unknown to everyone the Kite had suspected her treachery as opposed to their master’s kind intention and secretly followed far overhead.  Not even their master, the Fourth Lord, knew they could fly high enough to be invisible from the Third Lord’s spies.  If the Kite had not appeared to defend him, the battle would have been lost.  Eatik had known they would come.  Before the day was out, four Pillar Lords were engaged in battle, as the Fifth Lord had been waiting in hiding to ambush the Kite and the Poiglem.  Before the decade had ended, the Seventh and Eighth Pillar Lords were compelled to take sides and the second phase of the Second Mystic War had begun.  Even now Eatik shuttered at the horror of the conflict.  

Although Eatik had excellent eyesight his hearing was not as well enhanced.  Eatik wished he could still hear the five soldiers talk, as he enjoyed the puzzle of human thinking and convoluted conversation.  He especially enjoyed hearing Zeezer who had been Yeeson’s teacher for almost a decade.  To hear even indirectly about Yeeson brought Eatik joy.  But, he dared not fly low enough to overhear them as before.  He had decided it was more important to be on the lookout for distant signs of the Siptor army.

The five soldiers traveled along the road.  Jamock was now beside Zeezer.  He was plotting his strategy.  He tested his words to himself.  Finally, he scratched at his itchy beard and said, “Our Company had a full complement.  Look at how few defend the wall.”  

Without looking at Jamock, Zeezer responded, “Do not goad my patience.  Lieutenant Hossus took fifty to the Plethor Sea.”


Before he could stop himself Jamock spit out, “Captain Avan split his command!”

No sooner had he said it, he knew it was a ridiculous argument to make.

“Lieutenant Hossus was tasked with building an extended sea port.  If you would listen instead of complain you would have known that much and maybe more.  Would you have the Captain disobey General Angeles?”

Jamock was angry Zeezer had pointed out his ignorance.

Chugger called out from behind.  “I think they’re dead, uh, if the Krellen were hungry.  Yum, yum, yum.”


Bugley leaned forward on his horse and made a face.  “Disgusting creatures!  I had to run from the dog-things last summer.  They are very nasty and most unfriendly.”

Zeezer commented, “They are descended from bears not dogs and were hospitable in a less hostile time.  You forget, Bugley, that they were our allies in the Second Mystic War.”  

Zeezer thought of the ancient stories, but also remembered many a time he had sat with the bear-like creatures and shared roasted pork freshly pulled off a rotating spit.  The creatures, usually shy, were gregarious to a fault if approached with respect and weapons lashed in plain sight.  Tension had been building, however, over the last few years. 

Jamock was irritated and yelled back, “Don’t change the subject.”

“What was the subject?” asked Zeezer.

“We were discussing lives thrown away on lost causes.  One lost cause was sending them to build the sea port.”

Ornithian joined the fray.  “Hmm, I would never have believed the Krellen Council would allow Lieutenant Hossus to enlarge their sea port.  With an extended dock the southern lands could be colonized with even more human settlements.”

Zeezer, ever alert for advantage responded, “You see Jamock, Ornithian has hit the nail on the head while you just huff and puff your ignorance.”

“He agreed with me, you fool!” Jamock yelled.  He had tried to curb his hostile tone at the last second, knowing Zeezer could pound him to mush, but his temper was now loose thanks to Zeezer’s constant jabbing.

Zeezer laughed, “No, he did not.  The Krellen will allow the port and also desire more human settlements.  Now, before you show further ignorance, it is because they are in fear for their lives.  The Krellen Council will welcome the humans as partners, especially if the Siptor are finding their way to their shore.  Also, smugglers and pirates will abandon their trade when our warships come to a more established port.  Besides, I saw the request.”

Jamock asked, forcing calmness to his voice, “What request?”

Zeezer, after waiting a few seconds to gloat over his secret and anger Jamock more, responded, “A request by the Krellen for more human settlers and a larger sea port.  Their merchants have long wanted a viable sea lane to the southernmost lands.  Captain Avan was gracious enough to show me their petition.  He wouldn’t do it, of course, until the Council sent an additional request for military assistance to Angeles.  Since military bases are best supplied by sea, the port was approved.”

Jamock responded, “What rubbish!  There is no danger of Siptors coming off a ship.  That is nothing more than a joke.  Who would transport them, anyway, and for what end?”

Ornithian added his tidbit.  “Hmmm, Captain Avan in his great and infinite wisdom has said Siptors are coming from the south.  Isn’t that true Zeezer?”

Chugger looked at Ornithian as he joined in, “Perhaps he has forbidden knowledge, or, uh, he is tuned into some left over magic.  Perhaps a Pillar Lord whispered in his ear.”

Bugley jumped in with, “The Lords of the Pillars are long dead.  You see, you see, uh, ten generations and, uh, nothing has been seen of them.”

Zeezer laughed and said, “Careful Bugley, you are getting flustered.”

Chugger beamed, “Because he knew he was stealing my words!  I am a man of wisdom and have said over and over, the Pillar Lords are worm food.  They are only a child’s fable.”

Zeezer turned and looked at Bugley even though he responded to Chugger, “I have lived in a village by the fortress of the Second Lord.  Those there speak NOT of his passing.”

Ornithian responded, “The overlord, Kenyan Norse rules in his name.  Hmmm, I have met the overlord.  The Poiglem fear him but I found Kenyan Norse an arrogant fool, by my opinion, and certainly not the Second Lord himself.  Anyway, everyone knows the remaining Lords died in the Great War.”

Zeezer thought a second.  “Sepher-Helion, the Third Pillar Lord created the Siptors.  I know of none other that can command them.  One of her chosen descendants, a trained apprentice, must still live even if she is dead.”

Jamock added, “The Pillar Lords had no trained apprentices that lived.  All were killed in the battle of the Tooth Waste.  I know of none, other than you, who claim knowledge of a living, breathing connection to a Lord.  That is what I’ve been told.  As we speak, their cold pillars crumble into the sea along the north shore.  Is that not true, Zeezer?”

Ornithian cut off Zeezer’s response. “Yes.  True.  Hmmm, there, we have bested the logic of Sergeant Zeezer at last. And we are better for it.”

Again Zeezer paused for dramatic effect. “We are better for it?  You think it is better the Siptors are attacking?”

Jamock added, “Perhaps they attack because they are uncontrolled.  The Pillar Lords obviously have no more power.”

Zeezer smiled as he said, “If that is true then when next we are north I want you to enter the Fortress of the Second Lord.  We will see how powerless he is.”

Ornithian laughed.  “I will truly fear and tremble the day you don't have all the answers, Zeezer.”

Zeezer added in a cold voice, “You should fear and trembling now, Ornithian.”

The others began to laugh and shortly thereafter, Zeezer laughed with them.  The group rode on.  The land was getting drier, the grass more sparse.  They slowed and stopped as a group of foot travelers, each burdened with a backpack of food supplies, passed in slow procession.  Zeezer held out his water bag to one of them.

“Hello.  Have you seen anything of note old man?” Zeezer asked as an elder man paused to accept a drink.

“I think nothing that would interest a troop of soldiers.”

Jamock nudged his horse forward and looked at Zeezer.  “No Siptors?”

All the people within hearing stopped, turned, and looked at Jamock.  The old man looked fearful.  One of the young adults asked, “What is a Siptor?”

Before Jamock could answer the old man slapped his hands together and said, “They are gone.  Curse the Pillar Lord’s creatures.  Curse the Third Lord long dead and better for it.  Tell me, soldier, why do you speak of things best forgotten?”

Jamock leaned toward the man. “We have battled the creatures at the Stone Gate.  All are dead now!”  Jamock smiled, “Thanks to us you have nothing to fear.  You could reward us with some bread and cheese from your packs.”

“Ignore him!  We are in the service of Captain Avan.  Our duty is food enough,” said Zeezer.

The old man looked at him.  “Is it true?”

“Yes.  It is true.  We have killed over fifty of the creatures.  There is a rumor a few have gone south and we venture there looking for them.”

“Fifty still lived?  Please, let you be wrong and there are no more.  Let there be none.  My grandfather has told stories of horror I dare not repeat, yet can’t forget.  Let us live in peace.”

Zeezer looked at the man.  “That is my wish.  Be on your way.  Be alert as travelers are always wise to do.  If any evil creatures follow you, we plan to kill them.”

The man turned and began walking away with the others.  The soldiers began south again.  Zeezer said nothing for a few minutes.  Suddenly he spoke.  “Jamock, I have brought red berry jelly.  You, being the jackass you are, shall have none until you apologize for showing so little respect for duty and honor.”

Jamock looked at the others.  He could see he had offended them all.  “It was a momentary lapse of judgment.  They had fine cheese.”

“And may have shared if you had not tried to garner glory by needlessly frightening the poor people,” said Ornithian.  “I assure you, if they had seen Siptors that would have been the first words out of their mouths.”

Jamock hung his head with the knowledge he had indeed been ignorant.  To hear Ornithian saying what Zeezer surely thought was a double blow. He wondered how everyone seemed to have the simple wisdom that he was so obviously lacking. For the first time in many months Jamock thought of his own limitations and why he was so quick to mouth-off, striving for glory he did not deserve. He cringed inside as he waited for Zeezer to add an additional verbal jab.  Zeezer remained silent, however, and that silence became worse than screams as Jamock was forced to dwell on a truth he had long ago tried to forget.

And if we die what would be remembered of our wisdom? 

Our experience, all that we now know, will die. 






Maluna, the Eighth Pillar Lord  

Chapter V

Freelene found herself pacing back and forth in front of the Spirit building.  She was not only worried about the strange growth on the hand tree, but she was also worried about Yeeson.  They had known each other for years but it wasn’t until a few days ago that she had found a rather distraught Yeeson sitting alone by one of the columns facing the cultivated fields. 
Freelene sat by her and said, “I hope you don’t mind company.”

Yeeson smiled and said, “Who better than you to brighten my day?”

“Are you troubled?”

“I don’t wish to burden you, Freelene but I believed Doranis has again invaded the temple of the First Lord.”

“Doranis?  He has done this in the past?”

“Yes.”

“How do you know?” responded Freelene somewhat in shock that Yeeson would talk about such matters.  In all the years Yeeson had been visiting Gethoria she had never spoken to her of any occurrences of worldly importance.  Yeeson came to Gethoria for rest and joyful sharing of the happiness Gethorians always seemed to be blessed with.

“Perhaps, you could advise me,” Yeeson said in a low voice.

Freelene frowned.  “I should advise you?  Is not the reverse more likely?”

Yeeson chuckled, but that was quickly replaced by a cold momentary silence and an expression of indecision on her face.  She hesitated but continued, “I need someone to tell me I’ve done the right thing.  A past event is coming back to haunt me.  You have knowledge of Doranis?”

Freelene now looked as concerned as Yeeson.  “That is the wizard who practices magic learned in the Pyramid of the Third Lord?”

“Yes. The first time I came to know his power was years ago when I discovered he had enlisted the obedience of a group of Mal-Malu warriors and gone to the temple of Aqua-Leosa, the First Pillar Lord.  I deduced he was going there to gain old magical.  The power of a Pillar Lord would make him nearly invincible.”

“What did you do?”

“When some of my people informed me he had crossed the step islands of the Crush Sea and entered the First Temple I decided I must confound his endeavor.  I believed then and now that Kenyan Norse was and is working with Doranis.  The step islands are the only known approach to the temple, so I knew even if successful he would have to retrace his steps.  I quickly gathered some Grass Plate troops to intercept him.  We met Doranis and his group of Mal-Malu warriors in Tremble Valley and attacked.  With so few Mal-Malu soldiers I thought we would win.  Early on I was injured and lost consciousness.  When I awoke, all of Colonel Avan’s soldiers had been killed as had all the Mal-Malu.  I had suffered a slight head injury and a broken leg and wondered how I alone had survived.  The wagon that had been transporting the magic was crushed, the treasure box open, and empty.  Doranis had disappeared, but I found his blood stained clothes next to the wagon.”

“Colonel Avan was there?”

“Yes, Captain Avan’s father.  He was killed along with all his soldiers.  I’ve never told anyone about the circumstances of their deaths.”

“Why have you hidden it?”

“What could I say?  They died for nothing?  I took them there on a whim? What authority did I have to ask them to go?  You may find this hard to believe, but I’m not well liked in the lands of the Second Pillar Lord.  Kenyan Norse has spent years spreading rumors and lies about me.  I’m considered little more than a trouble maker with few followers.  How many would stay if they knew I was responsible for the death of over 200 soldiers?”

“I find it hard to believe I’ve never heard of this battle,” Freelene said.

“It was a mystery back then, also.  The replacement troops found the half-finished outpost deserted and it took days for me to hobble to the nearest village.  Buy that time the dead soldiers had been found, the dead Mal-Malu had been discovered, and the matter was quickly hushed.  It wasn’t clear to anyone what had happened and no one was interested in speculating on events that could lead to another inter-species war.  Remember, people thought the Mal-Malu were on our side while the facts of the battle indicated otherwise.”

“I see.  And for all you knew Doranis was dead.”

“Yes, I believed that for several years.  I heard nothing from the Pyramid or Doranis for many seasons.  Later I had heard a rumor that the Kite had retrieved some scrolls after the battle, but I have no way to prove this.  What should I do?”

“I admit my confusion. What advice do you seek?”

“We are now in a similar position.  I believe Doranis and Kenyan Norse are again working together to form an army of conquest.  I believe Doranis is seeking Pillar Magic.  If I advance my belief, people will ask for proof against him.  What can I say?  I have already battled him and kept silent all these years for fear of scorn or retribution?”

“Honestly, I don’t know how to advise you.  Your knowledge is superior to mine, your insights greater. I’ve never even left sight of my village and have little knowledge of the wider world.  The events of the entire world are obscure at best.”

“Then you would sit quietly by and allow events to unfold?”

“Excuse me for saying this, Yeeson, but perhaps your premise is in error.  Perhaps your fight with Kenyan Norse is confined to your lands and no other.  Maybe patience is still the best path for the rest of us in this confusing time.”

“Thank you.  I considered that a wise option.  I will wait and see.  Perhaps I am insane and see evil shadows everywhere.  I consider your words of great value.  In fact, the telling has eased my heart.” Yeeson stood and gave Freelene a small bow before exiting the column and walking across the courtyard toward the Spirit building.

Two days later they had received news that Siptors were to the south of Gethoria.  The news had altered Yeeson’s decision to wait and see. 

As Freelene paced back and forth she once again thought how Yeeson had seemed desperate as she walked out of the meeting hall determined to make yet another attempt to go to the Gray Fortress for answers.  Freelene had never discussed such personal matters with Yeeson, but even so she had seen a demeanor showing an expectation of betrayal.  It seemed to grow and surround the woman as she had suggested the need to turn toward her mysterious heritage for aid.  It was as if she expected failure, Freelene thought.  How could that be possible?  Yeeson had a remarkable charisma and determination, had a conviction of righteousness, and had warrior skills that put her own to shame – and that was saying a lot as Freelene was an archer of uncommon skill.  Most importantly, Yeeson had actually set foot inside the Gray Fortress more than once to hear the tales.  

Freelene had heard a story just a month ago about a thief who had attempted the feat.  He had suspended a rope and entered the doorway by hanging from the ceiling.  The next morning, less than two paces inside the main entrance, the villagers had found him melted to slime.  It was said this had been dome by the bite of a creature made of pure iron, a cobra-snake constructed so long ago that none in Gethoria could even guess at its age.  The snake which was curled up in the entry the next morning was known to have lethal, caustic venom, funneled by fangs that could pierce solid rock.  Witnesses said the snake was less than three paces in length and that observation yet again confirmed the rumors that the Fortress was guarded by more than one creature. 

As Freelene paced she also wondered why her little sister, Teeva had become so quiet of late.  Freelene was used to being pestered day and night for information by her younger sister, but after Yeeson had left, Teeva had seemed to turn inward.  Freelene was also worried about that.  Silence usually meant Teeva was up to no good, but there was no evidence to that effect and Lecola had made a point of praising her younger sister for her sudden devotion to chores and duties, as if she had abandoned her childhood pranks to walk proudly into adulthood.  Freelene shivered when she thought of the various games her little sister could be playing on everyone.  It was well known Teeva was especially astute and clever.  Such a major personality shift was cause for serious re-evaluations.

Freelene had learned Lecola had informed the various vendors of the upcoming feast.  He had decided to continue with business as usual even though events were anything but usual.  The secret storage room had eighty-seven pre-measured bundles of cuttings, enough for as many full suits of armor with matching shields.  Since it was rare to sell a complete set, the stores could supply enough various pieces to last several weeks of normal trading.  If calmness and normality could be maintained, there would be no shortages of finished products.

Freelene had noticed her father also seemed somewhat distracted.  He had outwardly said this business with the Siptors was absurd.  Not one of the creatures had been seen for generations, except in the vicinity of the Pyramid-Temple of the long dead Third Pillar lord.  When Freelene had tried to discuss her concerns with her father he had grown silent and dismissed her with a wave of his hand.  Later he had apologized, but still said nothing except to ask her to see to her duties with unusual care.

He was troubled, however, more than she knew.  The events were drawing together as if unwary travelers were converging at a crossroad of multiple paths.  Lecola had one moment of good news. Thane seemed calmer since Lecola had last seen him with Freelene.  Lecola couldn’t help but smile at the unusual friendship between the two.  One would have thought Thane would have sought Freelene as a wife, but ever since they were teenagers the two had somehow arrived at a fierce yet distant friendship that was both close and restrained.  No one seemed to understand how two people, one male and one female, both attractive and fit, together often but not really, could manage to maintain such a plutonic friendship.

Most of the Gethorians continued about their business confidant in their finances, their strength, and their long history of survival.  During even the most turbulent times in the past they had prevailed.  Everyone knew Gethoria had never been conquered.  The village had stood for centuries and had survived the disastrous end of the Second Mystic War intact, something few other centers of population could boast.

*  *  *

Zeezer and his four companions were camped in a wooded area.  The fire light flickered in the night casting eerie shadows.  Bugley and Chugger were attempting to sleep.  Zeezer stood with his arms crossed as he searched the night sky.  Ornithian and Jamock sat and watched the fire.

Ornithian began to poke at the fire.  “We should be at Gethoria well before noon.”

“Then why make camp here?” Jamock asked.  “It was still early.”

“Ask him.  Ask Zeezer.”

“Okay.  Zeezer, why?  We could have continued and been in Gethoria just after sun down?”

“Jamock, you do not like fresh water, rest, and fruit on the trees.  This is the best oasis for many miles.  And there is another reason, but do not ask.”

“Then I won’t ask, but have you ever worn Gethorian armor?”

“Yes.  It is a sight to behold.  Translucent, thin, strong, light as leather but strong as iron.  It is perfect armor.  Alas, a full suit of armor is fifty thousand quipus.”

“Ten years pay?”

“For me it is perhaps only eight,” bragged Zeezer.

“Do you plan to buy?”

“What was that?”

“I said do you...”

“Quiet,” Zeezer said as he turned to look into the darkness beyond the fire.  “My reason for star gazing has arrived on land.”

Jamock stood.  “I saw a motion in the bushes, over there!”  Jamock pointed toward a clump of trees.  The men stood and faced the trees.  

Zeezer stopped Jamock from pulling his sword with a sudden calm statement.  “We have seen you Eatik, come out if it is your pleasure to be with us again.”

The slight, insect shaped creature walked out of the darkness toward them.  Eatik had two large strong legs, four skinny arms, and walked with a bouncy stride.  He walked straight toward the fire but stopped a few paces away.  “Fire warm,” he said.  
Bugley and Chugger woke up and looked at the creature for a moment before turning over and adjusting their covers.  Zeezer motioned Eatik to sit by the fire.  “Please, warm yourself.  You must be cold in the dark of night, and tired after following us all day.”  

Ornithian and Jamock looked at Zeezer who ignored them because he was watching the Kite’s eyes closely, watching for any subtle response.  Zeezer knew better than most how dangerous a Kite could be.  When no response was forthcoming he did not relax but continued to watch the Kite Creature closely, warily.  He waited a few moments longer and added, “If we go in the same direction, do we have the same duty?”  

Again Eatik did not respond.  Zeezer, after a long moment of thought added, “I would have thought a great Kite Creature could fly faster than we could ride.”

“I wait to see.”

Jamock scowled.  “Wait to see what?  When he finally speaks it is to be rude and incomprehensible.”  

He stepped in front of the creature that was half his height and looked down at it.  “Why are you hiding your true intentions, bug creature?”

Eatik’s corn husk wings extended slightly, a small band of black showing in its eyes.  Zeezer stood prepared for the worst.  Then the wings returned to normal and the eyes became uniform.  Eatik walked around Jamock, toward the fire.  Jamock didn’t know how to respond to being ignored and snorted in defiance.

Zeezer touched Jamock’s shoulder.  “You are lucky he is in a good mood, Jamock, or has other matters on his mind.  Remember my warning.  The next time you talk to a Kite Creature you should show courtesy.”

Jamock shook his head and walked away.  Ornithian, who overheard the remark, unconsciously nodded his head.  Zeezer looked at the others and put his finger to his lips, indicating silence, or at the very least care when speaking.  The others nodded understanding.  Each knew Zeezer was far better versed than they concerning creatures of magic.  Each instinctively knew Jamock’s insult had been ignored for some reason and were certain Zeezer was telling them a second insult could provoke a response no one here was prepared to handle.

Jamock walked to his bedroll, sat down, and glared at Eatik.  Ornithian shrugged his shoulders and sat by the fire.  He casually looked at Eatik but was actually trying hard not to stare.  He was impressed by the creature.  This was not the first time he had seen a Kite but this Kite was by far the most beautiful.  He knew they were much more powerful than a casual observer would think.  He also knew if Jamock had continued to push the issue this creature, although weaponless, could easily have defeated him.  Zeezer might just have saved Jamock a grand humiliation, he thought, if not serious injury.  

Finally Ornithian could contain his curiosity no longer and spoke, “Eatik, talker to generals and Lords, it is an honor you have come to visit.”

Eatik began to chirp by rubbing his elbows against his small body.  Zeezer smiled and gave a slight bow to Ornithian as he walked around by him and sat near the fire, carefully sitting between the creature and Jamock.  The chirping continued for several seconds.  When it stopped Zeezer nudged Ornithian who said in a quiet voice, “Share with us your mission.  It is important for friends to share, is it not?  I am Ornithian and this is Zeezer,” Ornithian said as he offered Eatik a piece of fruit from his pack.

Eatik accepted it.  “Revenge is coming.”

“I do not understand.  You said revenge?  Revenge for what?”

“Must not tell,” was the creature’s cryptic response.

Ornithian hesitated and looked at Zeezer who nodded his head, an indication Ornithian should attempt to press the issue. “Could you please tell us just a little more, Eatik?  We are ignorant and you are wise.”

“Can tell no more.”

“I respect your secret.  Could you tell us why it is a secret?”

“An oath to Phyrus-Kite.

Ornithian looked puzzled.  Zeezer spoke, “Excuse my friend’s silence.  It was respect for your master, the Fourth Lord. Is your master not dining among the great spirits looking down upon us mortals?”


Eatik began to chirp.  It was louder than before.  Suddenly, Eatik rocked back and forth and emitted a melodious chant.  “Zeeeeeeee, Mystic War was his end.  Zeeeeeeee, he died killing Marrus-Rhea.  He died killing Sepher-Helion.  Zeeeeeeee, it was at the Great Tooth Waste.  Torus-Iton the horse master was our friend.  Zeeeeee, my master, my master, my duty, my hope.”


Both men remained silent.  The pain of the chant transcended species.  Bugley rolled over in his blanket and made a moaning sound.  Zeezer flinched as Eatik’s head snapped toward the man.  Eatik’s wings extended slightly and the creature’s eyes darkened with multiple bands.  It was the first time Zeezer and Ornithian had seen such an extreme response to a simple noise.  They both quickly realized the Kite had been speaking of his master.  Zeezer knew and Ornithian suspected better than most; any disrespect now could be fatal for all of them.  Finally, after waiting one full minute in complete silence the two men saw the banded eyes of the creature returned to a solid light blue, and Zeezer continued.  “Marrus-Rhea and Sepher-Helion both died there, the Third and Fifth Pillar Lords?”

Eatik remained motionless for a long moment.

Zeezer continued in a soft voice, “I've seen it, the Great Tooth Waste,” as he glanced at Ornithian.  “It is ten square miles of flat rock surrounded by forests.  The area, shaped like a shark’s tooth, is smooth as a quiet pond.”


Eatik’s wings returned to normal as he said as clear as a human would, “The melted land cooled flat; flat as the glass of the mirror it had become:  A reflection yet that our master is there and yet gone.  His loss was our death.  His victory was our life. I have gazed at his reflection there.”


For a second the two men stared at Eatik.  It was as if someone had taken over the creature’s body and spoken a perfectly human sound.  Slowly both men realized it was probably a perfected and memorized statement.  A chant of sorts the remaining Kite had recited after returning to their mountains.  If it was a mantra, the soldiers thought, it must have been repeated over and over through the years to explain to strangers their sorrow.  Its repetition had led to near perfection in the human tongue as it was spoken over generations.


This time Ornithian spoke to Zeezer in a quiet voice.  “That was long ago.  Why would the Siptors seek revenge?”


Ornithian started to ask another question of the creature, but Zeezer shook his head and leaned forward to toss another stick on the fire.  

Zeezer looked at the Kite and spoke from his heart.  “The Fourth Lord was a great wizard.”

“I owe to him the debt of existence.”

“Children sometimes acquire a heavy debt from their fathers.”

Eatik suddenly emitted a buzzing sound.  He ruffled his wings and his skinny arms shiver violently.  For a split second his eyes went completely black.  A moment later he said, “More than you know.”

Eatik placed the dried fruit on a stone by the fire and then curled his flying wings around his body.  Eatik looked like a large ear of corn with a red tassel sticking up into the air at the top. Taking this as a cue, the two men prepared for bed.  As Zeezer looked around he noticed Chugger and Bugley were asleep.  Zeezer shook his head at their ignorance of missing this once in a lifetime experience.

Eatik had not intended to be rude.  The reference to children had been a cutting blow, an unintentional cruelty, he thought.  We have never been children, he thought to himself, but rather creations made from living creatures.  Eatik knew more about the Nine Lords than anyone suspected.  He had met each of the Lords and knew they were once just humans.  He knew they were people who had manipulated the genetics of their own bodies to gain a practical immortality.  As Eatik sat in his sleeping state he remembered the sorrow of the Fourth Lord as he told his creation the story of his early life.

“Eatik,” he said, “I wish to tell you how I came to this island.”

“Please do, Master Phyrus-Kite.”  Eatik would stand nearly motionless as the Fourth Lord talked.  Other than on the day of his re-creation, the creature never sat in the presence of his Master.  He would stand and if the situation allowed, slowly take a step toward his Master at opportune moments, usually ending up standing next to the man.  Often, after being at his side a few moments, the Master would reach out and stroke Eatik’s red tassel and alternately he would stroke his own red beard.  The joy of that touch was worth a ten years wait, Eatik thought to himself.

“My friends and I developed a series of vaccines which manipulated our DNA, my little friend.  Over the years our aging slowed.  Others noticed this and questioned what we had done.  At first we were silent because genetic manipulation was against our law.  It was an old prohibition and had put a strangle hold on research.  We believed our discoveries would bring rejoicing, but alas, they did not.  Our reward was a choice of banishment or prison.  We chose to come here, to this frigid land.  They didn’t know the extent of our genetic modifications and believed we would die in the bitter cold and isolation. We arrived in a small ship that has long ago turned to dust.”

Eatik was a little confused.  The island had wonderful weather; warm days and cool nights with just the right amount of rain.

The Master continued, “I see you are wondering about the weather?  We studied and researched until we were able to change the weather.  We diverted a warm ocean current which splits and bathes all sides of the island before rejoining and taking up its normal course.  The outermost, surrounding water still has ice flows and frigid winds thanks to Aqua-Leosa, the First Pillar Lord; may God rest her soul.  We were surprised by our longevity.  We expected to live two or three hundred years not thousands.  Anyway, it turns out this island has an ether of power manifested by the sparkle lights you occasionally see at night.  I don’t know the source of their power, but we discovered how to tap into it.  We constructed a funnel that pulled sparkles into the pillars thereby trapping the ether.  Each of the nine pillars was designed to have the same amount of magic, so to speak.  It didn’t work.  As each pillar was built from East to West we learned how to improve the process and each pillar became more powerful.  At first we thought the difference was slight, but it wasn’t.  It wasn’t intentional, but each successive pillar developed disproportionate power over the years.  That was our mistake.  I believe that was the real reason for the Mystic Wars.  The only Pillar Lord that remained completely immune to the jealousy was Elodia.”  

Eatik learned that day that the lords had come to the island to be free.  Over thousands of years they had discovered things that seemed magical to the indigenous population.  Why no others of their civilization had found them, Eatik did not know.  How this two hundred mile long island had remained a secret, Eatik did not know.  All he knew was that he had never been a child.  Eatik was created as an adult and had been such from that instant on.  He knew too much and the others knew too little.  Forever sworn to secrecy, Eatik was a secret thing.  To honor his master he would forever be a creature of secrets and not what he truly wanted to be.  Eatik shivered violently, again.

  Ornithian glanced at Zeezer just before turning away from the fire.  He saw Zeezer had tears in his eyes.  They could have been caused from the smoke of the fire, but Ornithian knew they could also be the tears of a soldier remembering his and respecting the terrible secrets of another old fighter.  Ornithian’s respect for the squad leader already deep, deepened considerably.


There are times my dear Phyrus-Kite, the path is so clear

 yet others can’t see the road so evident to you and I.






Letter by Elodia, the Sixth Pillar Lord

Chapter VI

The sun was going down and Yeeson was making good time toward the Cleavage Wall.  At the sound of the approaching horse, a covered wagon led by a single ox pulled to the side of the narrow roadway and the chubby, elderly woman driver watched as the hooded rider approached.


The woman turned and looked into the wagon.  “Quickly, children, look, look the rider of the white horse.  Expect not to see this again.”


Several children looked from under the side canvas or leaned out the back of the wagon to see.  They watched the rider pass and quickly disappear over the next hill.  They all scurried to the front and began asking the woman questions about the white horse.  Her eyes danced with delight as she began the tale of the coming of the horses to this land.


“In the ancient times everyone rode the Oestrida.”


“The big walking birds?” asked a young boy of ten.


“Yes.  They roam wild here and there, but mostly west of the dry lands, out in the grasslands of the Hobble Hills.  An adult bird stands eight feet tall and only the yearling chicks can fly.  But all of them can run faster than the fastest man.  They don’t like to run, though,” She laughed as she spoke.  “Mostly they plod along.  There are some folks that can’t even afford an ox like ours and still use the birds.  Remember children, the Oestrida have a terrible temper.”


“Could it carry you, NaNa?” said the same boy.


“Jopley, that isn’t a very nice thing to say.  It’s true, though.”

“I feel sorry for the birds, NaNa,” said one of the older girls. “They are caught from the wild and made to work.”

“Yes, Beth but luckily the Pillar Lords brought several horses with them from their far away land.  Those horses were small in stature, but the Seventh Pillar Lord, Torus-Iton changed them into the magnificent creatures you see today.  It is said the magic of the Seventh Lord still courses through their blood.  The greatest of a generation is born white.”


“Oooooh!” the children said in unison.


A slight little girl in the back asked, “NaNa, was that a woman riding?”


“Yes, Trisha.  She is a great woman.  Her name is Yeeson Leam-Marsen.  Marsen is her adopted name.  It is said by many that her parents were killed by the Poiglem.”


All the children screamed, then, laughed.  The woman looked at them.  “I wish you wouldn’t do that.  Why do you scream and laugh?”


Jopley spoke first, “The Poiglem look ugly, uh, and act funny.”


“I see.”


Another child, about ten years old, asked, “Why would the Poiglem kill her parents?”


When the child said Poiglem the others screamed and laughed again.  The woman shushed them.  “Will you stop that?  I can tell only a common rumor.”


“Tell us!” they all yelled repeatedly.  “Please, tell us,” Jopley added after the pleading was proving ineffective. “We promise not to scream and laugh again.”


“We promise.  We promise,” was the immediate refrain from the children as they crowded around NaNa almost pushing her off the seat.  She didn’t want to scare the children.  She thought a few moments and decided she could leave out the worst of the rumor.  

Then she began the telling of the story.  “Almost twenty-five years ago, when Yeeson was only three or so, she lived with her family.  They were poor.  They weren’t beggars but had only a shabby hut in the woods by the Poiglem village of Snoink.”


All the children laughed because NaNa had said the village name while holding her nose as required for proper pronunciation.  They held their noses and repeated the name.  “Snoink, Snoink, Snoink,” echoed for several seconds as NaNa tried to continue her story.

“Enough!  As I was about to say, my brother saw a fire burning in the woods.  It was bright and distant.  He walked for almost a mile into the woods until he came to the Poiglem sanctuary.”

The children were silent, every eye on NaNa.  Several knew the creatures were ruled by a human overlord, Kenyan Norse, said to be a descendent of the Second Pillar Lord, himself, but a Poiglem sanctuary was a mystery to them and they waited for her to continue with eager anticipation, some even holding their breath.  

She let the suspense go on until Jopley, groaned, “Please.” 

Only then did she continue.  “Several humans had been poaching the mushroom fruit of the Poiglem.  The overlord wanted his 50% portion, his tax from their fields.  The Poiglem didn’t want to accuse the humans for the theft but were forced to admit the loss of most of the crop.  Even so, the overlord, Kenyan Norse didn’t care and demanded his portion to be paid.  The Poiglem of the village said they would search for more fruit, but instead retreated into their holy lands to call upon the Second Lord instead.  They built a magic fire from the sparkles collected from the dust of the Second Pillar many years ago.

When Kenyan Norse and his soldiers approached the Poiglem, the sparkle light had already formed a column of light and from inside the column an image of a small child was seen.  No one there knew who the child was or what it meant.  Kenyan ordered them to stop, but they would not.  They continued to chant and the column began to show other people standing with the child.  One of the Poiglem believed he recognized the man known as Evan Leam, Yeeson’s father.  The overlord killed several of the poor Poiglem right on the spot.  In revenge the Poiglem threatened to track down the family and kill them.”


“Poiglems don’t hurt people,” said Jopley. 


NaNa smiled.  “Now you understand why I didn’t want to tell you the common version of the story.  Now, I do not want you to be afraid of the Poiglem.  I too have never known a Poiglem to hurt a human.  But, it was said the overlord had killed many Poiglem.  I believe he killed them for conjuring the Pillar Magic.  It was said the Poiglem’s revenge was encouraged by Kenyan Norse.  Some told he said the Pillar Fire had pointed out their enemy.  

My brother ran to tell the Leam family, who managed to escape the Poiglem that night.  They hid in the woods for two days.  Later, when they tried to enter the town by the Gray Fortress of the Second Pillar Lord, the story is told their path was blocked by the Poiglem who sounded an alarm by blowing their ram’s horns.”

Jopley and several older children shook their heads.  The woman smiled.  She realized they knew the overlord’s soldiers were the only ones known to use ram’s horns.  After they settled down, she continued, “The Leam family was forced to go around the bridge, through the stream, and up the hill, close to the Fortress of the Second Lord.”


“Ooooo,” responded the children.


“It is said, as the Poiglem approached, the family was forced closer and closer to the Gray Fortress.  Suddenly, the overlord arrived with his soldiers.  He said the Poiglem had already attacked the family.  It was too late for her parents, but Yeeson had run into the Fortress.”


“Ooooo,” repeated the children.

“It was the first time in many years the Iron Cobra inside the entrance had allowed someone to pass.  The child was said to have hidden inside the snake’s coils.  The Poiglem watched in awe as she entered the fortress, then ran away ashamed by what they had done.  The overlord claims he coached the child out of the Gray Fortress and into his arms.  He said the Cobra’s protection was a sign the child was innocent of her family’s crime.  He promised to never let anyone harm her,” the old woman said with a strange tone to her voice.

After a moment she continued, “Kenyan Norse claims to have asked the Marsen family to adopt the child.  Her name became Leam-Marsen.  But, even so, everyone was afraid of the child.  She had entered the Gray Fortress.  It is said she went back into it many times and sat in the coils of the Iron Cobra.  I have never seen this, but that is the story those in the village tell.”


The look of wonder filled the children’s faces.  A little girl had entered the forbidden fortress, each child thought with childish satisfaction.  The Giant Cobra had protected her.  The children quietly went back into the wagon and fell asleep dreaming a magical snake was watching over them.  NaNa smiled as she watched them sleep.

She had told the common story, but was sure it was a lie.  She left out how Kenyan Norse had dispatched messengers to the Pyramid of the Third Lord that first night.  She left out how his second in command had died in the jaws of the Iron Cobra when he approached the girl and how the overlord had retreated in terror from the area.

NaNa was the first cousin of Bethel Marsen, the foster mother.  It took her years to get the truth out of Bethel.  It seems the overlord had not brought the girl to them.  Rather the little girl had not come out of the fortress for days and many thought she had died.  It was the night of the forth day when the Marsen door shook from a mighty blow.  The door had almost split in two.  Bethel Marsen had opened the door while her husband held a spear at the ready.  Outside, in the dark, stood the little girl covered with dirt.  The child appeared hungry and cold.  They saw a large cobra behind her.  The girl, Yeeson was welcomed in that night and the large snake had slithered back into the fortress, but from that moment onward, the child was truly feared.  NaNa believed her cousin, Marsen only told the truth of the events to her.  Marsen had made her promise to never relate what had happened. 

Yeeson had seen the wagon.  She had even recognized the old woman and knew she was the caretaker of the rolling orphanage.  The old woman took in stray children and found some of them good homes and kept the others until they could fend for themselves.  Many years ago Yeeson had seen the woman talking with her foster mother.  The old woman had given Yeeson a look that showed unusual sympathy and a deep understanding.  She had smiled at her and she had smiled back.  Yeeson was not sure what the two women had talked about.  Even by that young age Yeeson trusted few and with good reason.  Almost everyone in the village avoided her as a child.

*  *  *

The sun was rising and Zeezer had already packed his gear onto his horse.  It was a crisp morning as the other four soldiers followed suit for the ride to Gethoria.  

“Ornithian,” Zeezer said as he held out his hand.  

Ornithian saw a piece of fruit.  “Eatik didn’t like my gift?”

“I have never seen a Kite Creature eat.  Perhaps they don’t.  Anyway, he waited and returned the fruit to me just before he took to the sky.  I believe, Eatik liked you and didn’t want to insult your generosity.”

Ornithian took it without further comment.  They mounted their horses and began their journey anew.  Three hours passed and as they rounded a grassy hill they saw the village of Gethoria in the distance.

Jamock asked, “Where did that creature go?”

“I’m not sure,” Zeezer responded. “Eatik awoke me just before the sun crested the hills.  He informed me of a need to fly toward the sound of blue flowers.”

Chugger laughed, “How could it hear the sound of a blue flower?  You see a flower. Yes, uh, you see it and, uh, that is how you know what color it is.”

“The Kite Creatures are not the same as you and I.  They live in a reality that is difficult for us to comprehend.”

Ornithian added, “I suppose, Chugger, we know so little about them because they are so few.  I would venture few people have seen them and fewer still have talked to one.  You missed a great opportunity.”

Chugger spit out, “There are thousands living in the East Fist Mountains.  I have seen them flying in the distance, you know, above the peaks.  I even saw them from the watchtower.”

“I know for a fact there are perhaps a few hundred.  Most of the race was killed in the Second Mystic War,” responded Zeezer.

“Surely the population has recovered by now,” said Jamock.

“No one knows how fast they breed.  I suspect, since they were born through magic and that magic is now weak, their recovery is slow.”

Jamock snapped, “How do you know?”

“I don’t know, Jamock.  That is what I believe.  I have passed through the valleys of the East Fist Mountains many times and I have never seen large numbers except at the glass bridge, their home.”

“The Fist Mountains are hundreds of miles of cliffs and clefts.  Many thousands could hide in that maze,” Jamock announced as if he knew it all.

“Then the only answer that would satisfy you is from the Kite Creature’s own mouth.  Or, perhaps you would only believe a Pillar Lord.  All I know for sure is that Eatik left because he heard a blue flower.  Since the Kite don’t lie, I can believe it as surely as seeing the flowers with my own eyes.”

Chugger injected, “How do you know, really know the insect thing didn’t lie to you?”

“Must I repeat myself?  They are not as we are, Chugger.  And, a Kite Creature is not a thing.  I have been told they are ‘Kite’, ‘Kite Creatures’, or if you know the name as we know this one’s name, you call him by name.  He is Eatik. I’ve never seen a she.”  

“No she?  That doesn’t make sense.  You mean there are no females?” asked Chugger.

“I do not know.  All I have seen were called he.  I have never been introduced to a female Kite.  Whatever the reason, or whatever their sex, it is the way the Pillar Lord wanted it.  Perhaps all Kite, the females and the males, are called he!”

“Here we go: sexual mysticism!”

Zeezer laughed as he asked, “If you don’t like my answers, Chugger, why do you ask me questions?”  

Chugger began to make a reply but Bugley hit him on the back of the head.

“Wise up, younger brother, before you wear out my hand!”

The others laughed.  

A few hours later, as they approached the village, a small caravan was entering the commercial section from the south road.  Sixty or seventy individual vendors were in an area east of Gethoria.  Several vendors were announcing there products by calling aloud while standing on short wooden podiums at the side of their business establishment.  The majority of commerce seemed to be going on inside and around the ubiquitous tents. 


No one took much interest in the group of soldiers as they dismounted and removed their saddles.  Nor did they show concern as the soldiers walked toward the edge of the village.  Chugger and Bugley were quickly distracted by a vendor selling silver tipped arrows.  The two brothers walked to the vendor as if under a magical spell.  Zeezer chuckled and leaned toward Jamock.  “Jamock, stay with the two wild children.  Remember my instructions.  No trouble.  We need to get in and out quickly.  Ornithian and I will just be a few minutes.  If you need us, remember...”


“Not to pass between the columns?”


“Yes.”


“But, I think it's time...”  Jamock injected, annoyed he wasn’t being included in the conversation, but stopped mid-sentence when he saw a beautiful young woman talking to a vendor in a nearby shop.  

Jamock smiled and walked off.  Zeezer saw the woman and smiled at Ornithian.  “Suddenly, he doesn't object to my instructions?”


“It must be mating hormones!  Let's go before she slaps him.  Do you know the woman?”  Ornithian asked as he pulled out his money pouch and counted his coins.


“I do know her.  She's Freelene, the daughter of Lecola.”

“The mayor of Gethoria?”

“None other!”

Ornithian stopped counting as he watched Jamock walk up to the woman.  Zeezer gave him a nudge and they continued toward the village.  Zeezer stopped when he reached the arched pillar and Ornithian continued to walk as he counted his coins.

Zeezer held his arm out, blocking Ornithian.  “We wait.”

Ornithian put away his pouch and looked back at Jamock.  He could no longer see his companion.  He leaned against the arch.  Zeezer waved at a man in a colorful robe.  The man came over.

“May the Spirits ease your journey?  Please state your business, Sir.”

“I have a message for Lecola from my commanding officer, Captain Avan of the Cleavage Garrison.  It is important.”

“Then pass and go to the central building.”  The man pointed toward the second building which was larger than all the others.  They began to walk toward it and the Gethorian touched each of them as they passed. 

Back at the merchant’s bazaar Freelene was listening to a dispute between two vendors.

“He has stolen some of my stock.  These topper fruits are fresh and I brought them in by wagon.  This morning all my crates were missing and now I find them here.  You need to do something about this,” said an angry, fat man as he pointed at Freelene.  

The other man, tall and ominous looking crossed his hands and stated; “I paid you forty quipus last night for you stock.”

“Why would I sell ten crates for forty quipus?  At that rate I would lose all my profit.”

“You told me you had to depart early this morning and wanted to lighten you load,” retorted the tall man.

“I’m still here.  Why would I leave?”

The tall man waved his hand in the general direction of the other fruit vendors.  “You see they have toppel fruit as well.  Perhaps you decided there would be no market for fruit that won’t last the day, being too ripe to sell tomorrow.”

Freelene looked at the tall man.  “How did you pay this vendor?”

“I gave him forty silver coins.”

The fat man returned with a quick retort, “And I have no silver.  I have only Gethorian paper and copper coins.  My faith doesn’t allow me to touch silver.”

Freelene crossed her arms and said, “You will abide by my decision?  You will do as I say without argument?”

Both men nodded.

“Good.  Buy back your fruit with four Gethorian notes.”

The fat man hesitated, but bound by his word he gave the tall man four slips of paper currency.  As the tall man grasped the money, Freelene placed her hand on his and said, “Is this the same value you paid him last night?”

The man looked at her and said, “This is acceptable for what I paid him.”

“Release the money,” Freelene said.  She looked at the Gethorian money and noticed the two sparkles embedded in the money had darkened on the side of the tall man.  Everyone knew Gethorian script was acceptable because Gethorian currency had a peculiar characteristic that set it apart from all other.  The paper contained four sparkles, one at each corner, glowing like embers, each about the size of a grain of sand.  Counterfeit and other currency did not have this feature. Gethorian currency had an added benefit that wasn’t as well known.  With an ungloved hand on the money, the holder couldn’t lie effectively.  If a lie was told while clasping a sparkled edge, the glow would go out forever.  Woe-be to the vendor who extinguished a sparkle, for their reputation would be destroyed. Once branded as a dead-sparkle merchant the term “snuffer” would forever plague their name.

Freelene said to the tall man, “You are a snuffer, sir.  Since Gethorian money is always accepted, the lie must be in your statement that you paid him.  You did not pay him last night.”

The ominous looking man reached for something in his robe.  Freelene was faster as she pulled out a dagger from her colorful, flowing robe and thrust the weapon against his throat.  She then reached inside his robe and removed both a small hand spear and a bag of coins.  She dropped the tiny spear to the ground and poured the coins out of the purse.  The copper coins and gold nuggets spilled onto the ground.  “I see you carry no silver.  This is double proof you had no silver to pay last night.  Silver is an uncommon coin in this area, so as a stranger here you also had no knowledge in the truth-telling of Gethorian money.  You will leave this area.  Pack up your belonging, but leave the coins.”   Freelene looked at the others standing around and said, “Each of you may take three copper coins.  The gold nuggets are to be gathered by Gethorians only.  That is the price we extract from those who dishonor our marketplace.” 
The tall man bowed and backed away.  He began to pack his wares, throwing them into barrels and eventually rolling the containers into his wagon.  The other bystanders knelt down and each picked up three copper coins, just as Freelene had allowed.  Not one of the people took more or less, for they knew if ever questioned they would be shown as dishonest and barred from the area.  

 Jamock had been among the group.  When he saw Freelene stroll between the vendors he followed.  When she stopped to look at a weapons vendor he walked up to and stood next to Freelene.  He looked at some painted shields the vendor was selling.

“How much?” he asked the vendor.
The vendor smiled.  “This fine shield is only five hundred quipus, the lowest price in all the territory.”

“Five hundred quipus?  You are mad?  Why should I pay ten times its worth?”

Freelene looked at him, giving him a once over with her eyes.  He pretended to suddenly notice her and looked into her striking brown eyes.  He said, “Beautiful woman, would you pay five hundred quipus for a painted shield of dubious quality?”

The vendor sputtered, “This is a Gethorian full body shield.  It is, Sir? Sir?”

Jamock wasn’t listening, but was staring at Freelene.  She smiled, turned, and started to walk away.  He followed, leaving the vendor standing with his mouth open.

Jamock caught up with her.  “Have I offended you?”

“No,” she said with a slight smile.

“Are you telling me none here will pick up a single gold nugget from back there?”

“I suspect not,” she said.  She kept up her meandering pace.  
Jamock had to turn sideways to pass a group of shoppers and was forced to turn backwards for an instant when they bumped.  He stepped ahead so he could look directly at Freelene and continued to talk while walking backwards.  He continued to speak.  “I want you to know how much I value your opinion.  Do you live here?  You're not the daughter of that miserly vendor back there are you?  If you are, I am indeed...”

“The vendor is not my father,” she said.

“Surely he isn’t your husband!”

“NO!”  Freelene couldn’t help but smile at this.

Jamock continued to walk backwards and bumped into several shoppers.  He continued his pick up lines.  “The music of your voice, the glitter of your perfect eyes... you are the fulfillment of every longing...”  

Just then, Jamock tripped over a box.  As he stumbled, Freelene didn't miss a step and continued walking.  He fell, but immediately attempted to jump back up and managed to get tangled in a tent cord.  He started to fall again.  He grabbed the cord and pulled half the tent down.  The vendors yelled at him.  Some passers by pulled and pushed at him, he fell and grabbed for the other tent rope, and the tent collapsed completely.  By the time he extracted himself from the commotion Freelene was no where to be seen.  He stood there searching the crowd for her.  The shoppers, some of whom stared at him, passed to each side.  He raised his arms in exasperation.  “Beautiful, but perhaps a little wicked!”

He turned and came face to face with Freelene.  She cocked her head and spit out, “What did you say?”


“How did you?  You came back!  You were listening to me, my lady, wondrous beauty, vision of perfection.”


She slapped him lightly, turned, and walked away again.  After she had walked out of sight he brushed himself off, bowed in her direction, waved, blew a kiss, and said, “Goodbye dearest one.  My name is Jamock the brave.”


He continued to look forward for a count of ten then turned around and looked behind him.  He was disappointed she had not miraculously appeared as she had done before.  He looked for her until he heard a commotion and saw Bugley was fighting with a vendor.  Jamock quickly walked in that direction and saw Bugley was pulling on a shield tightly held by the vendor.  As Jamock approached he could hear Bugley yelling.


“How do you expect me to test the shield if I can’t hold it?”

The vendor still wouldn’t let go.  “It's guaranteed to work or you get your money back.  What better guarantee do you want?”

“If I'm dead how do I get a refund?”

Jamock took Bugley's hand off the shield and escorted him away from the vendor.  Chugger, who was right behind, followed.  Jamock pulled them both in front of him.  “I told you two not to cause trouble.  Now, go and check on the horses.  Go on.  Now!”

They dejectedly walked toward the horses.  Jamock turned and saw Freelene in the village.  She turned her head away almost at the same instant he had seen her.  He noticed this and smiled.  He saw her smile in return, but she did not look back.  He walked over to the shield vendor.  “I am so sorry about my friends.  They are young and foolish.  How much was that shield?”

“Twelve quipus.”

“Twelve?  That is a most excellent price.  But, please tell me how you can sell a shield for so little money?”

“It is made of starch soaked paper.  The shield looks like Gethorian armor, so the attacker will think twice about attacking.  It is guaranteed to fool anyone or your money back.”

Jamock tried to keep a straight face but burst into laughter and walked away.  The vendor was insulted and stormed back into his tent.  A second later he came back out and called out as Jamock walked away, “You can have it for nine quipus.  Come now, what do you expect for nine quipus?”

Jamock did not answer.

*  *  *

Zeezer was sitting at a large table with Lecola the mayor of Gethoria.  The meeting hall was about forty feet long and fifteen feet wide.  Ornithian was standing, arms crossed, in the doorway.  Two people were at the far end of the room sealing jars of silver tipped arrows using wax from dripping candles.

Zeezer spoke formally, “Captain Avan was most concerned.  We came here but saw no sign of Siptors.  Before going further south, I wanted to warn you.  If something happened to us I wouldn't want you caught unprepared.”

“That was most thoughtful of you.  Give my complements to your Captain.  A caravan of vendors came up the southern road last night and encountered nothing unusual.  Of course, the Siptors could be coming from the east if they came by ship and landed on the rocky shoreline.”

“Siptors greatly fear water and the rocky shore is treacherous.”

“Yes.  It is doubtful but how else could they get south?  The Spirits will protect us, Zeezer.  We will be ready in any event, thanks to you.  Please stay for our noon feast.”

“Lecola, how many warriors do you have?”

“You ask for our military secrets?”

“I have been here many times.  I only ask, because I fear you may need assistance.  Many years ago I trained a group of your archers.”

“Yes, I remember.  You are a thoughtful man, so I will tell you that we number almost six hundred soldiers.”


“In this small village?”

“We are all warriors here, old and young alike, men and women.  Besides, there are underground chambers.  Have you never seen them?”

“Only the large meeting hall and dining rooms.”

“If the Siptors come, with the Spirits aid, we will destroy them.”

Zeezer hesitated.  Lecola looked at him and smiled.  “I suspect I know why you suddenly hesitate.”

“You do?”

“You are going to request armor as a gift for your warning.”


“I know better than that.  Not for the warning.  Our Captain has instructed us to be prepared to attack the Siptors.  We could fight, perhaps ten as we are, but with some advantage we would attack twenty or even thirty.”


Lecola looked at him and smiled.  “That is a most unusual approach, Zeezer.  Most soldiers that pass by our village request the armor and usually have a wild yarn why we should give it to them.  I seem to recall years ago you came with an abundance of coin and for armor.”


“The armor was for my companion, a young lady.”


“Of course, I remember the girl, Yeeson Marsen.  She is probably a woman of means and power by now.  Forgive my poor memory of you for I am an old man.”  

In fact Lecola remembered Zeezer quite well.  His pretense was an attempt to protect Yeeson from harm.  He had not seen Zeezer for many years and only knew he had abruptly left the young lady as she stood in the courtyard years before with tears in her eyes.  It had broken his heart to see Yeeson cry as the man road away; the torments of the young lady had always been heavy on everyone at Gethoria.  They had taken her into their hearts.  Her soft words, kindness, and shy behavior were respected qualities.  His daughter Freelene was especially fond of Yeeson.


“Yes, but you are not that old; and I am older than you, Lecola.  It was only eleven years ago.  Perhaps you haven’t seen her in all that time, but I believe you still remember her well.  Anyway, what does that have to do about our situation?”


“Even with the Spirit’s blessing it is hard to make the armor and we have limited material at the moment.  Perhaps, though, we could fashion a breast plate or a shield for one hundred quipus, one-quarter price?”


“That would be a great help for me and my companions.”


“We would do it at that price for you, only.”


“It would not be fair for me to gain favor for myself as they take the same if not even greater risk in battle.”


“You are their leader.”


“They are my comrades.”


Zeezer hesitated another second, then smiled and bowed his head.  Zeezer stood and headed for the door.  Ornithian was just outside and followed.

Ornithian looked puzzled.  “You didn't say goodbye?  Was it intended as an insult?”

“No.  It's a way to make him reconsider since it would be rude for me to negotiate further.  I leave the discussion open for the next time we meet.  He will not forget and I will not disrespect his offer by asking again.  It is a vendor’s trick.”

“Arm twisting without arm twisting?”

“Really, he was not insulted.  I have dealt with Gethorians many times.”

“How do you learn all these tricks?”

“You mean customs?  It is simple.  Talk small and listen large.”

They see Jamock waiting by a vendor outside the arches and head for him.

Ornithian spoke first.  “Shopping done?”

“Yes.  Everything is either too expensive or too cheap.”

“Fine,” Zeezer responded.  “We ride to the south after our noon meal.  We are guests.  Would you bring the two trouble makers?”

“How did you know?”

“Why else would they be milling around the horses?”  He said as he pointed at the brothers.  Just then a horn sounded and several Gethorians came out with wine jugs and baskets of fruit.  Another group quickly brought out long tables and placed them just outside the towering arch structures.  The vendors closed up their shops and hurried over with plates and cups.”

“I forgot.  We supply our own utensils,” Zeezer said.

The men walked to their horses and retrieved their respective items.  They strolled through the line.  Freelene gave Jamock three pieces of fruit whereas everyone else received only two.

“You must be almost married,” Ornithian quipped.

Jamock smiled at Freelene.  She ignored them both as if she had done nothing unusual.

“Thank you, my princess,” Jamock cooed.

Zeezer pushed Ornithian just as he began to make another comment.

“What?” snapped Ornithian.

“Talk small, listen large.  How is it you have so soon forgotten my last wonderful lesson?”

They continued through the line and received cups of wine at the last table.  Jamock had become quieter than normal and the others were amused. They walked to an open area and sat down.  Bugley and Chugger engaged in an animated discussion of the latest battle at the Cleavage Wall and how a paper shield would have failed to deter the advancing Siptors.  Ornithian discussed the finer nuances of negotiation with Zeezer who talked quietly and earnestly trying to explain to the wealthy son of a weapons maker the need to withhold emotion for the sake of bargaining advantage.

Ornithian’s father had been most disappointed when his son had enlisted as a common soldier for the maximum eight years and not the minimum two.  General Angeles had made a passionate speech at a banquet and Ornithian had been swept away with visions of glory.  That had been seven years ago.  Although he had not considered reenlisting he, never-the-less, feared the return to his father’s business.  Ornithian swords were a mainstay of the army and as the son of the manufacturer; Ornithian had failed to come to the notice of his leaders.  He was well aware that Captain Avan had noticed him, but for the wrong reason.  Ornithian was concerned he would never gain rank under Captain Avan and said as much to Zeezer.

Zeezer said calmly, “You are not in as big a disaster as you believe, Ornithian.”

“I think you are wrong.”

“I have seen and know of the kindness of the Captain.  Without too much effort you could easily rehabilitate the situation.  All it would take is an honest apology and appropriate future performance.”

“I know officers.  He will not forgive easily or for that matter be easy to convince by my actions.”

“And why is it you alienate all your officers?”

“I do not like unbridled authority.”

Zeezer laughed so loud even the vendors looked at the small group of men.  He noticed the attention and attempted to quiet down.  Then he said, “I am sorry, Ornithian.  If that is your thoughts why did you join the army?”

“I needed to escape my father.”

 Zeezer stopped laughing.  He sat there for a minutes.  The things he had noticed about Ornithian in the past all began to make sense.  Zeezer was sorry he had never discussed this with the man before.  Escaping one’s past often clouded ones present.  How well Zeezer understood this was unknown to the others.  As Yeeson had been just such a person, Zeezer knew the damage it could do.  He looked at Ornithian.  “I tell you plainly.  Make your future.  Force respect toward the Captain and that respect will be rewarded.  The man truly deserves it and you will prosper by his favor.”

Ornithian knew Zeezer meant well.  He also knew this task was a difficult one.  How could any man forgive the insults of another?  He couldn’t even forgive his own father.  He sighed and looked away. 

Jamock remained silent and continued to glance at Freelene.  He became almost giddy when Freelene entered the crowd with a pitcher to refill empty wine cups.  He interrupted Zeezer to comment if she kept filling each cup so full she would not make it over to them.  No sooner had he spoken than Freelene moved to just five paces away and her pitcher ran empty.  She turned and walked back toward the table.  Zeezer reached over and pushed him.

Jamock rose and quickly walked toward Freelene who had hurried down and taken a pitcher from one of the Gethorians who seemed surprised at her haste.  Freelene turned and came face to face with Jamock.  They looked at one another for a moment before he spoke.

“No need to hurry back.  The others are content.”

“You rushed down here to deliver this important epistle?”

“I rushed down here to offer thanks.”

“You must realize we serve our guests often in this manner.  The merchants, so well treated, are eager to return, buy more, and sell to us for less.  I think it is almost dishonest to bribe them in this way, don’t you?”

“The fruit was excellent.  I’ve never had such a tasty meal.  Is it a local, uh, you have here, grown it?”

“You are a master of small talk.  When had you planned to arrange a proper introduction?”

“I am Jamock.”

“The brave?”

“How could you hear?  You were gone.”

“You have still not properly introduced yourself.  Another common friend must do that.  It is a required custom.”

“Do we have a common friend?”

They looked at each other.  Suddenly Freelene reached out and grabbed Thane, who was passing by.

“Thane,” Freelene asked, “who is this person?”

“I think he came with Zeezer.  You know; the old soldier. Why?”

“What is this man’s name?”

Thane looked puzzled for a second, but turned toward Jamock.  “Who are you?”

“My name is Jamock.”

“The brave?” Freelene cooed.

Thane caught on at once.  “Zeezer is my friend.  Is he your friend?”

“Yes.”

“Any friend of Zeezer is a friend of mine.  As my friend, allow me to introduce you to Freelene, my friend and the daughter of our leader, Lecola.

Jamock was momentarily take aback but bowed to cover his embarrassment.  “It is an honor to meet Freelene the daughter of Lecola.”

Freelene looked at Thane.  “What did you want?”

“Nothing.  Nothing at all.  I must get back to work.”  Thane turned and walked off with a smile on his face.

Jamock couldn’t help but notice the smile.  He looked back at Freelene.  He was momentarily tongue tied.  He tried to speak and no words came out.


After a moment Freelene said, “Do you no longer wish to speak?”


“My ground is not as solid as before, but my admiration is as great.  I’m happy just to stand here with you.”


From a distance, Zeezer yelled, “Jamock, we must go.”


Jamock looked at Freelene.  “I will see you again.  We go to dispatch marauding Siptors.”


“That small task shouldn’t take Jamock the Brave very long.”


“It will not.  I must go.”


“Well?”


“I must go.”


“I understand.”


“I must go.”


Just then Zeezer’s hand grabbed Jamock’s shoulder and pulled.  Zeezer looked at Freelene.  “Pardon my haste, Freelene.  How have you been?”


“Fine, Zeezer.  Take care of this bragger for me.”


“You mean watch over him or beat him senseless?  I would happily do either for the daughter of Lecola.”


“How soon will you pass this way again?”


Zeezer looked at her.  Her face showed a pleading he had seldom seen.  He cleared his throat and said, “I think Lecola deserves to know what we discover to the south.  My best to your family and expect us back soon.”

Zeezer turned and pushed Jamock toward the horses.  Freelene watch them go.  She turned and walked into the village and entered the skull shaped house.  Lecola approached her soon after she had entered.  She greeted him with a slight bow, because others were in the room.  He motioned them to leave.


“I believe you have forgotten to tell me something, daughter.  Fortunately, Thane has conveyed the information.”


Freelene gave her father a blank look.  Inside, her heart skipped a beat.  She knew his attitude toward outsiders.


“Well?” he coached.


“I have forgotten something?”


“You are suddenly distracted from important matters.  I know the cause of this behavior, but let us press on with the facts.”  Lecola paused and Freelene gave him her best doe eye, innocent look.


“The hand tree is no longer bearing?” he asked.


“Oh, yes, how could I have forgotten to tell you?  Yes, yes, of course.”


“The softening?” he asked.


“Yes, father, the softening is on all the branches.”


“And suddenly there was blood?”


“You know about this?  Thane told you?”


“Yes to both questions.  It happens like clockwork and will continue for a few weeks and subside.”


“Do you know the cause, father?”


“Sadly, I do not.  The will of the Spirit is not always clear.  But, I have put aside several cases of slicings in anticipation of this event.  We will be fine.”

“I have never understood the nature of the tree.  Why do you suppose the hard thorn grows only at the tip of the branch?”

“You have asked this before.  We do not know.  The tree is a freak of nature.  It grows without sunlight, without leaves, and has only one product.  In all this time the tree has never increased in size.  The only things that it produces of benefit are those five thorns.  When we boil the slicing and pound it out, what magnificent armor it makes.  How our forefathers discovered the underground tree is a mystery.”

“Yes, it is a mystery, father.  I should be going now.”

“Freelene?”


She knew the tone and became coy.


“You want something else, father?”


“I saw you talking with one of the soldiers.”

“You did?  I speak with so many soldiers, father.”

“Thane mentioned his name was Jamock the brave.”


“You’re prying into my life?”

“Is that a crime?  You know the danger.  I need not tell you.”

“What if he agreed to stay?”

“Few outsiders would want to commit to a life long prison.”

“You flatter me, Father.”

“You know what I mean.  He is a non-believer.  The Spirit does not look favorably or extend its protection to strangers.  Be careful, daughter.  The more a secret is known the less chance it will remain a secret.  We bear the tattoo and the blessing of the Spirit.  A crest within a crest is not a gift others can accept.  And do not accuse Thane of betrayal.”

“He is not responsible for your meddling.”

“Freelene?”

“Of course I understand.  Yes, father, I will be careful.”

“I recognize that look, daughter.”

“I was just thinking.”

“Scheming, you mean.  Scheme less and work more.  One more thing!”

“Yes Father?”

“I have misplaced my cane.  Have you seen it?”

Freelene thought a moment.  “I believe you left it by the tree.  Thane was using it to poke into the ground.  I didn’t realize it was yours.”

“I will have Thane fetch it.  Go on now.  Be about your business, Daughter.”

As Lecola watched her walk away, Teeva came up from behind.

“Father?”

“Yes, little one?”

“When will Yeeson return?”

“I do not know.  Her duties are not only to us.  The poiglem and others suffer by the hand of the Overlord.”
“Why?”

“This is none of your concern, child.”

“Yeeson is my true friend and we have touched in union.”

Lecola looked at Teeva and smiled.  He was seeing a girl pass into womanhood right before his eyes.  A union of friendship was no small event and he decided to share as if she were a soldier. 

“Very well.  She sees injustice in his taxation and the way his subjects are punished for even the most minor offense; or by request of the Marsen family when a competitor is too strong.  Their money, or so it is rumored, has caused the demise of many competitors.”

“They’re killed?”

“No, nothing so dramatic.  They lose their charter, get robbed, or have costly delays that deflate their business.  However it is done, they soon get the message and retire to more fertile areas of commerce.”
“I thank you, father.  I can only be her true friend if I know how to aid her.”

Teeva turned and walked toward the serving table to help the others with the chores of the feast. 

The most significant journey in life is the one we




often have no desire to make, my friend.





Note by Torus-Iton to the Ninth Pillar Lord




The most significant journey in life is often the one we




believed was insignificant at the time of its beginning.





Reply of the Ninth Pillar Lord to Torus-Iton

Chapter VII

Eatik had flown to the heartland of Elodia, far west of Gethoria.  Once there, Eatik had made his way to the crumbling castle of the Sixth Lord.  He landed at the exact center of the structure where a small garden stood, seemingly untouched by age or erosion.  A statue of a baby stood in the center of a small alcove within a water fountain with several water displays.  Sprouting around the multiple displays were hundreds of red flowers.  As Eatik stood looking at one of the flower’s inner bud, it burst open with a pop.

Eatik watched the vibrant blue inner petals sway in the wind.   A water drop struck the miniature flower and it vibrated, making a musical tone.  Other inner buds burst open and water drops hitting these maintained a symphony of soft music.  Eatik smiled.  He so missed the gentle kindness of the Sixth Lord.  The fountains were little more than thin streams of water that waved in the air like tall blades of grass.  The alcove had originally been a small shrine dedicated to Elodia’s P-Bud trees.  While the other Lord’s worked with animals, Elodia had worked with plants.  She had nurtured the P-Bud trees through many hundreds of generations until their inner buds had attained a level of awareness.  As Eatik listened to the music, it reminded him of the many times he had stood within the hidden rooms below as his master visited Elodia.  The remembrance lasted for only a few seconds.  Eatik hopped to the middle of the alcove and turned the statue to face the sky.

The alcove slid to the side to reveal a spiral staircase.  Eatik descended it.  He went around and around until he was deep underground and standing in a small round space surrounded with stone, like the bottom of a well.  “I come with news of the child,” he said and a door opened in the curved wall.  He entered.

* * *


Zeezer and the rest of the squad were making good time.  Gethoria had vanished over the horizon and true to Zeezer's prediction the land had become dry and desert like.  The men rode side by side as the horses, even at their normal pace, kicked up a wave of fine dust.  The path they were on suddenly dissolved into smooth sand.  Everyone noticed, but Ornithian spoke first.


“I can no longer see the road, Zeezer.”

“We have entered the Sinking Desert.”

Chugger blurted out, “What?  Like quick sand?”

“It is much slower than quick sand.  If you remained still, in a few hours you would sink to your knees.  I do not advise sleeping on the ground lest you suffocate.”

The others, especially Chugger, looked at him like he was crazy.  Jamock was the first to speak.  “I suppose you have been here before?”

“Yes, many times.”

“How do you know this is that kind of sand?”

“The area is flat.”

Chugger added with sarcasm, “What?  Is all sand not flat?”

“Find out for yourself the truth of what I say.  Place something on the ground and see if you can find it later.  I lost a perfectly good wagon a few years back when a wheel broke.

Chugger responded, “Ridiculous!”

He took out a spear, leaned over, and stuck it in the ground.  They rode on about a minute and he turned and rode back for the spear.  Everyone laughed when Chugger caught back up to them.”

“Shut up!  What if we don't come back this way?  Why should I lose a perfectly good spear to prove Zeezer wrong?  Do I look a fool?”

Everyone laughed again except louder.

Quite some time later, the sun high in the sky, the five soldiers rode along in silence.  Zeezer continued to scan their surroundings.  The horses suddenly got skittish and Zeezer stopped.

Chugger remarked, “I see nothing to spook them.”

Always in teacher mode, Zeezer spoke up, “Creatures can lurk under desert soil.  The worst are Whip Masters, but they are very rare.  Mostly in this dry area its flick barbs one should fear.”

Chugger popped off, “If they don't sink!”

The others chuckled.  Zeezer didn't because he was annoyed they hadn’t noticed the sand was no longer smooth.  It was at moments like these, Zeezer felt his teachings truly did fall on deaf ears.  He wondered if Bugley and Chugger cared about anything other than being annoying and causing trouble.

Ornithian asked, “Tell me about flick barbs.  I have heard of the plants, of course.”

“They are actually animals.  They look like short reeds and usually hide in tufts of grass.  Without grass they appear as sticks poking a few inches out of the ground.  Inside the shaft is a pointed tongue.  Pass too close and it draws blood from you or your horse.  One quick jab, a quick suck, and you think you’ve escaped.  You think, but there is a great chance of infection.  If it is during the mating season the barb’s egg will remain in your skin and grow.  I once saw a...”

“Please, spare us,” Chugger said.

“Then let me tell you about the Whip Master.”

“Must you,” Bugley moaned.

“Quiet!  I want to hear this.  They are one of the most dangerous creatures that ever lived,” said Ornithian.  “Are they not, Zeezer?”

They cautiously nudged their horses forward.  Zeezer did not answer.

Zeezer halted his horse, again.  “Stop!”

He held up his hand and everyone reined in their horses.  Zeezer looked at the dirt directly in front of them.  In the depression of the slightly rolling mounds of sand were hundreds of short reeds sticking out of the ground.  The collection of reeds was about fifteen feet wide.

“Speaking of which, we should go around the flick barbs, that way.”  Zeezer pointed left.

Chugger, farthest left, hesitated.  “I don’t think he’s telling the truth?  What if he's making this up to bolster his ego and punish us for not wanting to listen to more of his stories?  Besides why haven't they sunk into the ground?”

“Chugger, is this ground flat?” 

“No, Zeezer, but...”

Ornithian, tired of Chugger’s interruptions held out his hand.  “By all means, go on and ride into the nest.”

Bugley added, “Chugger, go on.  I will observe.  I think we need to know the truth.  You can teach us, younger brother. You can teach me!”

Chugger pulled on his horse’s reigns and rode left, exactly the way Zeezer had indicated.  Everyone laughed.  Chugger spurred his horse to get away from them. Bugley yelled, “My hero!”

They followed Chugger.  As they rode west the reeds continued to be evident in the depressions as a fifteen foot swath of short reeds.  Zeezer announced, “Chugger may be right.  This has to be something else.  Flick barbs are never found in this number or so perfectly confined in width.”

Zeezer dismounted and walked up to the first reed.  He knelt down and took out his knife.  Cautiously he began to probe the land around the reed.  He pushed deep into the soil.  The others followed his example.  Finally, Ornithian cut and pulled up a reed.  “It is hollow,” he said.

“The shaft is still flexible,” added Bugley.

Zeezer continued to look at it.  “I admit it.  I was wrong.”

“I told you!  I told you all,” yelled Chugger a little too loudly.

“Yes, Chugger, and you were right.  These aren't flick barbs.  Dig farther and see how deep they go.”

Everyone began to dig deeper.  Chugger and Bugley dug with unusual happiness knowing they had finally proven Zeezer fallible. The reeds went down several feet and the group dug until they reached a solid floor.  Ornithian cut off the last of a reed and a half-inch hole became evident where it had protruded from the hard floor.  Zeezer stabbed the floor with the point of his knife.  Splinters of wood came up.

“I am without knowledge of this,” said Zeezer.

“Can it be natural?” Ornithian asked.  He stomped on the floor.  “It sounds hollow.”

Zeezer examined the hole.  “It has yellow, glowing sap.  I see a slight glow coming from inside the hole.”

Ornithian said thoughtfully, “Magic light?”

“Yes!” Zeezer yelled.  “It is the Elodia road!  By the Nine Pillars, we have found the Elodia road.  I though it a myth.”

Chugger spit out, “Sure!  Now he has to make up something to cover his mistake.  What do you think of my wisdom, older brother?”
Bugley shrugged his shoulders.

Ornithian stood up.  “What is this Elodia road?”

Zeezer, excitedly continued, “Elodia, the Lord of the Sixth Pillar.   Yes, of course, Lithor-Elodia, the creator of the Elodia trees.  It was said she grew hollow roots that stretched to all the corners of the world.  Roads for secret travel.  Roads protected by the Wooden Gorgons.  We should fill in this hole.”

Chugger sighed, “Great.  Now my blisters will have blisters for no good reason.”

Ornithian thought a second and said, “Zeezer is right.  If the road is breeched these Gorgons might emerge.  If not, then the Siptors might find an easy path to attack deep into our land.”

“Wait!  I have an idea,” Jamock said, speaking for the first time in several hours.  The others stopped working and looked at him.  Jamock took his lance and stuck it into the center of the small hole the severed reed had exposed.  He pushed the spear down until it would go no further.  Then he pointed for everyone to exit the hole and stand back.  He took a blanket and stretched it over the exposed root.  Using the spear as a center support he spiked the four sides of the blanket. 

“Now gently sprinkle dirt over the blanket to hide the hole.”

They complied.  When they were finished the area looked undisturbed.  Zeezer walked around the blanket and could see no sign that they had dug a hole.  “That was a remarkable idea, Jamock.  But what’s its purpose?  It will be difficult for us to find again.”

“I will make it so we can find this area upon our return.”

Jamock took out a spike with a bulbous end and stuck it into the dirt at the crest of the rise.  He then took out a whistle and blew it.  The bulbous end of the stick glowed.  “See?” he asked.  “The egg light will give off a faint glow at the sound of this whistle.  After we have located and destroyed the Siptors, on our return this road may take us to great treasure.  Is that not true, Zeezer?”

“Well, to great treasure or to great pain, Jamock.”

“What fun is there in searching for one without the possibility of the other?”

Ornithian injected, “Spoken like a true adventurer!”

Chugger added his expected comment, “I don't like pain.”

Ornithian looked at Jamock.  “What is that thing, that light?”

Zeezer started to answer but pointed toward Jamock.  Jamock smiled and said, “I don’t really know.  I purchased it back in Gethoria.”

The others looked at Zeezer.  He remained silent.  Chugger finally threw up his hands and said, “All right.  Tell us.  You know everything.”

“If you insist?  It is the egg of an Oestrida.  The whistle is designed to imitate the call of the female.  The chick, wanting to be found, glows at the sound of her call.”

Bugley looked toward the egg.  “That’s a little sad, isn’t it, taking the chick from its nest.  If it hatches won’t it die?”

“The mother produces about a hundred eggs, but not in a nest.  She drops them here and there.  The egg gestates, that means grows, Chugger, for about a year.”

Chugger crossed his arms and glared at Zeezer.  In fact he hadn’t understood the word but he was offended Zeezer had intentionally pointed him out for his ignorance.  Just then Bugley slapped him on the back of his head and laughed.

Zeezer continued.  “Over the next few months it will grow about twice that size and go dormant.  That means it will sleep, Chugger, before it hatches in the middle of winter.  When it does, it is perfectly able to take care of itself.  Little Oestrida can fly.”

“Then why does it glow for its mommy?” Chugger barked.

“I don’t really know.”

Chugger saw his chance.  “There, you see?  He doesn’t know why it glows.  He doesn’t know.  It might not even be an egg.  He could be making it all up.”

Everyone said in unison, “Oh shut up!”

He continued to talk but everyone ignored him.  They walked back to their horses, mounted up, and began to ride across the reed path.  It was getting hot.  Zeezer rode next to Jamock.

“Why the sudden interest in treasure?  You’ve shown no interest before?”

Jamock remained silent.

“I think, perhaps, now you believe you have need of it,” said Zeezer.

“You mock me?”

“No.  I am pleased.  Freelene could do no better than you.  Not that you are rich or powerful or of noble birth.  You are just a decent man.  The one thing you need to do, however, is to curb your rush to judgment.”

“You pitch for Captain Avan again?”

“Ornithian was wrong.  Even he has begun to see his error.  You, however, are too eager to follow one who wishes to defame another.  It is a weakness, Jamock.  Why are you so eager to condemn another?”

“Ornithian was convincing.”

“Do not blame him.  It was you who embraced disrespect.  Look to your own heart, Jamock.  Discover this and you will need no treasure to win Freelene.”

As much as Jamock respected Zeezer he still did not see any special leadership quality in Captain Avan.  The Captain was a tactician, he could see that, but the man did not command well.  He had no charisma, gave halfhearted orders that were sometimes insightful, but he did not understand soldiers.  General Angeles understood soldiers.  Colonel Fiexor understood, Major Warder understood, Captain Navar understood.

His own father had been a great leader, Jamock said to himself.  His father had been a poor man when Jamock was born.  Years ago he had organized several villages and together they had constructed a damn across the Middle-Plate Stream.  The resulting lake had allowed better irrigation for hundreds of farms.  That was leadership.  That was charisma.  His father had organized everyone and done the impossible.  He had designed the log, stone, and mud dam.  He had picked the perfect site. He had begun it himself and inspired others to join in his effort.  It took two years and several months to construct the structure, working inward from each bank and running levy walls along the sides when necessary.  A side stream had been dug to divert the water, a concept that had never been tried before.  His father had added a gate to the spillway after the dam was completed to control the water level in case of emergency.  

Over the past fifteen years the dam had been added to until it was now twenty feet high, fifty feet thick, and had a roadway on top.  The lake was almost fourteen miles long and averaged twenty feet deep.  The roadway had become a necessity.  Farmers had begun fishing and a new industry was formed.  Jamock’s family had bettered their farm but had not become rich off of the more plentiful crops and the new fishing industry.  His father had gained respect, however.  The villages allowed him to set up a small tollbooth on the road.  He used the money to keep the dam in repair.  After expenses, he made a good profit from the toll booth.  He gave a small sum to each of his six children and additionally employed a few of them and their children as toll masters and repair crew during the winter when farming was not possible.  The entire family was comfortable.

Captain Avan ruled by the military code of conduct, Jamock thought to himself.  You had to obey him.  You had to respect the cord of command.  No, Jamock thought, the Captain had not earned his respect.  For some reason Zeezer’s vision was clouded concerning Captain Avan.  Jamock began to wonder why.  Why did Zeezer heap praise on the Captain?  He had seen this deference from the first day of his arrival at the Cleavage Wall.  He had known Zeezer only a few days and was already disgusted by the way the sergeant admired Captain Avan.  Ornithian, however, had the goods on the Captain.  What he said had fit, had made sense.  Captain Avan had been wrongly promoted.  Lieutenant Methion had five years more in the service than Captain Avan.  Why had he been passed over?  No.  Something wasn’t right and Jamock was distressed at being unable to figure it out.

One incident was especially powerful, Jamock thought.  Jamock had only been at the Cleavage Wall a few weeks when a courier had brought orders from General Angeles.  The orders were to send a small group to the south to contact the Dwarf Council.  Captain Avan had assigned Lieutenant Methion to fulfill the duty and pick out the troops.  Methion ordered Zeezer to travel to the Dwarf capitol with the others.  Zeezer had refused to go, however, and petitioned Captain Avan for release from the order.  Captain Avan allowed Zeezer to stay over Lieutenant Methion’s objections.  Captain Avan had no reason to reverse the order when Lt. Methion had obviously been correct in judgment.  This was just the first of several incidents where Captain Avan intervened without a good reason.

The very next day Lieutenant Methion had ordered the whipping of a Poiglem for allegedly stealing supplies.  Captain Avan had come down and ordered the release of the creature just as the punishment was to begin and Methion’s command had been gathered to witness.  Zeezer had stepped up and released the prisoner without prompting as the officers talked.  It was true Captain Avan had the authority, he wore the cord of command, but he did not respect proper military etiquette.

Eventually he had humbled Lieutenant Methion with his arbitrary orders.  As much as he hated to admit it, he himself had been spared punishment because Lieutenant Methion feared being overruled.  That was probably the reason Methion hadn’t punished him as they had been leaving the Cleavage Gate.  Jamock realized it was indeed a strange thing to have deserved and yet been spared punishment because of the Captain’s arbitrary foolishness.  The Captain showed Zeezer favoritism, showed unusual mercy to the Poiglem, and even failed to follow the spirit of orders by General Angeles.  Everyone knew Angeles had ordered all troops to stay and defend the wall.  If that was the order, how could Captain Avan disregard it and send them on a wild goose chase across the desert looking for Siptors that couldn’t possibly be to the south.

As Jamock rode he wondered again why Zeezer was so adamant in his defense of Captain Avan.  Perhaps special treatment had gone to his head and he bowed before the Captain to receive his honors.  Enough! He thought to himself.  Why am I thinking about Zeezer when Freelene is so much more pleasant?  She consumed his thoughts for the next few hours and he took on his peculiar smile and silent behavior again.  It didn’t take long for the other to notice it and smile at each other.  Bugley and Chugger began to slow down and allow Jamock to come up along side them.  They were going to knock him off his horse until Zeezer shot them a hard look and they backed off.  Zeezer was content to let the man daydream.  Perhaps, he thought, if Jamock reveled in love he would stop being such a whiner.

* * *


Eatik stood before the map of the land.  It showed all the paths taken by the Elodia road.  The living map showed the breach in the road the Siptors had recently made.  All the sections of the road which networked the area of the Third Lord had been closed since the beginning of the Second Mystic War.  The section opened had been defended by three Gorgons, but the three wooden and stone creatures were no match for thousands of Siptors.


Eatik walked to the book of truths.  He opened it to the section where the pages had turned blue.  The color change matched the blooming flowers of the Elodia tree.  The old magic was set up in such a way that when the flowers sang, the appropriate pages of the book took on their color.  It was Elodia’s way of telling Eatik of danger.  She had set up this system of residual magic to inform Eatik of relevant facts.  The pages informed Eatik that the Elodia Road had been breached, that the pillar magic of Mal-Malu had been invoked, and that the power of the Fourth Lord had reached out and taken over control of at least one chamber of the Gray Fortress.  The last fact was the biggest surprise.
Eatik had often wondered why the Iron Cobra had allowed Yeeson to pass through the entrance.  If the Second Lord was too weak to control them, too weak to modify their instructions, which were to allow none to pass, then who had?  Even Eatik was denied entrance.  He realized now that either the Fourth Pillar was partially controlling them or Elodia had somehow invoked her magic.  He doubted Elodia could have predicted the bizarre situation which had occurred with the Great Lie.  Eatik smiled at the wisdom of his master and his wonderful friend, Elodia.

The magic of the Fourth Pillar could not control the Prime Iron Cobra defending the inner tomb, however, and that was why Yeeson had never been able to enter it and see the body of the Second Lord.  The four miniature cobras in the vault were most likely filled with life fluid and the Prime had a seed-fragment, not totally unlike the sister-seed of the Snake of Chiton.  As such, they were the most powerful non-living magic remaining from the old age.  Even so, Eatik knew of only one creature alive that had a chance of defeating the Prime Cobra and it did not obey the wishes of the Kite.

Eatik studied the Elodia road, made note of the wound, and noticed the blockage set up by the Gorgons to secondary routes.  The Siptors would be hard pressed to open another pathway due to the reactions of the remaining Gorgons.  Multiple blocks had been put in place and Gorgons had positioned themselves at key locations to react quickly to the threat.

The far wall vibrated and Eatik walked toward it.  As he passed rows of glass covered shelves full of scrolls he could only dream what secrets they held.  As he approached the wall a panel opened.  Inside was a small wooden plaque.  Eatik picked it up and immediately remembered he had seen it before.  Elodia had shown him the device or one like it centuries before.  He knew it was a tool to track damage to the elodea root network.  He could only surmise it was to be taken so that he could find future breaks to the road.  Again he marveled at the seemingly omnipotent vision Elodia must have had to pre-arrange such a diverse array of tools to aid him.  It was almost as if she still lived and was directing him from this point in time.  Was that possible?  He smiled and his face twisted in just the slightest fashion as was normal for his kind.
With all the relevant information and his new artifact, Eatik left the chamber, climbed the stairs, and once more stood in the garden.  It was beautiful and peaceful with the sound of water fountains and rustling leaves.  Eatik walked across the garden to the main entrance.  He passed through and turned to have one last look at the unique beauty of Elodea’s handiwork.  That was a mistake, because when he turned a tentacle snapped shut around his leg.  He jumped, but too late, as another grabbed one of his arms.  With lightening speed Eatik unhooked his outer-wings and slashed them back and forth, using them as knives in an attempt to cut the binds.  He was partly successful, but more whip like cords emerged from the ground.  With a great upheaval of dirt a Whip-Master emerged from its hiding place underground.  Its teeth lashed out as its tentacles pulled Eatik toward its mouth.  Eatik spun and cut, doing great damage to the creature, but not enough.  The Whip-Master had obviously been waiting years to seek its revenge against the Kite Creature who had forced it to retreat so many years before.

Fighting as hard as he could, Eatik was losing ground.  The Whip-Master pulled him ever closer.  Eatik hooked onto a bush and when it was uprooted, he turned and pushed the bush against the face of the Whip-Master.  The size of the bush delayed the attack, but Eatik was still held fast.  Eatik felt a panic he had not known for two-hundred years.  The Whip-Master rose up and rolled, twisting until Eatik was pinned under its slug-like body.   Weighing over a thousand pounds, the creature nearly crushed Eatik.  Even so the Kite fought.  Eatik dug into the ground looking for a rock to grab onto.  He thought, perhaps, he could choke the Whip-Master to death with a well placed stone.

The Whip-Master suddenly went rigid.  There was a roaring sound and Eatik felt intense heat.  Had Elodia placed protection spells near the garden?  Eatik was confused.  If that was true, why had they not defended the humans those many years ago? Suddenly, the weight lifted off.  Eatik was momentarily suspended above the ground.  Dirt and dust flew all around as the tentacles of the Whip-Master began to thrash.  To Eatik’s amazement he realized the creature had been torn-in-two.  Eatik fell face first to the ground and for a moment wondered if it would be best to play dead.

Eatik could smell burning flesh and feel hot blood on his back.  The momentary silence was broken by a loud crunch and a ripping sound.  Eatik realized what was eating the Whip-Master and decided to hazard a quick look to make sure it was the Red Dragon, which had a mouth full of tentacles.  It bit and swallowed, then turned and looked at Eatik.

“I’m sorry it took me so long.  I was waiting to see if you would escape, my little friend.”

Eatik stood and gave a slight bow.  No one present would have heard the Red Dragon’s unspoken telepathically comments.  Dragons were the only creatures that could speak in this one way manner to another species.

“I forgive you, Grethnoth.  I am pleased you were here,” Eatik said aloud.

“I knew you would come when the flowers burst forth.  Blue is such an interesting color. The song is one of peace and love.”

“How fares the Ninth Lord?”

“I still wait.  The time fog has not dissipated.  Most of my peers have entered it, to wait along side my master, but he gave me specific instructions before the battle.  I think he would prefer I follow his last instructions, than desert my duty.”

“Corrupted Siptors are on the move.”

“Doranis has been busy, then.  I am forbidden to interfere.”

“That is a pity.”

“I would love to eat the man.”

“I would buy tickets to see that, Grethnoth.”

“Is your task still to defend the land of the Second Lord?”

“You know about that lie?”

“It was evil, but I hoped you could turn it to good measure.  You are most clever, Eatik.  But, worry not.  Eventually, I will have business with the Second Lord.  Justice will be done, even if for another reason not related to you.”

“I do not understand.  What reason?”

“But, I cannot act until his pillar is gone.  That is the instruction, the burden, I carry.  I will tell you the secret when it is no longer a secret, as I am sure you will tell me your duty when it is no longer required to be hidden.”

“You know not of my duty?”

“As you know not of mine, I know not yours.  But, like you, I can only guess what it is by looking to the past, the present, and the future.  But, I have no such curiosity.  I will only say that the Ninth Lord held your master above all the others, as friend.  He knew of Elodea’s love of the Fourth Lord and was glad of it.  Perhaps he even encouraged it.  He will be saddened when he discovers what has happened to this world.  He will be happy, though, that Elodea gave of herself to the land rather than to whither away in heartbreak or despair.”

“Can you aid us?  We have need.”

“I will eventually have business at the Gray Fortress that will require all my cunning and strength.  I have made preparation and delay my duty only until the pillar is gone.”

“I thank you for stopping to aid me.”

“As you may, in time, possibly aid me, in my time of need, Eatik.  I go now to the ruins of the Eighth Lord.  My preparations are almost complete.  Strange is the way of men.  I envy you not your task.  It has surely been difficult and I foresee much distress for us all in the time to come.”

With that, the dragon rose up into the air, kicking up dust.  Eatik watched him leave.  The Dragons and the Kite were never friends, as such.  Eatik knew Grethnoth only as a fellow being trying to serve his master as best he could.  In that, they were brethren, born to a common yet different cause.  Eatik suspected the Dragon had not just happened by.  Knowing the Whip-Master was here and that Eatik would arrive, he had come swiftly in case he was needed.  Dragons had a most unnatural ability to see future danger, which was the one fact that had bothered Eatik more than any other concerning the last battle of the Mystic War.  Why had the Dragons not seen the possibility of the Time Fog?  Is that attack the reason for the Dragon’s anger concerning the Second Lord?  Eatik was quite sure, Grethnoth was angry.  The look in his eyes when he had spoken of his duty at the Gray Fortress had given Eatik a chill.  And, why did he believe the second pillar would be destroyed?  Did he know about the Mal-Malu fluid inside the fortress, a weapon used by the Eighth Lord, long dead?  Was the dragon somehow using that magic or was it Doranis as Eatik expected?  These were questions best not considered in depth because the affairs of Dragons were always their own and no other.  Until the Ninth Lord came out of the fog, their path and that of the Kite would never be as one, Eatik sighed.  The few remaining dragons could be a force of considerable power against the Siptors, but again as adversaries Eatik dare not think of the consequences.  Indeed, it was wise to leave them to their own path.



Better a large enemy I can see than the




stray bites of a jiggerfly in the night.






Note written by the Fifth Pillar Lord

Chapter VIII

Captain Avan was in the eastern watch tower with Lieutenant Methion, his second in command.  He shaded his eyes from the glare and looked east, out into the distance.  On the right he saw the sea coast with its rough stones wet from the choppy waves.  To the left were the mountains with their sheer cliffs.  The cliffs had great seams of silver interspersed with the white stone that undulated like a curtain frozen in time.  Between the mountains and the sea was a strip of flat-land running due east several miles until the land curved left and only the ocean remained in view.  Past the land in the far distance, Captain Avan saw small islands.  He squinted.

“What do your experienced eyes see, Methion?”

“I see a dark line at the farthest point, Sir. It is just at the ocean’s edge.”

They both continued to look east.

“It's getting longer, Captain Avan.”


“Yes.  Siptors are coming around the tip of the escarpment.”

“It would take many to be seen at this distance, Sir.”

“You think many times the number of the last attack, Methion?”

“Yes Sir.  Many times that number” 


“How long would you estimate until they get here?”

“They move slowly.  Perhaps five hours.”

“Pass the word.  Prepare to defend the wall with oil in four hours.”

“Yes Sir.”  Methion turned for the stairs.

Abruptly Captain Avan asked, “Methion, the wind is blowing west, towards us.  How is it you don't question my proposed tactic?”

“My name is neither Jamock nor Ornithian, Sir.”

Methion turned and walked down the steps.  The Captain smiled.  He was not offended by the comment which pointed out the poor attitude of the two soldiers.  The Captain had known Lieutenant Methion would quickly learn of their insubordination.  He wondered, however, what the lieutenant thought of the actions he had taken in response.  Avan was sure Methion would have relieved both men of a strip, Ornithian perhaps both of his.  In the past, Methion had soldiers whipped.  Captain Avan had made it clear he didn’t endorse physical punishment.  
When Lieutenant Methion and the Captain first served together Methion had not agreed with the leniency, but noted a distinct improvement in morale over the months and mentioned it to the Captain.  From that time on, Methion was inclined to agree with the Captain.  As he reflected on Methion, he wondered what had made the man so loyal.  It couldn’t have been his choice of punishments, he thought.  Avan frowned as he realized he really didn’t know how he had so impressed the officer.  The Captain leaned over the west rail and shouted down.

“Close the passage.”

Several soldiers began pushing the stone.  The door slowly slid across the stone rails.  Captain Avan looked down at the wall.  It was forty feet thick at the base and twelve feet thick at the top.  The front was steeply angled stone with a glossy sheen, the back a series of twenty narrow steps, very steep but allowing good foot holds to promote movement up or down the wall at any point without the need for rope or ladder.  As the door plug continued through the wall it finally came to rest even with the smooth outside surface.  Methion, out of breath, came back up the steps.

“All will be ready, Captain.”

“To be twice prepared is to win double the victory.”

“Is that Pillar Lord wisdom, Sir?”

“It was my attempt at humor!”

“You must be stressed, Sir.”

Avan looked at Methion and started to laugh.  “My stress is little.  You however, I believe you have two children?”

“Yes Sir.  I have twins, a boy and a girl, born six years ago yesterday.”

“You must miss them.  We’ve been here three months.”

“It is more important to protect them, Sir.”

“I won't allow any harmful thing to pass this way.  I won't allow it, Methion.”

“In that, I and all these men believe, Sir.”

“The Siptors will not reach here any time soon.  That is strange.  Usually they travel faster.”

“Sir, I believe the sun will have completely set before they reach us.  Perhaps torches placed a few hundred yards out would give us better warning.  This is one of the darkest nights of the year.”

“That is an excellent idea, Methion!  Please, see to it as you go down and rest the night.”

“I would rather...”

“It will be a long night, Methion.  Rest a few hours, at least.” 

“I would rest easier if you could confirm something I heard.  Sir, is it true no army has ever breached this wall?”

“To the best of my knowledge, none has ever over-run it.  However, the old stories tell of a giant who stepped over this wall.”

“Stepped over this wall?”

“It may well be an exaggeration.”

Methion did not look comforted by the comment.  Captain Avan could see the lines of worry on his lieutenant’s face.  He added, “It could even be a lie, Methion.”

Methion gave Avan a weak smile.  Avan continued, “Whatever it was, the events of ages long passed do not concern us today, Methion.”

“How horrible it must have been, Sir.  A man was nothing, then.  We are better off without the magic of the Pillar Lords, Sir.”

“Sadly, it still lingers.”

“The wind has reversed direction.  It now blows east and will carry any smoke away from our eyes.”

Avan smiled.  “Imagine that.”

Methion managed a chuckle.  “So the smoke will only get in their eyes after all.”

“You said you never doubted me, Methion.”

“In your case, Sir, I always suspend disbelief and I am always rewarded.”

“I will keep your children safe.  By the Pillar Lords, we will win.”

Captain Avan turned and studied the approaching Siptors.  “You know, we could use a few Kite Creatures.  They used to be airborne scouts but about fifty years ago, according to Zeezer, they stopped aiding us.  They were paid back then, I believe, after the Mystic War.  I suppose they no longer needed the money.  There is no more trade between them and any others.  They retreated into the mountains and remain like hermits.  It is a pity none are for hire.  “


“They keep mostly to themselves, Sir.  I saw one this morning, circling the camp.”


“Yes, Methion, it gave me a visit.  It told me Siptors were to our south. I guess they still scout for us in a manner of speaking.”


“I find its statement suspect.  How could Siptors get south?  Excuse me for speaking directly, but you know Siptors do not tolerate water, Sir?”


“I have said many times, feel free to state facts.  I am not insulted by knowledge.  There is comfort in knowing you are a learned man, Methion.  Perhaps both of us should go down and rest a bit.  We still have several hours before they arrive.”


“Yes Sir.”

* * *


The Siptors were making slow progress.  Because Doranis believed the humans had been defeated when he heard reports of smoke from the Cleavage Gate, he had sent feeders with the group.  The Siptors had been instructed to open the passage.  A Siptor was like a human only in that it needed nourishment.   Doranis, a normal man, had asked the Third Pillar Lord how it had been done, how the Kite had escaped the necessity of nourishment.  The Third Lord had responded with a shrug as she knew little about the Fourth Lord’s magic.  Unknown to both, the Kite converted sunlight directly into food.


Doranis had been a seventeen year old apprentice when the Third Lord had been killed along with most of the other Pillar Lords at the last battle.  Doranis had not been at the battle and therefore had not died with the others.  “You are not ready,” the Pillar Lord had said.  
Doranis had also been denied access to the Third Pillar Lord’s battle magic from the lower chambers, ‘Because you are too young,’ the Third Lord had always said.  Doranis was a prodigy, however, and was farther advanced that the Third Lord had ever imagined.  Doranis had learned to teleport on his own, and several times gone into Loth, the castle of the First Lord, who was long dead even then.  Doranis had tried to take advantage of the powerful magic still held within the structure.  He had never been able to remain long enough to break through all the protection.  He was limited because his master kept a reasonably close watch on him.  They were friends of sorts, as close to being a friend as one was likely to be with a Pillar Lord.

The Third Lord had denied Doranis access to all greater magic except a few fundamental spells he was allowed to memorize.  These non-component spells were quick but lacked real power.  As an apprentice, Doranis was happy at first but became incensed at these being the only magic skills he was allowed.  The Third Pillar Lord taught him how to turn invisible, dispel static magic (protection spells on objects), levitate by rising into the air and descending at will.  The last spell Doranis was taught was the casting of arrows made of air that did moderate physical damage.

The first spell he had taught himself was to jump through stone walls.  The spell had proven especially dangerous because, if the place of his landing had anything besides air the object could cause a mortal wounded.  The first time he had performed the magic feat he had jumped through a wall into his own room and discovered he had misjudged the position of his table.  If he had landed a foot further in, the table would have cut him in half.  Instead of being deterred by the near disaster, Doranis continued to steal glimpses of forbidden scrolls and constantly absconded with forbidden books.  He was not really sure if the Third Lord knew what he was doing or not.  He suspected that his means of self teaching was a point of pride for the Third Pillar Lord.

“I have seen an aura on the wall,” the Third Lord had said.  “Is it possible someone has passed an object through it, Doranis?”

“I have no idea, Master Helion.  Does the passing of an object leave an aura?”

The Third Lord had smiled and walked away.  After that Doranis had become much more discrete.  That did not slow down Doranis from trying to learn more forbidden spells, however.  He practiced teleportation and quickly learned with the aid of his levitation he could teleport anywhere as long as he did so about 100 feet above the ground.

* * *

At the Cleavage Wall several hours had passed and the soldiers now stood ready for battle.  cauldrons of burning oil were in position.  Fifteen torches were burning across the 100 yard approach about 200 yards east, in front of the wall. Milling around the torches were the Siptors.  They looked like centipedes, twelve legs each, heavily scaled bodies ten feet in length.  There were several hundred creatures.  The Captain returned to the lookout tower to stand with Methion who was counting the Siptors.

“No news, Methion?”

“No, Sir.  The Siptors look like a swirling mass of red bodies and yellow legs.  They are milling about, over, and around each other as they circle the torches.  I have half the soldiers watching, half standing in reserve.”

The sun was going down and the wall cast a black shadow ever lengthening over the Siptor army.  A young corporal, Pollus, came up the steps and handed Captain Avan a tiny scroll. “Sir, this message is from our field scout who sent it by currier.”  
Avan thanked the soldier and read the message.  “According to Serendipity’s observations the siptors did not advance in darkness.  I believe the ancient myths spoke of their quiet state and unwillingness to attack in darkness.”

Corporal Pollus made a gesture to speak and Lieutenant Methion nodded.  “Sir, why do they attack us at all?”

Captain Avan responded, “If I had an answer, I would give it.”  He turned toward Methion, “Torches may disturb them.  I want all our torches kept below the crest of the wall.  Extinguish the oil pots.  We can relight if they attack.  If they are attracted to the torch-light, perhaps the torches we placed beyond the wall are compelling them to circle.”
Methion yelled the orders to the men on the wall.  Then he turned toward Captain Avan.  “Sir, have you seen the large creatures standing at the back?”

“Yes.  I suspect it is a hive feeder.  Its tail is round and heavy.  I watched earlier as it struggled to keep pace with the lesser feeders.  It would not be here at all if whoever was controlling them hadn’t already expected victory.  I believe the feeders are rare, or so the old records indicate.”

“What reason do they have to believe victory was theirs?”

“I intended the smoke from the funeral pyres as a signal. I’ve just realized victory would be certain if we could burst their abdomens.  The Siptors would have no nourishment and their mission would be disrupted.  They are already confused.  If we deprive them of nourishment who is to say they would be unable to continue.  The other Siptors came rapidly and attacked the same day.  These creatures before us now have wasted time and energy and now face an enemy they were ill prepared to fight.”

“The feeders stay out of arrow range, Sir.”

“We may still be able to destroy them.  It is a dark night.”

Pollus again motioned to speak.  “I would like to lead a squad to kill them.  Please, Captain Avan.”

The Captain looked at Pollus but it was Methion who spoke.  “Contain your eagerness, corporal.  We are only forty-one.  The loss of a squad would diminish our defense.  If only Angeles had left more troops or at least not sent so many away.”

“I could attempt it alone.  With stealth I could slice them open.  I count only seven.  A rope over the side and the door could remain closed.”

Captain Avan looks at Pollus.  “If you waited until the torches burned out, the darkest time, then maybe.  Come back then and I will decide.”

Methion and Avan discussed alternate strategies into the night.  Eventually they decided to risk one soldier.  Captain Avan retired to his room to gather supplies.  Methion watched as the last torch flickered out in the distance.  The night was the darkest Methion had seen in many months.  Methion turned and saw the Captain coming up the stairs, Pollus close behind.


“Sir, it is a few hours to daybreak.  If Pollus is to do this, now is the time, Sir.”


“I have brought you Slippers of Silence.”  Captain Avan handed them to Pollus.  “Wear them over your boots.  Wipe your blade with this oiled cloth and it will pierce with less irritation.”


Pollus put on the slippers and tucked the cloth into his belt.


“Thank you, Sir.  It is an honor to serve.”


“I will have the men lower the rope,” Methion said.  He motioned to a group of soldiers and they slowly lowered a rope down the smooth side of the wall.  Pollus walked down the steps and over to the ledge.  He carefully descended into the darkness.  Methion walked back over to Avan.

“That is a brave thing, Pollus is doing, Sir.  I knew his father.  He was brave also.”

“If I am correct and Siptors have no night cunning, he has a good chance of cutting the feeders.”

“I've instructed him how to slice without rousing them, Sir.  They should feel little pain at their upper midsection.  They will drain empty without waking.”

“You said you heard well of his father?”

“Yes Sir.  He was easy to cloak with metals, but would accept not one.  Courage is often handed from father to son.”

More a prayer than anything Captain Avan spoke, “May his skill steady his hand.  By the Pillars, grant this and I will force a metal on his chest or a stripe on his sleeve.”

“He is married, Sir.  A stripe would allow more coins in his purse.”

“His family is poor?”

“Poor in money, but very proud, Sir.  Sadly, courage doesn't always pay well.”


“Neither does love.”


“Sir?”

“A hollow youth, Methion.”

“You've never married, Sir?”

Captain Avan turned and looked over the rail.  “If he is detected we can do little to help him in the dark of night.  Quietly call all the men to station readiness.”

“Yes Sir.”

Methion immediately walked down the stairs to the wall and woke every soldier and whispered orders as he passed. 


Pollus circled around and quietly walked up on a feeder.  He wiped his blade on the oil cloth, reached out, held his breath, and pushed his knife into the creature’s middle.  When he pulled out the knife a dark fluid began to pour out.  He proceeded to the next creature and did the same thing.

He continued to the next creature, and the next, and then to one that was especially bloated and had skin with a yellowish glow.  Pollus wiped the knife with the rag, reached out, and pushed the knife full in.  The creature suddenly rolled to its side and the knife sliced it wide open.  A bright, luminescent yellow fluid gushed out of the creature and it howled and began to thrash about.  It suddenly exploded.

The yellow, glowing fluid flew into the air and separated into thousands of burning balls which floated ever higher into the air.  The entire area was lit as if in daylight.  Pollus fell to the ground and crawled under the creature's abdomen.  The Siptors were suddenly alert but in turmoil.  Several began to attack the wall.  Others followed, but the attack was uncoordinated.
* * *

At the same instant, miles to the southwest the five adventurers were in camp.  Bugley was standing watch and he saw the distant glow.

“Wake up!  Wake up!” he yelled.  The others jumped up, swords in hand.  They turned to where he was pointing and watched.  Zeezer spoke first.  

“Elodia-light.  I have never seen so great a display.”

“It is in the direction of the wall,” said Ornithian.

“Yes.  They must be under attack again.”

“Should we return?”

“No, Ornithian.  Whatever the outcome we would be too late.  It is best we do our duty.  Angeles should be able to see this even from Chiton.”

They watched for a few minutes and then went back to bed.  Bugley remained at watch and marveled at the light, which drifted ever higher.

Far to the north the guard who stood lookout at the Chiton Temple saw a bright flash.  He turned and saw the yellow light rising into the sky far to the Southeast.  He leaned over and called to the Captain of the guard.

“There is a strange light in the night sky.  It is in the direction of the Cleavage Gate.”

“I will tell the night commander,” was the reply from the unseen officer.
* * *

Captain Avan sounded the alarm.  Soldiers prepared to fight at the wall's rim and others were running for the steps leading up to their defensive positions.  Soldiers lit the oil pots.  As the Siptors ran toward the wall, one group of soldiers managed to dump burning oil down the wall.  

Some of the Siptors tried to run through the blaze and caught on fire.  Other Siptors began to go around the fire.  In minutes several had managed to reach the top, but were pushed over the crest and fell all the way to the courtyard.  Those that fell were injured and were easily killed by the soldiers below.

As the rest of the troops reached the top of the wall they manage to throw back all the Siptors.  As the creatures fought to rescale the wall the troops dumped more burning oil on them.  The entire face of the wall was on fire and still the creatures continued to attack.  In the end they only succeeded in burning themselves to ash.

The flames subside just as the sun began to rise in the east.  The Captain looked out over the carnage.  All that remained were dead smoldering Siptors and remaining feeders which had turned and begun the return trip down the peninsula.

“Open the passage door and destroy all of them.  Let our victory remain a mystery to their master,” Captain Avan yelled to the soldiers below.  The soldiers began to turn the door assembly.  When the opening was wide enough the soldiers spilled out into the plains, chased down the feeders, and killed them.  On their return they discovered Pollus under the still glowing carcass of the hive feeder.  They helped him crawl out from under the glowing carcass.

Pollus looked around.  “Was it a victory?”

“What else?  Their confusion was their doom.”

The group walked back toward the wall.  Pollus looked up to the watch tower and saw Captain Avan looking back at him.  The Captain slapped his hand to the cord of command and Pollus smiled and gave a bow.  Pollus knew such an action meant promotion.  Considering Captain Avan’s expression, a promotion was coming forthwith.

Just then, unknown to the soldiers, Yeeson was charging across the flat lands and was in sight of the Cleavage Valley.  The sun was beginning to rise above the mountains in the East.  The shadow cast by the rider was as long as the dust cloud thrown up by the pounding hooves of the white horse.  The rider entered the valley and in minutes was entering the courtyard of the garrison.

Yeeson called out, “Summon Captain Avan.”

“Who is it making this request?” the guard responded.

“I am Yeeson, kin to the Second Pillar Lord and friend of the Captain.  I have important news for him.”

The soldier relayed the message.  A few minutes later, Captain Avan came running down the stone steps.  “Yeeson, what brings you here?”

“I have sad news.  Did the Kite Creature warn you about the possible attack?  I saw the Elodia light and was fearful they would breach the wall.”

“They did not succeed.  And, yes the creature was here.  We suffered two attacks before its arrival and one large attack after.”

“Are you safe?  Did you hold the wall without problem?”

“Yes.  You must be tired.  There are guest quarters in the right Tit.  Excuse me.”  He laughed with embarrassment.  “I mean the northern support of the wall.”

“I was not offended, Avan.  They look like tits.  But, anyway, I have come with painful news.”  She hesitated and Captain Avan stood there looking at her.  “Your sister and her family have died in a bridge accident.  I discovered this when I found mourners taking their bodies to the Elodia Temple.”
Captain Avan was silent.  His mother had died when his younger sister was born.  His father had sent her to live with others and Avan had never been close. Even so he did not know what to say.  Finally, he looked at Yeeson and said, “Please, stay in the guest quarters tonight.  I will write several letters and it would be helpful if you delivered them for me.”

“I will stay.  But, I must leave early tomorrow.  Now that I know the Siptors have attacked I must go to Gethoria.”

“The Kite, Eatik, has warned me Siptors are to the south.”

“I find that difficult to believe.  If Eatik has spoken I cannot deny the possibility.  Did the Kite say how many Siptors?”

“No.”

“I am tired.  I have ridden far too many hours.  Would that I could fly.”

“I will have my men put up your horse and show you to your room.”

“I fear none other than I can tend to the White Horse.  I will come back and see to its needs.  If you would point me to the room?”

Captain Avan turned to the Rumaker, a healer who had waited politely out of hearing range.  “Please take my good friend to the guest quarters.”

“Yes Sir,” was the reply.

Yeeson and Captain Avan looked at each other but said nothing.  After a moment he touched his cord of command and she touched her bracelets together.  They departed.  After going to the room and dropping off her gear, Yeeson came back and took the horse into the stable.  As she curried it she sighed and occasionally looked at the window she suspected was that of Captain Avan.  Once she thought she saw him looking back, but realized it was probably a curtain blowing in the easterly breeze. 

The next morning Lt. Methion had finished his second deployment of soldiers and was standing on the stone steps.  He watched as the Captain talked to a hooded rider on a white horse.  The Captain handed several letters and a scroll to Yeeson as she sat astride the white steed.  Then he handed her something wrapped in cloth.

The Captain said, “I have given you a small cake.  I keep a supply in tins on the shelf for special occasions.  I’ve had no occasion worthy of its use until now.”  He immediately became embarrassed as did Yeeson.

She accepted the offering and smiled.  She looked away so he would not see her blush.  She had felt the hotness of her face just in time, she thought.  How strange to blush because an old friend offered her a present.  She had nothing to give him.  She had delivered only bad news.  Perhaps delivering the letters could be her gift to him.  She looked back and said, “Thank you.  I will deliver your messages with all due speed.  Stay safe my little warrior.”  She had not called him that for many years; long ago when they had trained together as children under the tutelage of a weapons master named Zeezer.  She motioned ahead and Tor-Torenus trotted off toward the narrow valley ahead.

Methion had never seen a white horse.  He stared at it as he walked down the steps toward the Captain.  Before he reached them the rider had headed back down the valley and out of sight.  The Captain watched the departure and belatedly waved his hand.  Methion was puzzled.

“Sir, was that the message scroll for General Angeles?  Sir?  Captain Avan?  Sir?”

“You said something, Methion?”

The lieutenant noticed Avan had teary eyes.  “Yes Sir.  I had instructed a courier to prepare his mount to deliver the message.  Is that duty no longer required?”

“No.  This rider will swiftly deliver my assessment, my report.”

“Yes Sir.  I've never seen a white horse.  I did not recognize the rider.  There was no uniform.”

“Do you not trust this courier?”

“I have never had cause to question you actions, Sir.”

Captain Avan looked at Methion.  “I tell you this for... I have received a sad epistle.  I will not burden you.  Trust, that this rider is swift and of most able stock.  This rider I know well.  This rider...  This rider... Her name is Yeeson.”

“Yes Sir,” Methion said.  “You need say no more on my account, Sir.”

“Does it show?”

“At first I thought her your sister, but I believe you mentioned once she was both married and far away with a husband and child.”

“What other rumors do the soldiers discuss?”

“I will make sure they have more pressing concerns, Sir.  Otherwise, I have seen nothing of interest here, Sir.  And my speculation wasn’t worthy of you.  I apologize.”

“Thank you, Methion.  You didn’t offend me.”

With a salute Lt. Methion walked off.  Captain Avan turned and looked at the dust in the air the white horse had thrown up with his hooves.  Avan wondered at how strong willed and determined Yeeson had looked, yet how tired and fragile.  He laughed at the thought of fragility.  If Yeeson was anything it was definitely not fragile.

As Yeeson exited the narrow valley she hesitated, remembering she had failed to tell him about Bearman and his troops.  For an instant she thought of going back, but decided Eatik would have surely delivered all of her message, so continued on with all due speed.

* * *


Far to the south the five soldiers were making their way across the dry lands and stopped when they saw about twenty Siptors wandering back and forth in the distance.


“What are they doing, Zeezer?”

“I do not know, Chugger.”

“They must be mad with thirst.”

“Perhaps.  Perhaps not.”

“Why are there no wells in this area?”

Zeezer looked at Chugger.  “To make the crossing more difficult and profitable for the better financed families.”

“That's crazy.”

“Have you no other comment, Chugger.  Is everything crazy, wrong, or a deception?”  Chugger made no response.  Zeezer continued, “Forgive my rudeness.  Perhaps it is crazy, but crazy rich.  There are only four families that can afford to cross.  They lay a water barrel trail.”

“What is a water barrel trail?”   


“One family at the other side fills five equally spaced barrels over thirty miles and returns.  Another family does the same from Gethoria’s side.  That leaves only about twenty miles of waterless, dry, scorch.”


“I see the logic, if they keep the location secret,” spoke Chugger.  


Ornithian added, “We would be hard pressed to make the trip all the way.  A caravan would never make it without extra water.” 


“How far have we gone?” asked Bugley.

“About twenty miles and we are almost out of water.” 

“What are your orders, Zeezer?”

“Watch the creatures.  If they get close enough we will kill them.  I want to see if others follow.”

“You think there are others?” asked Bugley.

“I don’t think insect creatures sweat.  Do they, Zeezer?” asked Ornithian.

“As best I know, they don't.  That’s why this approach IS crazy.  The heat may have killed almost all of them, but just in case it didn’t we will watch a little longer.”

“I'm confused.  If they don't swim, how did they get this far South?” Bugley asked.


“I don't know.  Even if a merchant could be bribed how many could a ship hold?  There isn’t but a few small sailing ships this far south.”

Jamock scratched his beard.  “And who would want Siptors as cargo?”

Zeezer laughed.  “Jamock speaks!  I thought you were among the dead.”


“Just planning my attack.”


Chugger quipped, “Against these Siptors?”


“Against Freelene,” Zeezer retorted.

Everyone laughed at Jamock.

“Am I so easy to read?”

“You smiled as you rode, Jamock.  How often do you smile?”

Everyone laughed again.  They stopped and watched the Siptors zigzag across the dry desert land ahead of them.”

Chugger was the first to speak.  “What is that on their backs?”

“Silver!  They have silver backs,” said Zeezer.

Ornithian asked, “To reflect heat?  Is that possible?  Could they have been made for a desert crossing?”

“It seems we have a bigger problem.  Look in the distance.”


“At the mirage?  It ripples with heat,” Ornithian said.

“No, it is silver back Siptors.  Thousands of them.”

As the men watched the Siptors, high above them Eatik circled and observed both the men and the approaching enemy.  He estimated ten thousand silver backed Siptors were making their way across the desert.  Eatik was distressed.  He knew in the history of the land no such modified creature had ever existed.  He was now sure that the wizard, Doranis had stolen the elixir from his master’s vault and had somehow managed to recreate the mutation process.  Whether the man was growing modified siptors by choice or accident, Eatik wasn’t sure.  Although Eatik had never seen a siptor created, he thought the process was similar to his own.  Eatik was wrong in this.  The creation process for a Kite was much more involved, taking weeks to complete.  The Third Lord was concerned with speed and strength.  The Fourth Lord was concerned with intelligence and agility.

As the five soldiers watched the growing line of creatures walking across the desert, they too were mystified.

Zeezer spat out, “This isn't possible.  Only the Third Lord could make such a creature and in these numbers.”

Ornithian sighed.  “Perhaps it is time to tremble.  If, somehow, the Third Lord has returned all is lost.”

“We must go back and fill in the hole, Ornithian.”

“Why, Zeezer?”

“The Elodia Road must not be found.  If this many Siptors were to find it they could travel to all the ends of the land.  There would be no stopping them.  This is disaster enough!  We can not allow it to be even more so.”

“You said it was protected?”

“What could protect it against such immense numbers?”  None of the men had ever heard such despair in Zeezer’s voice.

They turned and quickly rode back the way they had come.  When Jamock blew his whistle they sighted the glowing egg in the distance and went to the dirt cover.  Jamock jumped down flung away the cloth, dirt flying into the air, and then tried to pull out the spear.  The wooden floor had formed a knot of root around the spear.  He could not pull out the spear so he broke it in half.  Jamock climbed out and they began to fill in the hole as quickly as possible.

Zeezer walked over and took out his shield and sword.  “Prepare yourselves.  We must stand and fight.”

“Here?  Why?” Chugger asked.


“They will surely follow our tracks and see the disturbed ground.  If we fight here the ground will be disguised.”

Ornithian thought a moment.  “I suppose it is that important.”

“Yes.  It is a cause worth our best effort.  Everyone prepare.  We fight to save our people.”

Chugger laughed with hysteria, “How can we kill thousands?”

“No, Chugger, only the scouts, the crazy ones that are wandering back and forth.  There are only ten or twenty.  Perhaps only a few will attack.  That will be enough.  I have no intention of dying here.”

“Praise the Pillar Lords.  I thought I was a dead man,” said Jamock.

Just then a shadow crossed the ground and something landed behind them.  They turned.

“Eatik!” Zeezer yelled.  “What are you doing here, old friend?”

“Not fight here.”

“The Siptors must not be allowed to find the Elodia Road.”

“Go Gethoria after.  I prepare.”

“We’ve already warned them, old friend.  Our orders are to return to the Cleavage Wall as soon as possible.  I must do as ordered.”

“Battle over.”

“I can’t disobey Captain Avan.”

“You obey Yeeson.”

Zeezer was shocked to hear Yeeson’s name once again come from the mouth of a Kite.  He knew, of course, better than anyone who she was.  He had spent many years training her as a warrior.  He had lived in the shadow of the fortress of the Second Lord.  He had even entered the massive double doors as he held the hand of little Yeeson.  She had wanted to shown him a glimpse of what was inside, but the Iron Cobra would not let him pass beyond the entry leading to the first hallway.  Yeeson had said she believed the Second Lord was sleeping.  If she sent this message through Eatik, perhaps he had awakened and that made this instruction not easily refused.

“We will hide this entrance and then go to Gethoria.”

“I bring help,” said the Kite as he spread his wings.  Without another word, Eatik took to the air.  He flew directly toward Gethoria.  As he gained altitude he looked back at the five soldiers.  They were right, he thought.  If the Siptors dug up this branch as they had the other, under the Pleathor Sea, they could travel deeper into the mainland.  Eatik was reasonably sure the soldiers didn’t know the other breached Elodia road was only about eighteen miles southeast of them.

Eatik had seen the Siptors entering the Elodia road on the other side of the sea.  The sound of the blossoming flowers had summoned him.  They did not know that he already knew of the breach.  They only knew that Siptors were in the Elodia Roots and that Yeeson was in danger, as were all the humans of this land.  He had gone to the Elodia temple both to trace the road’s path and discover if the message announced by the buds was something he did not know and that needed his attention.

Although Elodia was a woman of piece, she had prepared as best she could for war.  As Eatik stood in the root chamber he again marveled at its beauty.  Golden wood and graceful pedestals holding countless treasures surrounded him.  He walked to the Great Map of the roots and saw dots that indicated the Gorgons, creatures Elodia had created from wood and stone, had already sealed the breach.  The Gorgons weren’t created as soldiers, but were capable of combat.  The map was a living thing and immediately recorded all changes to the system.  Seeing a new yet smaller disturbance appear on the small wooden plaque he had taken from the temple, he had come to inspect the area.  That was how he had so quickly discovered Zeezer and the others.

From the map Eatik could see that several Gorgons had rushed to the breached part of the road, deserting other areas.  The Siptors were forced to cut through to the surface, finding it impossible to defeat the massive Gorgons, each weighing as much as a house.  The emerging Siptors had been gathering in the desert since early morning.  That was why the desert hadn’t killed them, because most of their journey had been underground.  The Gorgons had probably killed hundreds, Eatik reasoned, but, there were so few Gorgons and so many Siptors, they had not depleted their numbers.
Eatik knew this newly uncovered section by the soldiers, bypassed the distant Gorgon seal and therefore needed to be hidden.  He was happy the Siptors hadn’t attempted to dig into the road again.  If they were to find an obvious entrance, however, they would enter it.  The Third Lord had concentrated on armor and speed for his army, not intelligence, as did his wise master the Fourth Pillar Lord, Eatik thought.  Eatik buzzed with pride as he flew quickly toward Gethoria.

Eatik knew how much Yeeson loved the people of Gethoria.  Their curse was tied to the Sixth Lord in ways no one could imagine.  It was Elodia that shifted the angry magic of death hovering there after the first battle of the Second Mystic War.  Elodia bent the anger into both a curse and a blessing.  Without her intervention those who eventually moved there would never have been able to remain, or bring forth children.  The woman hadn’t foreseen the comfort the village would eventually bring to Yeeson, or the fabulous armor the village would produce, which saved many lives.  Elodia would have been pleased to know Yeeson was protected by Gethorian armor.  Eatik smiled his distorted smile as he flew and marveled at the wisdom of both his creator and Elodia.



Welcome an unexpected guest and in courtesy 



listen to and then acknowledge their wisdom; 



lest they become unwelcome guests never to return.





A saying of the Fifth Pillar Lord

Chapter IX

In Gethoria the people went about business as usual.  Uberus was shocked when he saw an insect creature walk into the village.  It had passed between the fifth and sixth arch without hesitation.  Uberus hurried to the skull building as soon as he saw the creature enter the meeting hall.  Moments later, several villagers exited the skull building with Uberus and hurried toward the large centralized building.

Lecola tried to remain calm as he spoke to those around him.  “We enter and listen.  Do not question the Kite or speak doubt.  Better yet, no one speaks at all unless asked a direct question.”


Someone asked, “Lecola, can we not question this Kite creature?”


“No.  It is a creation of the Fourth Lord.  To enter without escort means its power is great.  The Spirit allowed it to pass.  We listen only.  You may talk to me, in there, but not the Creature.  Remember, Kites are cryptic at best and it is said they are easy to anger.”


“It looked feeble,” snorted Uberus.


“Uberus, if you value our lives and your own, you will not act on that stupidity.”  
Uberus shot Lecola an angry glance but did not speak further.  Instead he crossed his arms and went toward the building.

Freelene saw the people hurry into the building and followed after them.  Eatik was sitting at the head of the stone table in his ear of corn position.  Freelene peeked in as she stood outside the door for what seemed an eternity as Lecola sat and watched the motionless creature.  Finally she could stand it no more, entered the room, and sat at the table next to her father.  Her father started to say something to her but stopped when he saw movement out of the corner of his eye.  Eatik had unfurled his wings.

“Master's house disturbed.  Doranis stole.  Siptors coming,” Eatik buzzed with agitation.  There was a pause as if it debated what to say next.  “Weeping seed,” Eatik finally stated.

Eatik hopped onto the table and walked straight to Freelene.  Lecola cautiously asked, “Could you tell us more, messenger of the Fourth Lord?”

The Creature ignored Lecola and looked at Freelene.  A few moments passed and it said nothing.  The creature suddenly leaned close to Freelene and its arms vibrated with a buzz against its chest.

Uberus spoke.  “Great Creature, speak to us.  We are the elders of Gethoria, not this woman.  Has she offended you?”

Freelene was mortified by his insult but dare not take her eyes off of the Creature.  Eatik continued to ignore everyone in the room, except her.  She thought for a minute maybe it had been offended by her presence.  She debated whether to get up and leave as the creature stood in front of her and continued to stare, slowly cocking its head first left and then right.

“Bloody hand,” it suddenly yelled.  You could have heard a pin drop as Eatik’s words echoed away to silence in the room.

Freelene looked confused.  Eatik reached out and grasped her arm with his skinny yet knobby three fingered hand.  She winced in pain at the power of its grip.  The tiny creature looked to be no more than twenty pounds, but she could feel impossible torque as it held her arm.  She suddenly pulled back.  Then she pulled back harder.  It was as if her arm was buried in stone.

“Understand the anger,” it said.

Freelene could feel the beginning of panic.  She was trapped.  The creature could easily hold onto her forever.  She knew she could never break free of its grasp.  She began to pull with all her strength.  Hopeless, she thought.  She would remain in this room and eventually starve to death.  Maybe she could reach for her knife and cut off her arm, she thought.  Her other hand reached for her knife.  It wasn’t there!  Where had she lost it?

She looked at her father and then at the others for help.  “Please help me.  I can’t break free of this iron grip.  Please, do something!”

Freelene could feel the walls closing in on her.  THEY WERE GOING TO LET HER DIE, she thought.  No one was going to help her.  She would be trapped, alone, and forgotten.  Her dead body would decay to bone in this room and no one would care.  Terror was suddenly all she knew.  She screamed.

Eatik released his iron grip.  Her panic was instantly gone.  She began to lower her arm.  The creature suddenly grasped her hand.  She immediately began to tremble.  Some of the others began to stand but Lecola motioned them to sit.  Freelene closed her eyes.  Tears burst forth.  She started to sob.  She could see Lecola out of the corner of her eye.  Was he too afraid to interfere?  Why didn’t he help her?  She suddenly heard a woman crying.

Lecola watched Freelene.  He looked closely and could see she wasn’t in physical pain.  If he had seen pain he would have done something.  He was relieved when the Creature let go the second time.

Freelene leaned back and said, “It is the Blood time.”

The creature looked at Lecola.  “One of three.  Two of three.  I help.”

The creature hopped over Freelene and half flew and half glided out of the building.  Everyone watched it leave then looked at Freelene.  She was crying uncontrollably.  For a moment she stopped and looked confused but burst into tears again.

Her father tried to comfort her.  “What did it do to you?”

“I was afraid.  I was so afraid.” 

“You did well, daughter.  I understand your fear.  By the Spirit, we all were surprised by its sudden advance on you.  Are you hurt?”

“No, you don't understand.  At first I was calm enough, but when it held me in such a relentless grip I began to panic.”

“We understand.  Who would not panic?  You were very brave.”

“When it grabbed my hand, I had a vision.  I heard a voice crying out in anguish.”

“Who's voice?  What vision?”

“The voice was full of pain and emptiness.  It was a scream I think only a woman could understand.  I had a vision of a round object dripping fluid.  It was hanging inside gossamer fabric.  Then it began to drip blood.”

“You said ‘It is the Blood time’.

“I did?  I don’t remember.  Did I say it began to drip blood?”

“What does this mean, Lecola?  Is that the ‘weeping seed’?” Uberus asked.

Lecola motioned him to be silent.  Freelene looked at her father.  “It was the scream of, it, no, not that, not, at first I thought the pain of child birth but it was despair, anger, rage.”  

“Childbirth pain?” her father asked.

“Childbirth?  Yes.  That’s it.  But it wasn't just that.  It was worse than that.  I fought so hard to get away. Why didn’t you help me.”

They looked at her with confusion on their faces.  She shrugged her shoulders and attempted to stand.  She fell back down suddenly weak.”

“Freelene, only you know what you saw.  You have to try to understand the vision better so that we can understand it.”

Uberus added, “It waited for her to enter the room.  That’s why it just sat there.  She was the key.”

“Yes, you are right.  Thank you.  It waited for her.  It talked to her.”  Lecola looked at his daughter.  “Freelene, you must understand.  It said you did understand.  It gave the message to you.”

“I’ll do the best I can.  But it said something to you, father.”


“One of three.  Two of three.  We have been twice warned.  We will make our defense strong.  The strongest ever!  Uberus, tell the vendors there is great danger here.  They will quickly leave.”  
The others in the room began to stand.  All of them seemed proud of Freelene.  As Uberus left, one of the others tripped him, and he stumbled to his knees.  As he did another pushed him to the floor.  Then both men deliberately stepped on him as they left the building.  Lecola smiled.

Freelene looked up.  “Do you think Jamock and the others are in danger?”

Her father looked at her.  “I think everyone is in danger if this Doranis has gained the power of a Pillar Lord.  I know of the name but thought him dead many years ago.  If he is alive, what I know speaks only horror and destruction.  He was a tyrant.”

“Father, why did it grab me?”

“I can only guess; because the vision had to be transferred by touch.”

“What does it mean ‘Bloody hand’ or ‘Blood time’?”

“I’m not sure.  It could be, maybe, but..., but you haven’t cut yourself, your hand recently, have you?”

“No.”

“Had blood on your hand?”

“Yes.  The hand tree was bleeding.  I touched the blood with my hand.  The Creature was talking about the hand tree?”

“You said ‘blood time’.  This is the blood time for the tree.  Every twelve years it bleeds.  You touched the tree.  Your hand was bloody.”

“So?”

“It waited for you, Freelene.  I wish Thane had been in the room.  He touched the blood, did he not?”

“Only with his knife.  Where is my knife?  I reached for it and it was gone.”  Freelene looked down and saw her knife.  “As I fought to pull away I reached for my knife to cut off my own arm.  It’s here now.  But it was gone.”

“Freelene, you never moved.  By my oath to the Spirit, you sat frozen by the creature.  You looked neither left nor right, pulled not one bit.”

“No, I fought hard.  I screamed for help.”

“No.  You did not.  You were still, perfectly still.  You said, “Blood time,” and sat back in your chair.  As soon as the creature left, you began to cry.  That is what happened.  I watched you very closely.  If I thought it was harming you I would have done something, Freelene.  I would have made it let go.”

“I screamed for help!  I was trapped.”

“No.  You did not,” Lecola said calmly.

“What is that creature that it can make me believe to my very soul what you tell me is not what happened at all?”

“It is a Kite Creature, made by the Fourth Pillar Lord.  We in all our studies, all our practice, all our limited skill can not but marvel at the power they had.  I am thankful the Great Spirit protects us now from their power.”

“I hope no one ever has such power again, Father.”

“That is my wish too, Daughter.”  Lecola motioned for the few remaining people to leave.  He said, “Freelene?”

“Yes.”

“You believed you were in great danger?”

“I thought I would die.”

“And one of the first things you did was to ask about Jamock.”

“The brave!”  She smiled.  “Yes, Father.  I was concerned about him.”

“Do not allow me to trouble you further about this man.  You love him.  It is clear to me now.  Being so close to death, your first thought was for his safety.  Does he feel the same about you?”

“I do not know.”

“Perhaps it is something you should explore, Daughter.”

“Thank you, Father.”

“Perhaps you should..,”

“Father!”

“What?”  He looked around the room, then, back at her.

“Do not allow me to trouble you further about this man?”

Lecola smiled, then he laughed.  He hugged Freelene and then left the room humming a song.

* * *

Far south of Gethoria the five soldiers had taken up positions in front of the Elodia Road.  Several of the wandering Siptors had merged into one group and advanced on them.  Jamock had strung his bow and was shooting arrows into the creatures.  He managed to stop one before the others were close enough to attack.  Jamock worried that it had taken seven hits, half his stash, to stop one creature.  

As soon as the attack began the group fell back and passed directly over the freshly covered earth.  At that point, they made their stand.  They managed to kill the first five Siptors with minimal damage to themselves.  The sixth had given Chugger a deep wound to his leg, the seventh had managed to destroy two shields but put only scratches and cuts on the soldiers.  With the last creature dead, the soldiers ran to their horses.  They mounted and looked out toward the approaching army.  The other scouts had passed around them.  Jamock looked at Chugger.

“How bad is your leg?”


“Worry not, I can ride.  I fear it will have to be sewn closed.”


“I have done so many times.  But, now, chew on this rea-root to dull the pain until we are out of danger,” said Zeezer.

Chugger took the offered medicine.  “I imagine it is bitter.”

Ignoring the remark, Zeezer said, “We were lucky their attack was sluggish.”


Ornithian added, “Even with silver backs the heat is affecting their stamina.  Gethoria will benefit but can't survive such a massive assault.  No fortress could.”


They nodded their heads in unison.  The pall of sure defeat at Gethoria was in their faces.  Jamock suddenly smiled, then laughed.  They looked at him.

“Share your happiness.  I could use a lift in spirit,” said Bugley.

“Gethoria has never been conquered.  Is that not true, Ornithian?”

“Obviously, they have not.  It has remained in the hands of the tattooed ones through all conflicts.”

“Tattooed?” asked Jamock.

“I noticed during the meeting.  Each had a crest within a crest tatoo under the right ear.”

“Yes, that is true, Ornithian.  And none with such a tattoo has ever been seen out of sight of the village.  It is said if they leave they die, their bodies never to be found,” said Zeezer.

“Out of sight of the village?  How could they die?” asked Jamock with obvious concern.

Chugger added, “Another myth.  Will this mysticism never end?”

“He is right, Jamock, it could be a myth.  I know only rumors.”

“Explain this rumor, this myth, Zeezer.” 

“They cannot leave.”

“Or they chose not to.”

“Perhaps, Jamock, but I believe they’re not allowed to leave.  It is the same magic that keeps anyone without a tattoo from entering Gethoria without an escort.”

“If that is true then no one can attack inside the village.  They can’t be attacked therefore they can’t be defeated.”

Zeezer looked at Jamock with astonishment.  He nodded his head.  “Why have I never thought of this?  You are right.  Inside the city they are safe.”


“Their magic is that strong?  How can it be?”

“I do not know, Ornithian.  This area used to be the outermost limit of Elodia's province.”

“Then Elodia, the Sixth Lord protects them still?”

“Warfare was not her magic.  She was the Lord of trees and growth.  She was the gentle Pillar Lord.  None of her kind ever attacked her domain.”

“Then how was she defeated?”

“Who said she was?”

“I have heard she is gone, Zeezer.”

“My family has passed down an ancient story, telling how she spread herself to the wind trying to rekindle growth in the land after the great conflict.  The conflict of the other Lords so distressed her, she gave all of her power and body so the land would recover.  It was a time of great pain and anger.  It is of long ago and a time best forgotten.”

“If she is gone, explain the magic surrounding Gethoria?”

Zeezer shrugged.  “I do not know.  They claim a new Spirit protects them.  Since they deny the old magic I have no answer, Jamock.  If Freelene is indeed trapped, doomed to live within sight of the village, you have a problem.”

They continued riding toward Gethoria.  Each realized Jamock was now in a difficult position.  His dream of a life with Freelene was built on a hill of dust, doomed to fail.  Jamock could see that thought on all their faces.

* * *

Late in the afternoon the hooded rider came toward the walled temple of Chiton.  The temple, cut into rock, had a cobra head fifty feet high carved into the cliff.  At each side of the head was a watch tower, also cut into the cliff.  The formidable surrounding wall had a large gate which was open.  The rider slowed when she was challenged by guards.  Yeeson held up a scroll and they let her pass.  Inside were numerous tents and about five hundred soldiers.  Approaching the tent with the gold flag of command, Yeeson dismounted and was stopped again by guards.  She calmly waited, taking this time to stroke her horse and whisper thanks for the friendship it had offered.  Yeeson smiled as the horse’s joyful eyes met hers.   Moments later a guard came forward and motioned for her to enter.  When the man reached for the bridle, Tor-Torenus snorted, pawed the ground with one foot, and backed away.  The guard didn’t try a second time.
“Welcome.  What is your business here?” asked Captain Navar as Yeeson entered.

Yeeson held up the scroll.  A guard took it, walked up to the table, and handed the scroll to Navar, a stout man with sharp, quick eyes.  He read the scroll and handed it to another man, Colonel Fiexor who had just then entered the room.

“I will tell General Angeles of the message.  You may rest here if you like.  What is your name?”

Yeeson lowered her hood.  “My name is Yeeson.” 

Navar looked at her.  “I have heard talk of you.  Your family name is Mercer.”

“My family name is Marsen.  My foster family is Leam.  ”

“Adopted?  Hmm, Leam is an important family, up north.  But you are a civilian.  Why did Captain Avan send you with such an important message?” asked Navar rather curtly.

“I was at the Cleavage Wall.  I had a horse.  I was coming in this direction.  I am a long time friend of Captain Avan and brought him sorrowful news of his sister's death.  Does he ask to be relieved?”

Fiexor glanced at the scroll.  “No.  This is a report of his circumstances.  He makes no personal request.”


“He has always been a man of duty and honor.”


Navar chuckled, “Not in the reports I have seen.”


Yeeson, with piercing eyes, looked at Navar.  “Then you have seen poor reports.  He is an only child and was, perhaps, pampered in his youth, but now has more honor than ten men such as you.”


Navar’s hand went to his sword.

Colonel Fiexor said, “I will tell Angeles of his personal sacrifice.  Navar did not mean to insult his name.”  The man was surprised by the woman’s remark but not nearly as insulted as Navar seemed to be.  
“It is no insult to finally learn the truth from one who knows.”

“Your truth!  The feeble truth of a common courier,” said Navar who tightened his grip on his sword.
“My delivery was a favor which took me not far out of my way.  That is all.  Captain Avan’s troops looked depleted.  The feebleness is in giving someone the task of defending the cleavage gate without the appropriate number of soldiers.  That truth is where the dishonor resides.”

Navar pulled out his sword and took a step toward Yeeson.  Fiexor saw a slight motion at the woman’s wrist and immediately said, “Be still, Navar.”

Yeeson had not reacted to Navar’s threatening approach.  She had stood calm and still.  Now she looked at Colonel Fiexor, smiled, and said, “I have letters from Captain Avan that need delivery in a direction I do not go.”

As Navar stared back at her, Colonel Fiexor nodded and said, “Navar, take them and see to it they are delivered.”

Yeeson gave the letters to the man as if he had not threatened her a moment earlier.  
She heard Fiexor add, “I will guarantee their delivery.”

With that assurance, Yeeson turned and calmly strode out of the tent without another word.  Fiexor breathed a sigh of relief.  He had seen the woman’s snake bracelets move as if alive, something he had never seen before. He had heard of the Iron Snakes that protected the Gray Fortress, but had never seen them either.  The thought of metal moving of its own accord gave him a shiver down his back. After a moment he raised the scroll and read it again.

Navar commented, “She strides like an overlord.” 

“This message was written by a steady hand, concise, professional.  Why has Captain Avan received poor reports, Navar?”


“As I recall he has a poor appearance and a soft voice.”

“Are good looks and a loud voice a requirement of command?” Fiexor asked with agitation.
Navar stuttered under the anger in the colonel’s voice.  “It is not, Sir.  But, uh, it is a lack.”

“Well, whatever he may lack, he certainly has the respect of Yeeson.  You don’t know who she is, do you?  You have no idea of the danger you were in.”

“She is just a mouthy civilian, Sir.”

“It is rumored she is kin to the Second Pillar Lord.”

“You believe in such rumors, Sir?”

“Did you not look out the door as she exited?  No?  Outside, waiting for her was a white horse.  How many white horses have you seen, Navar?”

Navar walked to the entryway and pushed back the flap.  He saw Yeeson riding a white horse exit the gate and turn toward Gethoria.  Navar looked back toward Fiexor.  “I have never seen a white horse, Sir.  You believe she was dangerous?”

“What does it matter?  Isn’t she just a mouthy civilian?”

Navar could think of nothing to say.  He wondered if the Colonel hadn’t stopped him, if he had used his sword on the kin of a Pillar Lord, whether he would be alive now.  He said under his breath, “I don’t believe in such things.”

“What was that, Navar?”

“The story of only one White Horse is just a myth, Sir.”

“May we never know,” Fiexor said in a near whisper.

Tor-Torenus was swift and Yeeson reached Gethoria just as night fell.  She was welcomed by Lecola and the others.  Yeeson had known them for years and was comfortable in Gethoria even though she had never entered without the touch of a Gethorian.  They told her about Zeezer and the warning he had carried from Captain Avan.  They told her about the Kite.  She informed them about the dire events at the fortress of the Second Lord and the attacks at the Cleavage Gate.  They discussed strategy and dangers.  Afterward they stood to take her to a guest room when Teeva had appeared from the hallway and asked if she would care to stay in her room.  Teeva had known Yeeson for years and they were great friends.  Yeeson had taught Teeva how to ride and how to shoot a bow with great accuracy.  Yeeson had given Teeva a puppy the last time she had visited.

Thane volunteered to sleep outside their room in case Yeeson had need of anything, such was his respect for her.  The night was quiet except for the occasional whispers from Teeva’s room.  Thane, a light sleeper, smiled each time he awoke to the sound.  

By early morning all the merchants had left.  The village looked deserted when Zeezer and the other soldiers rode up to just outside the columns and dismounted.  Their horses were exhausted.


Bugley stepped toward the arches.  “What happens if we enter?”


“Enter and find out.”

“Are you daring me, Zeezer?”

Bugley looked at him and then at the others. They ignored him.

“I have no wish to die.”

“You won't die.  Go on.  It's an experience you can tell your grandchildren.  You walked into Gethoria alone.  You’ll be famous.”

The others looked at him with expectation.  Ornithian waved at him to go inside.


“What?  You think I should do this?”

“You don't believe in ancient magic, do you?  The Lords are myth for children and fools.  Find out the truth.”

“That’s what Chugger said, not me.”

“Fruit doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

Bugley rung his hands in worry.  “I won't die?”

Everyone looked at Zeezer.  “I have never heard of it causing death.  Do you have poor kidneys, liver, or a weak heart?”

Ornithian added, “A weak mind?”

Everyone chuckled.

“Chugger, you should go with me.”

“I am wounded.  Perhaps your doubt will protect you.”

“You have spoken more doubts than me!” 

The four gathered behind him.  Zeezer gave him a nudge toward the arch.  Bugley looked at them, stuck out his tongue, and walked toward the arch.  He stopped next to one, took a deep breath, and cautiously walked forward.  Suddenly he screamed, staggered back, and fell, writhing on the ground.  He arched his back and began to shake all over.  Chugger got upset.  Ornithian and Jamock looked concerned.  Zeezer was unmoved, turned, and walked back toward his horse.

Bugley slowly got up aided by the others.

“Such pain!  I didn't know I could suffer such pain and live.”

Chugger soothed him.  “You are brave.  Zeezer should not have goaded you.”

They turned and saw Zeezer looking at several Gethorian who seemed to have appeared out of nowhere.  They approach him.  Thane was the first to speak.

“All of you please come with us,” said the Gethorian.

They walked toward the arch.  The others followed and crossed over as one of the villagers stood and touched each man as he crossed between the arches.

“We need to go quickly.  Lecola and others are waiting for your report.”

They walked into the village and turned toward the skull building.  They entered.  Over thirty people were already crammed and waiting in a large downstairs room.  Yeeson was there, hood up, standing toward the back.  Zeezer noticed her, but she brushed her lips as a signal and he looked away.  Freelene was at Lecola's side.  He stood up.  “We have heard news of an army approaching.  Is this true?”

Zeezer spoke, “I estimate ten thousand Siptors.”


“Ten thousand!” yelled Uberus.

“Won’t they die crossing the desert?” asked Lecola.

“I do not think they will.  They are silver backed and thus seem to be somewhat protected from the heat.  We fought a small number and they were sluggish.”

“I've heard of no such creatures and certainly not this many.  There aren’t a hundred Siptors in the world.  The Third Pillar Lord is dead and can make no more,” Uberus blerted out.  Lecola patted his shoulder trying to calm him down.

“A kite creature was here and spoke of an attack, one of three. You know of this creature?” Lecola asked.

“He has spoken to us.  He warned of an attack against Gethoria.  He seems to know a great deal as if he has scouted this area.”


“Then we owe him double thanks.  Please, refresh yourselves and leave at your convenience.”


“You wish no help in your defense?”

“We need no assistance.”

“Then Jamock was right.  You can’t be defeated.  No one can enter past the arch unless you allow it.”

“We do not fight as defenders, but attack outside the stones.”

“Why?”

“A siege profits us little and does not serve our reputation.”

Jamock glances at Freelene and then at Lecola.  “May we help in your attack?”

Uberus responded, “That isn't really...”

A sword dropped on the floor and everyone jumped.  Uberus hesitated, then looked at Lecola.  Lecola spoke as soon as he saw Yeeson pick up her sword.

“Many are nervous.  Perhaps another would care to make a comment.”

Yeeson softly spoke only two words, “Ambush attack.” 

Ornithian looked in her direction but couldn’t see who had spoken.  Lecola spoke next, “Actually, that would be an excellent idea.  If the council agrees to that old strategy, these men would be most helpful!”

All of the members nodded and Zeezer glanced at Yeeson.  Her head remained bowed.  Jamock and Ornithian see Zeezer's glance and looked at the hooded figure.  Ornithian stared especially hard.

“A bold plan, if these five would agree,” said Lecola.

Zeezer hesitated.  Then he said, “With armor protection.”

Lecola laughed and the others joined in.  Lecola went over and slapped Zeezer on the back.  “Still wanting your armor?  Freelene, attend that man's wound and tell the Boilers to begin making these men armor.  Perhaps there is time.  How far away are the Siptors?”


“We rode quickly.  They will arrive by afternoon tomorrow, if they keep their pace.”


“That is not enough time to make a complete set of custom armor.  But we will do our best and have shields already made that you can use.  Rest, now, and eat.”


Ornithian leaned toward Zeezer.  “I did not see.  Was that Yeeson talking from the back of the room?”


“Why do you ask me?  By all means go and find out for yourself.”


Ornithian began making his way through the people toward the back of the room.  He looked around and did not see Yeeson.

* * *


Far to the south the Siptors were crossing the desert in a wide formation.  Suddenly they began to split into three columns.  The smaller column of about one thousand turned northeast, the largest column, about seven thousand, went north and the remaining three thousand went northwest toward Gethoria.  High in the air a speck was gliding in circles.  As soon as the columns had completely separated the speck turned northeast and flew off.


Eatik had flown crisscrossing paths back and forth.  He had carried Yeeson’s message, flown to Elodia’s temple, scouted the Siptor army, warned Gethoria, and now raced back to the East Fist Mountains.  His wings ached with pain but he dared not stop.  He suspected Gethoria had little chance against three thousand Siptors.  The treaty, formed by the covenant was clear.  No one was allowed to gather the old magic for use in war.  Eatik expected General Angeles within the Chiton temple could possibly withstand the assault, but Gethoria certainly could not.  Besides, Yeeson had forced his choice by going to Gethoria.  Eatik needed to convince the others to obey the Plate Treaty without saying she was at Gethoria, without saying she was the only legitimate heir of a Pillar Lord.  If he could do that, the Kite Creatures were honor bound to protect her, in spite of their attitude.  If only he could reveal the whole truth, it would be so much easier he thought.  Again he was trapped by his promise to Elodia.  Because he was unable to lie and also unable to tell the whole truth he still carried guilt over what the Second Lord had done years before.


Knots began to form on Eatik’s sides, swells from his exertion.  He had to slow down his flight.  Mental discipline made him slow to half speed and spread his gliding wings, though the fear of failure now became great.  To get there later was better than getting there not at all, he thought.  Eatik remembered years past watching Yeeson play games with her friends.  He had always remained out of sight, high in the sky, but the reward for duty was love.  Eatik had always loved Yeeson even though she knew nothing of it.  The weight of duty and honor was hard, Eatik thought.  The way was always so hard.

* * *


Freelene watched as the five adventurers selected shields.  Jamock looked at her and she smiled.  She cocked her head and motioned toward the door.  Jamock followed her as she exited.

Freelene said, “Father plans to use you as bait.”

“We are to be put on fishing poles?”

He looked at her and she laughed.

“You are casual about war, Jamock the brave.”

“I trust your father to use us well.”

“Perhaps he only wishes to end my temptation.”

“I do not know what you mean by that.”

“Why are you so eager to stay and fight, Jamock?”

“You are casual about love.”

She looked confused and just a little bit embarrassed.  Jamock laughed.

“Now I understand you, Jamock.  You love my father.”

Jamock choked and she laughed.  They continued down the passageway and Jamock's silence began to bother her.  She looked at him several times and he avoided her glance.  They came out of a building, walked to a round hut south of the chimney, and entered it.  Freelene entered and descended down the spiral stairs.

“I was joking with you.  Do not be angry,” she said.

Freelene stopped and looked at him.  He had a poker face.  She grabbed him and kissed him.  He struggled for a second and then began to kiss back.  She let go, pushed away, and began to run down the stairs.  He followed.


“Wait, wait, what's the hurry?”

She called back over her shoulder, “I want to show you our secret blessing.  It is a gift from the Great Spirit.”

* * *

Angeles was approaching a podium set up in front of his soldiers.  About five hundred soldiers were assembled in orderly ranks in the temple courtyard.  Surrounding them was a thirty-foot wall which touched the cliff of the mountain at each end.  In the center of the cliff was the main temple entrance cut into the stone.  Directly above the twenty-foot-wide entrance was a carved cobra head.

General Angeles stopped at the podium and looked out over the troops.

“The Cleavage Wall has been attacked thrice by Siptors.  The first attack was by twenty and the second by fifty and the last by several hundred.  Captain Avan believes a small force is going to attack the Cleavage Wall from the south.  I have just sent a message to Gethoria asking their leader to send out scouts.  If the Siptors pass near, the soldiers of Gethoria will surely destroy them.  If the few Siptors evade them and manage to open a path through the Cleavage Valley we must make ready for their main army.  Commander Warden will proceed with the cavalry to the crossroads.  He will be in position to defend the north or the east road, whichever direction the Siptors take from Gethoria.  Hopefully our hot friend the desert, will kill the few Siptors that have managed to get south of here.  However, in any case, we dare not be unprepared.  As you know I do not underestimate my enemy.  We will be prepared to march and attack or stand and defend whatever may come.  Make ready.  Victory will be ours.  You are dismissed.”

Angeles exited and a few of the officers follow him into his tent.  The others went out among the troops and made preparations.

Colonel Fiexor came up to the General.  “Sir, if the cavalry goes directly to the Cleavage Gate with proper supplies they will have at least a full day to build a barricade if Captain Avan is correct.”

The General looked at him with a frown.  “I do not expect the advancing force to survive the desert much less the soldiers of Gethoria.”

“But if the Siptors are a large group?”

“From where, Fiexor?  How many could cross by boat or raft?”

“Sir, a few, only.”

“Fiexor, do not make it more than that.  We haven't heard a warning from the Dwarf Council.  Our latest courier and the passing caravans have seen nothing to the south.  This is Captain Avan's guesswork.  He defeated a few Siptors and now dreams he sees a master plan.”

“He spoke of the Kite Creature, Eatik's, warning not his own.”

“And since when have Kites aided us or our kind?  They fought for the Fourth Lord and have done little to aid humanity after his death.”

“Sir, history says the Fourth Lord created them to serve as his soldiers.  If he is dead, they have no master now and serve only themselves.”

“Exactly true, Fiexor!  Why warn us?  What is their benefit?  They are more closely related to Siptors than humans.”

“Your arguments are sound, General.  But, Sir, I have ventured into the cliffs of the Kite lands many times.  I found no malice in them or love of Siptors.”

“I will consider your council.  The cavalry will take time to prepare.”  Angeles turned to Major Warder.  “Are you ready?


“Yes Sir.”


“You will attack the Siptors on sight.  If they can’t be held, you will go to the Cleavage Gate.  We must maintain it at all cost.  You will leave in the morning.  Fiexor, you still look concerned.”


“Yeeson delivered the Captain's message, General.”

“Yes.  She brought it, but did not know its contents.  You have already told me she was there to deliver a message to Captain Avan concerning his sister's death.  She added no specific warning for us.”

“But Yeeson was here and that in itself is significant enough for caution, don’t you think, Sir.  And remember the Elodia light coming from the southeast.  That is an ominous sign just by itself.”

“Very well, make preparations for a serious ground attack.  We will be prepared, Fiexor, no matter what the situation.  But, I tell you plainly, a thousand Siptors could not breach this wall.  Did they breach the Cleavage Gate?  They did not.  You worry too much.”

* * *

Pollus, Lt. Avan, and Methion were watching as the soldiers dragged the remains of the Siptors off the wall and over to a fire where the dead bodies were being burned.  Captain Avan walked up to Pollus.

“I am most pleased you were successful, Pollus.  You've served with distinction and more than ordinary skill.”


“Thank you, Sir.  I have your items for return.”


The Captain accepted them.  “It was quite a night.”


“Sir, I have never seen an explosion like that.”

“It was light from Elodia sap.  It doesn't seem possible to have gathered so much.  It mostly grows in the western forest near the Elodia temple, as far as I know.  Were you burned?”

“The fire wasn't hot, Sir.”

“That is all the more proof of magic.  I have carefully taken sap from fallen leaves and used it for light.  To have so much, this is heavy on my mind.  It is most disturbing.”

“Could there be another source, Sir?”

“Eatik spoke of Doranis.”

Methion spoke for the first time.  “His magic is known to me.  Perhaps this is his work.”

Captain Avan looked at Pollus.  “I will not be distracted.  Pollus, at noon I will give you a promotion to sergeant before the company.  You have done well, very well, indeed.”

“Thank you, Sir.  But it is not necessary.”

“I think otherwise.” 

Pollus gave the salute of respect and turned to leave.  As he went down the stairs, Methion looked at the Captain.  “Captain Avan, I am also disturbed by the Elodia fluid in such quantity.  Have you ever heard of the Elodia Road?”

Captain Avan looked at Methion.  His expression changed to horror.  “By the Lords, could they have found the Elodia Road?  If so, we are, that is how, that is the way.  We must warn Angeles.  Thousands could pour through such a tunnel, thousands from under the sea, into our lands.  That could be what Eatik meant when he spoke of their unseen travel.”

“Why would the creature not mention the Elodia Road?”


“Perhaps an ancient Law of Silence binds him, or perhaps he didn’t know how.  Our language is difficult for it.  Who understands the mind of such a creature?  The warning must be well heeded.”


“Sir, you warned Angeles about a possible attack from the south.  You said the attack here could be a diversion.  Surely he realizes the danger.”


“It is our danger now.  Siptors could be coming from the south up the pass.  We must build a defense barricade.  Take every other man and build a wall at the narrow point just at the bend of the valley.  You must hurry, Methion, hurry.”


Methion ran down the stairs calling for every other soldier to hurry to the stables.  As they began to gather he instructed them to take down the stable roof and side walls.  His panic drove the soldiers into a working frenzy.  In minutes they were dragging boards onto a wagon and rushing down the pass to the narrow bend of the valley.  The bend was a perfect fortification point.  Twenty feet wide, the pass was bordered by 50 foot cliffs.  Watch towers had been cut into the stone hundreds of years before.  

The bend had been the location of an abandoned gate.  There were still massive hinges set into the stone where the gates had once swung open.  Methion used the hinges to support the new barricade.

* * *


Freelene had led Jamock down the tunnel and now walked leading him up as set of steps that ended at a white stone roof.  She pulled a chain inset in the wall and Jamock realized the roof was a trap door which opened to the sky.

“Take my hand and I will show you the secret blessing given us by the Great Spirit.”

He took her hand and she led him up the stairs.  It was just turning dusk.  Jamock looked toward the horizon and the setting sun and then he looked at Freelene.  She wasn't there.  He looked down at his hand and squeezed.  He could still feel her hand.

“You are here but gone.  How is this possible?”

“We have passed beyond the boundary of white stone arch shadow.  This is our region of invisibility.  I can see you but not myself or even another of my kind if they were here with us.  That is why we attack and win.  No enemy can see us.  The Spirit of Gethoria defends us in this way.  It protects us.”

“This is amazing.  You are truly invisible.  I can see nothing of you.  I can feel you but see nothing.  How far can you go in this invisible state?”

Freelene hesitated.  Jamock sensed this was the real secret.  Finally she said, “Not far.  As we pass out of sight of the skull or the arches we can’t breathe.  To be out of its sight is agony and those who have dared to leave the village have been found visible and dead but a few hundred paces beyond.”


“Why does this invisibility happen?”


“We are taught it was a defense against the power of the Pillar Lords.  The Great Spirit of the land, itself, rose up against them.  That is why none can enter Gethoria without permission.”


“I know of that first hand.  I saw the painful unwelcome my companion Bugley received upon his unescorted entry to Gethoria.”

Freelene hesitated again. “What do you mean?  There is no pain upon entry.  Why do you say that?”

“Poor Begley screamed in agony when he attempted to pass by the arch.”

“Entry causes collapse, as if fainting, not pain.”

“But I saw Bugley scream.”

Freelene started to laugh.  Jamock reached up and found her face with his hand.  He kissed her to make her stop laughing.  She kissed him back.  He leaned back and tried to see her again but nothing of her showed.  He looked down and said, “I did not like you laughing at my ignorance.”

“We should both laugh at the humor of a joke well played.  You must now  realize your friend was playing a joke on you?”

“Now I do.  That scoundrel will get a thrashing next time I see him.”

“Have you no sense of humor?”

“You shame my proposed retribution?  I don’t like looking the fool.”

“You should laugh with joy at such a playful jesting.  Your concern at his suffering shows your good heart and your distress at my laugh shows you care about my opinion.  I have learned much from his jest and so have even more reason to be joyful.  Do you not see that?”


“We need to go back.  I do not care for this.  I wish to see your face as well as to hear your voice.”


Jamock was pulled back toward the entrance at a run.  He just managed to keep up and as they rushed back.  Out of breath, she became visible again.

“Keep this secret.  Our safety is diminished the more that know.”

“I will keep it, woman of my dreams.”

She kissed him and ran back down the path.  After a moment he followed.

“Must you always run away from me?” he yelled.



I go to war because power demands responsibility.

I can’t allow your abomination of power to deform life.



Declaration of war by the Third Pillar Lord

Chapter X

One-hundred sixty miles away, a man wearing an elaborate robe was standing before a silver statue of a Siptor.  Below the statue was a large pool of blue fluid and beyond that a large hall.  The man took a flask full of red fluid and suspended it between the middle legs of the statue.  He rotated the flask and it began to slowly dispense fluid which hung on the tip of a pin.  Another, flatter pin below the drop, led into to a ball of centipedes.  One of the insects came out of the bowl and wandered up the flattened surface until it accidentally touched the drop of fluid.  As soon as they touched, both fell into the pool below.  A ball of light formed and rolled across the pool.  The light vibrated the surface.  Waves radiated across the pool.  A few seconds later a silver backed Siptor emerged from the fluid at the far end of the pool.  The creature joined the hundreds of others  waiting in the great hall beyond.

The man looked at the Siptors.  He held up his hands and the Siptors faced him and bowed by laying their heads on the floor and raising their tails.  The Siptors were all identical.  Each had twelve legs, a segmented body ten feet in length, and silver backs.  The mouths of the creatures were like curved saber swords with lesser dagger like appendages above and below the jaws.  The head was a thistle of cutting edges.

The man, Doranis, spoke.  “I am your creator, your lord and master.”  The Siptors shook their tails and the sound of a multitude of rattles filled the air.  Doranis lowered his hands and the creatures became silent.  A man came up to Doranis.

“Doranis, your creatures mind you well,” said Equace.

“I have mixed my blood into the creation fluid.  They are a part of me.  We share a slight consciousness that transcends their natural fear and bends their mind into obedience.

“How is it you have learned so much Pillar Magic in such a short time?”

“My life hasn’t been short.”

“You are but in your early forties.  The Third Pillar Lord took many hundreds of years to learn the magic of creature transformation.”

Doranis looked at the man and thought back.  His journey had been an interesting one.  Someday, he thought, he might tell Equace the truth.  Doranis turned and walked to a bench and sat down.  Equace turned and watched the creation of a new Siptor.

Doranis went back into his memories.  After the war, and the death of the Third Lord, Doranis had been mentally devastated.  He had left the Pyramid and returned to the Temple of Loth, the fortress of the First Lord, to find the means for revenge against the Second Lord.  Doranis had hoped he would be able to overcome the protective magic and finally gain full access to the Pillar magic within.  He knew he would never be able to enter the Third Lord’s lower vaults at his present level of power.  The magic of the First Lord, however, was not as difficult.  He had successfully accomplished some of this task before Sepher-Helion’s death.  With the success of that venture and a little more practice, Doranis believed he could next overcome the spells of the Third Lord, his dead master, and gain direct access to her powerful spells.

The first protection spell around the first door of Loth had been simple.  Even the second door had been no problem.  Unknown to him back then was the unique protection inside the First Lord’s lowest chambers.  Doranis had cautiously and successfully dispelled every magical protection and twice jumped through walls, tempting death or injury, to make it into the lowest chambers.  The final protection spell inside had taken him hours to dissipate.  Once done, he had walked down the hallway to the vault room.

He remembered how he marveled at the large number of scrolls on the table and was suddenly giddy with power.  He thought the noise behind him was a stray creature.  He immediately cast his invisibility spell and began to turn.  He had then seen the glowing eyes of the creature and instantly knew his fate.  Luckily, he had already begun to turn invisible and the creature had averted its gaze.  The creature was a Greater Mountain Basilisk and the removal of its stare had saved him.  Instead of Doranis turning to stone the interaction of his invisibility spell and the creature’s momentary stare had made him insubstantial.  He had become an ephemeral being.  Doranis shuttered at the memory.  Even now, years later, the horror of that existence was repugnant.  As an ephemeral being he never aged, never knew hunger, but he couldn’t touch anything.  His levitation spell allowed him to move.  His teleportation spell allowed him to go to most non-magical areas.  But he couldn’t affect anything.  He became like a ghost.

As Doranis thought back, tears came to his eyes.  For almost two hundred years he had attempted to reverse the effects of the Basilisk’s magical attack.  He had roamed the world seeking aid.  His anger and bitterness was enough to drive him to suicide, but he couldn’t kill himself in that state of existence.  He had tried several times.  He would suspend himself in fire, under water, in stone, but nothing worked to release him from his torment.

Finally, a group of treasure seekers had come across him as he wandered through the upper floor in the Fortress of the Fifth Lord.  They had somehow managed to avoid the magic traps and enter.  They then attempted to steal several items of gold.  One of the thieves had come across several flasks of healing potion.  One clay flask was accidentally dropped and shattered on the floor.

Doranis had stood in the middle of the puddle.  He knew it was a pointless attempt at healing himself, but he had nothing better to do at the time.  A monk had come into the room, admonished the clumsy thief, and cast a repair spell to reconstitute the broken container.  Because Doranis was standing in the fluid surrounded by shards of the container, the spell utilized his form instead of the broken pottery.  The healing potion, compelled by magic, penetrated his ethereal body.  He had been instantly released from the spell and suddenly appeared before the astonished monk.

That event had occurred twenty-seven years ago.  From that time forward, Doranis had made it his goal to recapture the glory of his master.  In his two hundred years of wandering he had uncovered and studied ancient magic. Upon his rebirth he began to study the Pillar Magic more intensely, especially since he had regained the ability to turn pages and unroll scrolls.  He desired to fulfill the Third Lord’s grand design.  He desired to destroy the abominations of the other Lords.

As Doranis sat on the bench and recounted his journey to his present situation, he couldn’t help but recall his conversation with Sepher-Helion just days before the battle of the Great Tooth Plains.

“Master, why do you not end this war?  Surely the others would surrender if given the chance.”

“Because, I am now in a position to win without conditions!  My victory is only days away,” she had said.

“But, so many have died, Master.”

“Do not think I like war, Doranis.  I do not.  The male Pillar Lords have grown arrogant.  The Fourth Lord, long ago, broke our covenant.  When we came to this island nation, it was to build a free land.  We agreed to expand our knowledge for the good of all people.”

“That is why you came here?”

“That was our vow.  After we, the nine, had made the potions of near immortality, we were forced to leave our homes.  Our own people considered our science pure evil.  They never accepted us after we had injected the transforming elixir.  This sparsely-inhabited island was selected in haste by us.  Upon our arrival, we built the Pillars to contain equal magic so none of us could be more or less than the others.  According to the covenant we had written all were to be equal.  We did well for almost a thousand years.  Then the Fourth Lord, Phyrus-Kite, tired of our self imposed limitations.  He chose to create a slave race from grasshoppers.  Slavery was not our purpose.  That act was not specifically forbidden, but was evil all the same.  It was against the spirit of our agreement.

After he had broken open the door of transformation and nothing was done, Aqua-Leosa, my sister, created the Gill Men from sea shrimp.  Some of the others claimed this was a crime and admonished her.  I defended her actions because her Gill Men were free to roam the sea coast.  She used them with kindness.  All could see they weren’t slaves!  The other Lords wouldn’t listen.  It was as if reason had left them.  They looked for any event to condemn her.

She had sent many of her creatures up through the rivers into the many lakes of the northern lands.  It was discovered too late that many of those had changed.  It was unknown why or how.  Perhaps it was a mistake sending salt water creatures away from the sea.  The first she knew of it was when the Gill Men who from the rivers, suddenly began attacking her.  Fresh water Gill Men fought salt water Gill Men as if it were a civil war.  The other lords eagerly joined in.  Aqua-Leosa was defeated.  Out of spite, the Second Lord killed her as she stood upon the walls of her fortress trying to surrender.

Soon after that, Seth-Chiton created the Poiglem from the genetic merger of aborted babies and pigs.  The product was cloned thousands of times.  That was an atrocity, a direct violation of our agreement.  Enslavement through the mutilation of life is not allowed, especially the enslavement of human babies.”

“Why would he do that?”

“He claimed they were dead and he was making them alive!  The laws of nature were violated.  He was a fool.  The others did nothing.  Martuse-Rhea then began modifying bears as an act of protest.  The others grumbled.  Then Geose-Timar changed flying lizards into dragons and used them as weapons to intimidate us!  It was too much.  It wasn’t the changing of form but the enslavement that was evil.  The men refused to free their slaves.  With my coming victory I can do that.  In a few days all intelligent creatures will be emancipated from their evil masters.”

“I understand.  I know the Siptors are not intelligent, so I understand why that is not a crime.”

“Yes.  They are biological robots, in essence, mechanical things.  The Kite can think and Dragons can reason.  Worst of all, the Poiglem are mentally- deformed atrocities.  Seth-Chiton was experimenting on people.”

“And this war can end that?”

“Of course it will!  I will free all of them.  I will make sure no more slaves are created.  I will free even the Mal-Malu.  We need them to win this war.  They were made specifically for this war.  Maluna and Rhea have both joined me in the battle.  Both have agreed to free all the creatures that survive the war.  Do not worry, Doranis.  I am going to create a better world for all of us.  I am going to do what is right.  Sometimes, in the name of justice, a few must die so that the rest can live free.”

Doranis shifted on his bench.  This part of his history was very uncomfortable for him.  He did not like to kill.  A Siptor was a simple machine, he thought, and it felt no pain, he had made sure of that.  How much easier it will be when he holds the magic of the Three Sisters.  Once he creates the three Titans he will be the undisputed force in the land.  He will rejoice when all bow to him and he has freed all the creatures.  He will be their savior.  They his followers.

He smiled as he recalled how cleverly he had returned to Loth.  He had taken over one hundred Mal-Malu warriors who were immune to the Basilisk’s stare.  He had sent them inside to kill the creature and then he entered the lowest level and captured the scrolls.  He was taking the magic spells back to the Pyramid of the Third Lord.  For no reason, an attacking human army thwarted his efforts.  He had almost achieved victory, but then lost the scrolls and nearly died during a sudden attack of the Kite Creatures.

His revenge on them was the stealing of their ten vials of life fluid.  The Kite Creatures had been shamed.  It was a supreme advancement of his power.  Invisible, he had passed across the glass bridge, dispelled the protection spells, retrieved the vials, and returned to the Pyramid Temple of his dead master.  That had been only five weeks ago, he thought.  Doranis smiled as he remembered his joy at seeing the vials seemingly on display, out in the open.  He would have stayed in the Kite temple and searched for the more powerful scrolls but feared he would be caught if he had entered the lower chambers.  He had gained enough, however, and was satisfied.

Doranis looked up and saw the last flask of life in the statue’s grasp.  He had added his blood and a few other elements and created a new Siptor army.  He stood and walked over to Equace, one of the five that was the cause of his rebirth.  “We must get the Three Sister Seeds, Equace.  We need them and the Titans they can create.”

“You told me one seed was within the Giant of Gethoria and one was within the Serpent of Chiton.  Where is the third, master Doranis?”

“It is in the temple of the Third Lord.”

“Here?”

“None other, Equace.  With it added to the others, I will become the most powerful human wizard that has ever lived.  I will unite the world as the Nine Pillar Lords could not.  I will fulfill the dream of my Master, Sepher-Helion.  Honor and justice will be restored.”

“And if the Kite creatures attack?”

“I stole their master's flasks of life-fluid.  They can only weep now and dream of their better days of long past.  They are shamed.  They failed.”

“They have made allies.”

Doranis slapped Equace to the ground.  There was a sudden hush as all the Siptors became alert and looked at Doranis.

“Be calm, my children.  This is a lesson I teach another.  Do not kill him for his insult.”

The Siptors began to mill about again.

“Equace, you see how I protect you?  You are not to trouble me with your fears again.  Who can defeat my army?  Tell me who?”

“None can defeat you, Master.  Forgive me.  I had heard the Second Lord had a treaty with the Kite creatures.  If the Second Lord still lives, what then?  He was no friend to Sepher-Helion.”  

“Stand and walk with me, Equace.”

The two men walked toward the silver Siptor.


“The Second Lord has long slept.  He will not awaken at a disturbance to Chiton or Gethoria.  These far distant temples are nothing to him.  Besides, his fortress is even now being consumed with Maluna.”


“Excuse my ignorance.  May I just say, the Eighth Lord is known to have died from the bite of a silver mouse.  How can you raise her bile, Maluna to infect the fortress?”


Equace saw Doranis raise his hand as if to strike again, but instead Doranis adjusted his robe.  Then he pointed his hand at the last flask, still in the grip of the statue, and turned it slightly higher by invisible hands.  As he did so another drop was grasped by an insect and the transformation began as both fell into the blue fluid below.  Doranis looked at the pool as the creature formed.


“I have my powers.  I can use her bile because I am the enemy of her enemy and her hate lives on.  It was through her magic I was able to enslave her Mal-Malu.  It was through her remaining scrolls I was able to dispel the protection and steal the ten flasks of elixir.  Let us rest as this one does its work.”


Equace hesitated, but then spoke, “Master?”


Doranis turned.  “What is it?”


“Excuse me, but I am both troubled and ignorant.  My brother is even now inside the Pentagonal Fortress of the Second Lord.  You transformed him into a Stone Golem to carry the Maluna fluid into the fortress.  Do you know, perhaps, why has he not returned?”


“The Golem is destroying the fortress from within.  If all has gone right, the Maluna fluid will enter the stone.  Your brother will succeed and return.  His Golem form is temporary.  I needed to consume the fort in order to safely find the magic within.  When I roamed the fortress those years past, even I could not enter the lower level.  Do not look at me in that way, Equace.  Your other three companions have managed to be of service for many years without harm.  Your brother volunteered, as you surely recall.  They have been well rewarded, as have you and your brother.  Do you wish to depart my service?  If you do, I will not stop you.”

“No Master.  But he is in the fortress.”

“I admit, there is danger for him.  If Yeeson has somehow managed to arouse the interest of the Second Lord he will surely react to the invasion.  I’ve done all I can to prevent this. The overlord, Kenyan Norse has communicated with me several times over the years.  He has been unable to kill her.  I do not know why.  I have sent him plenty of assassins.”

“And my brother?”

“If the Second Lord awakens, he will be lost.  If he does not awaken Yeeson has not the power to harm him.”

“She has power.  I have heard she rides the White Horse.”

“Yes, and that is another mystery.  The horse of the Seventh Lord has never been known to favor any but its creator.”

“What about the high general of Tetra?  Does he serve you?”

“Why do you ask about Clawtus of Tetra?”

“He aids you in your battle, but I do not believe he follows you with sincerity.  What if his army turns on you?”

“I have a plan.  I have a plan for them all.”

“I do not mean any disrespect, but what they are not willing to follow your guidance?”

“If you mean no disrespect, then why do you continue to question my plan?”

“I’m sorry.  My mind is simple and my spirits are low.”

Doranis turned and left, Equace shuffling behind him.  As they left, another drop hit an insect which fell into the blue fluid.  A ball of light rolled across the blue pond.  The flash lit up the structure and Doranis laughed as he saw the light flash.
How can I possibly ask others to do what I


would not?  The answer, my friend, is we all



have our duty, each according to our ability.





Last words to Eatik by the Fourth Pillar Lord

Chapter XI


After many hours of flight, Eatik finally saw the two jagged mountain peaks that indicated he was almost home.  An hour later he landed on the glass bridge.  His sides ached with fatigue.  Several Kite were there waiting for him.  He spoke first, but slowly, due to his pain.


“The Siptors are on the march.  A new, more distorted breed has been created.  That is what approaches Gethoria, Chiton, and the Cleavage Wall.”


“Then it was Doranis who stole our master’s magic?”


“I recognized the aura of his magic.  Doranis must have enhanced the healing fluid, but not as it was intended.  The Siptors are silver-backed.  Doranis has also opened the Elodia Road under the Plethor Sea.  He is using these new creatures to complete his plan.  They are deformed and weaker, however, than the creatures of old.  The change in the Third Pillar Lord’s template has caused defects.”


“How many hundred are there?”


“Not hundreds, many thousands.”


The look of defeat crossed the others faces.  The change from hope to despair was such that only a Kite would recognize.  Eatik knew his next words were so very important and he hesitated, to practice them in his head.  Eatik rearranged them until they were the best they could be and then spoke them knowing the terrible consequences that might follow.


“Our Master said, ‘to love is reward’ and we love one another, we love others who have passed through our land and shared of their lives, and we love the Fourth Lord and those he has touched.  Our Master said, ‘to serve is duty’ and we serve his wishes.  We have a treaty with the humans that give promise to join forces and attack any residual evil of the Third Lord.  Our duty is clear.  Though there are at least ten thousand Siptors (Eatik saw the others flinch) we have strong allies to help us and an enemy that is individually weaker than ever before.”


That was it.  That was all Eatik could say, needed to say.  The events that followed would measure the commitment of the Kite Civilization.  Eatik closed his mind to vision, sound, smell, and touch.  He thought back into his past toward the pivotal memories of his beginning.  His first moment of existence was over two-thousand years ago.  His vision of that day unfolded now, as clearly as if it had been yesterday.


Eatik had no knowledge of himself.  He suddenly saw an outline of a being appear before him.  Eatik then noticed his own hands as they rose up in a reflexive gesture.  He realized he was, somehow, much larger than before, unless the objects surrounding him had become smaller.  He looked at his new body and wondered how he has become this wonderful creature.  He was suddenly aware he understood more than before, as if awakened from a foggy dream into reality for the first time.  His animal thoughts quickly faded as his mind raced toward language and logic.  Next he wondered who the being before him was and why he looked so handsome and kind.  Eatik wondered how he knew these things and wondered why both of them were there as if created for a great purpose.


“You are asking yourself why?”  A voice said.  Eatik realized the being was a man, the Fourth Lord, who was speaking.  For a moment the shock of understanding the words made him go ridged.


In a voice he didn’t even know he had, the little creature said, “Yes.”  Eatik had been startled by the sound of his own voice and marveled that he could speak so clearly, and that he sensed meaning in the sounds.  He knew somehow that much more knowledge would come forth later and he felt no fear, only confidence.  He knew words and ideas, and was content to be what and where he was.  The being spoke again with a kind voice, a loving voice, a voice forever destined to be a part of Eatik’s existence.  Eatik felt an overwhelming emotion of joy and quivered all over, then, and now with the memory.


The being leaned back and Eatik realized both the being and itself were on chairs.  “What just happened?” asked the man.


“I love you,” was Eatik’s reply.


“And I love you too, uh, Eatik.  I name you Eatik.  It means: my first one, first born.  You are the first.”


Eatik’s thoughts moved ahead many hundreds of years from that ancient time of his re-creation.  It was the eve of a battle on what was then called The Great Tooth Plain but was to forever after be known as The Great Tooth Waste.  There were over four thousand Kite Creatures poised and ready for the fight as well as tens of thousands of other beings, human and non-human, created or born of parents.  The Fourth Pillar Lord had a secret conference with the Second Pillar Lord.  Eatik came into the tent.


“Why the sad look?  Dear friend, what have we done that has led you to speak of such desperate circumstances?” the Second Lord asked Phyrus-Kite.


“I have just learned the Ninth Lord will not be here.”

“That can’t be true.”

“Eatik has returned and reported a time fog has engulfed the entire western region.  Somehow, and I do not know how, the spell was cast by the Eighth Lord.”

“Let me see,” said the Second Pillar Lord as he looked toward Eatik.  The Fourth Lord nodded his head and Eatik reached out and touched the Second Pillar Lord.  Instantly both had a vision of the immediate past.  Eatik was flying toward the Western lands of the Ninth Lord.  A shimmering veil appeared in the distance.  Eatik had dared not entered the veil but landed and walked up to it.

Eatik had found an Oestrida egg and thrown it into the interface while whistling the proper tone.  The egg, which glowed white, turned red as it fell into the veil.  Eatik had seen many experiments done by the Fourth Lord and knew the red color indicated a time shift.  The egg had turned even redder as it rolled deeper into the misty veil.  Eatik’s unique visual ability allowed it to observe the egg until it came to rest fifty feet inside the fog like spell.

From the degree of the color shift he knew time was slowed to at least one second for every day outside and possibly even more.  It was possible the Ninth Lord did not even know he was trapped.  It was possible the Ninth Lord had experienced only seconds in the last few days.

The Second Lord backed away and looked at Eatik.  “You have guessed correctly, Eatik,” he said.  “I doubt Geose-Timar knows he is trapped.  His dragons will soon find out and try to help him, but once inside, their effort in minutes will be to us many years.”

The Fourth Lord sighed. “As you can see, we were drawn here, led here, into this trap.  They knew we would not have come if we had known this would happen.  We can’t win without the dragons and those that are here will leave as soon as they know.  Few will fight, knowing their master is in danger elsewhere.”

The Fourth Lord saw the Second Lord pondering a thought he had already dismissed.  He said, “I see your thought.  No, we must tell the dragons.  No matter how many desert us, to mislead them would be a greater disaster.  They would turn on us as soon as they learned of our deception.  I’m sure they will know soon, in any case.  That being said, we cannot retreat.”

The Second Lord stood tall.  “I defeated the Fifth Lord’s Titan, I can defeat the Eighth Lord’s Mal-Malu.  Do not despair Phyrus-Kite, my friend.”

“I know you will not desert me.  The great iron cobra, Chiton, struck terror into their midst, back then.  Even the Siptors trembled and I thought that impossible.  But, there are many thousands of Siptors and thousands of Mal-Malu warriors.  Torus-Iton’s, Rino-scorpions, are fierce but few, your Poiglems are brave, and my Kite are nimble, but, my friend, we are overmatched.  This dispute has grown from small beginnings into this monster that will destroy everything, all of us, and what we have made.  I can not let Helion, Rhea, and especially the Eighth Lord, Maluna, win and subjugate the island, destroying all we have created.  I have discussed this with the Seventh Lord, and we are in agreement.  We will engage them in battle as a distraction and cast a sun’s core teleportation to burn all to ash.  That is the only way to stop them and Maluna’s reincarnation of the elves.  We must not only kill them but we must destroy them to ash.  Not even one of our enemies can be outside the Tooth Plains.  We must engage and draw all of them into our trap.”

“You cannot cast such a distant teleportation spell.”

“No, but we can.  All three of us acting together can cast the spell.  We will form a line with you at the center.  We will coax in the enemy.  We will allow them to have their victory and draw them inside the area.  Then, we will cast the spell.”

“Everything, all of us, will die.”

“Not all your Poiglem are here.  Not all of my Kite are here.  Many injured have returned home to heal.  But every single one of the enemy are here, even if dead they are being controlled by Maluna.  I will send one Kite back with this letter, explaining to my creations why this had to be done.  You do the same for the Poiglem.”

“Elodia warned us.”

“And we did not listen.  She will be the only one left to rule, and I see justice and comfort in that.  The Ninth Lord will eventually break the spell and he will help her.  His judgment has always been sound.  He tried to mediate until the Eighth Lord went completely mad.  You know this is the only way.”

“Who will you send?”

“I will send Eatik.”

“No!” Eatik screamed.  “I will not go.”

“You must go.  I cannot kill you.  You must explain this to the Kite.  For love’s sake obey me, even if your heart tells you to stay.”

“Please do not ask this of me.”

“I beg you to do as I ask.  Please carry my message.  It will be my very soul you carry.  Promise me.  Eatik, promise me, no matter what, you will do this for me.”

“To serve is my life, Master.”

“And I leave you love, Eatik, and my secret, which I will tell you tomorrow before you leave.”

“Yes, my Master.  I love you.”  Eatik had meant the words.  In fact the Fourth Lord was surprised Eatik had spoken that particular phrase to him, as he had done so only once before in all the ages past.

Eatik had never thought the Second Pillar Lord would survive the sun-fire spell.  As it turned out, the Pillar Lord had accidentally been in the exact center of the Tooth Plain.  As is true of the eye of a storm, the heat radiated out and turned everything to ash.  It was hot enough to melt the very ground around the Second Lord, but he was spared.  He had stood on the mound of earth left untouched for miles in every direction.  In seconds the heat began to radiate back on him.  It took a moment to realize he had been spared.  He had immediately summoned his last magic to create a constant rain to keep the ground around him from melting.  The little patch of land steamed as the water dissipated the heat from the surrounding lava.  It had taken all of his will power to stand inside that five foot circle of earth for the two days it had taken the ground to cool enough for him to walk away from the battle field.  But the Second Lord had survived.

The massive teleportation spell had sucked nearly all the magic from the area and there was little left for him to use.  He had depleted what little power he had using a water spell to cool the land around his little piece of ground.  He had not known until then that the energy from the second pillar could be blocked by desecrated earth.  The scar on the land was forever after a wasteland, unable to funnel magic, unable to grow life, cursed forever.

When Elodia had blessed the land with her gift, and was gone, the Second Lord had taken her child.  He returned to his fortress and formulated a plan.  His body had been strangely depleted by the battle.  He began to age as any mortal man would.  A deep, coma-like sleep was the only possible hope he could divine from his frantic research through all his scrolls.  To attain such a sleep he must be protected from evil or attack.  His resting place must allow his total consciousness to focus on healing, to the exclusion of all outside events.

He had slept in hopes of recovering his strength.  But, his plan had failed.  His slumber had made him ever weaker until there was no hope of recovering.  If he had revived, he would have been able to live only a few hours.  As it stood now he would die a fading death. 

Of course, Eatik was unaware of this.  To him the Pillar Lord had just been profoundly weakened.  At first sight, so long ago, Eatik thought the Pillar Lord had been drained by the battle and depressed by the death of his friends and companions.  As Eatik had stood upon the glass bridge and watched the Pillar Lord speak, for a moment, he though the man was just confused.  On reflection, he had thought perhaps the Second Lord had lied in an attempt to protect the child.  But, soon he realized that wasn’t true.  
Eatik eventually discovered a well guarded secret.  The Lord initially believed the child would die very young.  Unknown to most outsiders, all the children of the Pillar Lords had died in infancy.  Eatik had not discovered the truth until he had entered an underground side-chamber in Elodia’s complex.  There he had discovered sixteen small coffins.  Each was no more that three feet long and each had an inscription which indicated the child of this Lord or that Lord was inside, resting peacefully.  The dust on the floor and on the coffins was testament that they had been there for perhaps a thousand years.

Eventually Eatik realized that the Pillar Lord had lied to protect himself.  Eatik surmised the Lord had tricked the Kite into protecting his land to allow him a deeper sleep, in order to recover more quickly.  That gamble had failed.  From the moment he entered his glass box, he grew weaker and weaker still.  By the time Yeeson was born, almost 200 years after the Lords entry into the box, the Second Lord was but a shell.  The weakening had stopped, however, just short of death.  It was as if her birth had marked the end of a slow punishment for his deceptions or punishment for his surviving the battle.  The question had then become, why had the child not died and why had the Pillar Lord’s decay suddenly ended?  Eatik alone knew the first part of the paradox.  It was strange, he thought, that of the greatest mystery of the Pillar Lords, the fact was only known by him.  His peers and the others that inhabited this island world had no concept of this puzzle, which at one time Eatik had decided had failed, until the birth of Yeeson.


Eatik awoke from the daydream when the first “pop” occurred.  He knew what had happened and was immediately grief stricken.  The Kite were not like the Siptor or the Mal-Malu, both mindless robot-like creatures.  The Kite could think clearly, feel emotion, and most important, choose their own path.  They had chosen to fight with the Fourth Lord because of love and because they believed he was engaged in a righteous war.  The remaining Kite Eatik now knew had been alive when the Fourth Pillar Lord died.  They as a species were unable to bare children.  The Kite that had survived had known battle, injury, and pain.

Eatik knew that when a Kite no longer could live with the shame of forgoing duty, the only choice was committing suicide by the pulling apart of the chest.  Eatik heard another “pop”.  He began to weep as he sat in the resting alcove and realized he had not made the argument well enough.  It had not been strong enough and shown the others their strength and the strength of their allies.  His companions, some for over a thousand years, no longer considered their duty enough to sustain them.  And most of all, Eatik thought, Doranis had stolen the magic from their own temple.  They had failed their covenant to protect, so what of their covenant to defend the humans of the grass plate?  A soldier who has lost one leg is not worthy to stand on the field of battle.  Eatik cried aloud in grief.  His buzzing filled the air, but still the “pop” sounds continued through the night.

In the morning Eatik would make one more plea for help.  Those that survived the night would probably choose to fight.  The Gethorians were not official members of the Grass Plate and aid in their defense was not specifically promised long ago.  The problem now was how to defend them.  Eatik considered their options and decided it was time to retrieve a magical weapon from deep inside the chambers of the Fourth Lord.  The weapons had not been used since the last great battle.  The question was which of the weapons to choose.  It must be light and powerful.  It must not conjure up the old magic surrounding the village of Gethoria.  That danger was ever present.  Old magic always lurked, especially in old battle fields.  And Eatik’s greatest fear would be the accidental invoking of an undead spell.  That would be the end of them all.

As Eatik thought on the matter he recalled how Yeeson herself had to be careful whenever close to pockets of old magic.  Eatik had seen her accidentally awaken a Whip Master.  She had cast a simple spell and added a careless comment while showing off for some soldiers.  They had been on their way to the Elodia Day celebration.  Without knowing it, she had called the creature to the surface.  The Whip Master was a created being rarely seen even in the olden days.  Those few that still existed were mostly dormant, sleeping deep underground, unless called.  
Sepher-Helion, the Third Lord had created them as spies and assassins.  This time the soldiers, with Eatik’s help, had managed to drive it off, but many of them suffered severe injuries in the attempt.  They were completely unaware Yeeson had been the instrument of its summons.  She had realized at once it was her fault, but didn’t have the knowledge to force it back into hibernation.  She had not the courage to admit her responsibility, but then what good would that have done other than ostracize her more from the community.  The creature continued to terrorize the region and had killed many innocent people because she had misspoken in a place of magic.  Eatik knew she had studied long and hard trying to find the means to destroy it.  Her failure added weight to her guilt.  Her guilt made her feel even more impotent, more isolated, and more overwhelmed.

Eatik had tried, for her sake, to kill it several times.  The creature was formidable.  The Whip Master’s attack was to pull someone underground with its eight slithering arms and consume them.  On land it usually resembled a slithering squid, but had the ability to appear as a squatting, multi-branched cactus bush.  The creature’s preferred home was soft soil or loose, dry sand.  Eatik with the help of other Kite Creatures, eventually forced it deep underground.  Eatik hoped the creature had finally returned to its hibernation, as he had heard of no attacks for several years.

Eatik remembered how Zeezer had responded to the appearance of the creature.  He had stood firm and defended Yeeson with his best skills.  She was by his side, in her late teens, and fought blow for blow.  If Zeezer had known she was responsible, he never took any action on that knowledge.  To the best of Eatik’s recollection, Zeezer had never blamed her for anything.  The man had seen into her soul and found nothing but kindness.  He saw her building walls to protect others, only to suffocate her own life.  She eventually trapped herself.  Zeezer had done his best to work her free, but Yeeson had withdrawn into herself even more since that day, long ago.  
Every time she heard of a mysterious death in the area, Eatik was sure she laid the blamed on her moment of carelessness trying to make people see her as a worthy friend.  She never forgot that her attempted moment of joy had become the cause of death to innocent people.  She was determined never to err again.



Victory usually comes to those who earn it,

unless chance has a desire to meddle with life.








Quote from Zeezer, the sword master

Chapter XII


Chugger's leg had been bandaged and he and Bugley were standing in the courtyard with the Gethorian troops.  Zeezer and Ornithian were standing on the roof of an arched pillar house and searched the horizon.  In the distance they saw a line of shimmering silver reflecting the noon sun.  The men were leaning on their new shields as they tried to estimate the enemy’s number.


Ornithian squinted.  “There doesn't seem to be as many.  The desert may have killed a large number.”

“Or the force may have split.  I doubt their short travel here has taken such a toll.  These shields are very light.”  Zeezer moved his shield up and down.

“Pity the body armor didn't fit.”

They looked down and saw about 200 archers in full armor lined up in ranks below.

“Formidable, don’t you think Zeezer?  An arrow can't easily pierce their armor.  Even so, they will be overwhelmed when the Siptors attack.”

“We shall see, Ornithian.”

The villagers began to file into the two round huts by the chimney opposite the skull building.  Zeezer wondered where they were going.

Ornithian voiced a thought.  “How can you shoot arrows from underground?”

“Expect the unexpected,” Zeezer said.  “They have never lost a battle.”

The two men heard yelling from below.  They walked to the edge of the roof and saw Bugley pointing north.  They look and saw a flock of birds in the distance.

“Birds?” asked Ornithian.

“No.  It is the Kite.  They come to our aid.”

“Those frail creatures can fight?” asked Jamock from behind the two.

Zeezer turned and looked at Jamock.  “You have much to learn.  Did you never read the stories of ages past?”

“Reading myths has never been important to me.”

“It is a pity.  Ornithian you should educate your friend better.  By the end of this day you shall have a new respect for the Kite Creatures, Jamock.  If you live, that is.”

“You lift my spirit, Zeezer.  With such encouragement I shall fly with them now, in spirit even if not in fact,” Jamock said with fake praise.
“Such great poetry from so young a man.  I may cry.”

All the men laughed loud and long.

Forty miles away fifty horsemen were camped at the crossroads.  A scout raised the alarm and the others scrambled to prepare and mount for battle.  To the south Siptors were approaching.

Navar stood and looked out into the distance.  “There are many hundreds.  How can that be?”

“Perhaps thousands!  We must advance to the wall,” Major Warder announced as he stood in the stirrups of his horse.  “Send one rider back to warn General Angeles.  This is impossible.  Wait, look there.”  

Major Warder pointed skyward when he noticed over a hundred creatures far in the distance.

Navar looked.  “What are they?”

“Kite creatures.  They fly toward Gethoria.  These approaching Siptors must be only one branch of the attack.  May the Pillar Lords help us against this impossibility.”

“The Siptors are going northwest.  They are advancing on Chiton.  Should we not return there?”

“We have our orders.”

“But there are so many.”

“We have our orders.  There may be more, east along the coast, advancing to the Cleavage Gate even as we speak.”

“Yes Sir.  To the wall!  General Angeles will have time to prepare if the rider is swift.”

* * *


In Gethoria, Zeezer sat and ate at a table in a small dining area of a meeting room.  Yeeson came in and sat next to him.  He smiled at her but did not speak first.  After a moment she took a deep breath.

“When I last saw Avan he did not speak of it, but I believe you have given him little help, Zeezer.”


“Hello to you, too, my little Yeeson.”

She suddenly smiled.  “Hello Zeezer, my wise teacher.”

“I can no longer teach him how to command.  He does well enough, though.”

“You gave me your word that you would protect him.”

“He ordered us here.  It was not the time or place to argue.”


“And you thought nothing of his danger?”


“I didn't know then what I know now.  At the time, obedience seemed the proper course, the best service to him.”


“Eatik was there.  That speaks grave danger.”


“I am no genius, Yeeson.  In the end I can only be what I am.  Why are you here, then, and not there, if your concern is so great?”


“I am hoping my presence here will induce the Kite to keep the treaty.”


“They are coming.  I've seen them overhead.”


“The Siptors will suffer greatly today and attack us tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow?  They are within sight of Gethoria, are they not?”


“If I know the Kite, that will not be true for long.”


“The Siptors may have found the Elodia Road.”


“If that is true, their path will be quickly blocked by the Gorgons.”


“Then you know the truth of the road?  You know they use it?  And you never spoke warning?”


“I had knowledge of the road, but knew not where it was or that the Siptors had found it.  I was just as much in the dark as you were, sword master.”


“The path must be under the Plethor Sea.  How else could...”


“That would explain their numbers, yes, but not the tactic.  Doranis must be searching for more magic.  Eatik said Doranis stole the ten flasks of life.  The Kite are very upset.”


“That is good.  Their anger will inspire all of them to action.”


“Eatik indicated there may be a problem but would not say what it was.”


“The problem is thousands of Siptors.”


“The power of my past.  A Pillar Lord was inconceivable then, more so now in this day and age.  I feel as impotent as an infant.”


“We will destroy them with the help of the Kite.  And how is your ancient kin, Yeeson?  Have you seen the inside of the fortress lately?”

“I could not enter the fortress.  Stone claws protected the door.  I believe the fortress has been possessed.  Somehow the magic has called forth the Maluna.  The black streaks in the wall of the Gray Fortress, speaks of Doranis.”

“What?  I thought only a Pillar Lord could summon the black fluid or for that matter possess and animate a structure of stone.  Is it not impossible?”

“I thought the same until I saw the door.  The stone claws were alive and only a transforming possession has that power.  So, there you have yet another impossibility.  The Maluna bile is inside the very walls.  More of the impossible.  This is the time of the impossible.  Don't ask me for answers.  Would that the Second Lord awaken from his slumber.  We surely need his help this day.”

“It would better our chances.”

From behind them Jamock spoke.  “The power of the Second Lord is suspect.  His pillar has almost worn to dust.”

They turned and saw Jamock standing in the doorway.  Zeezer said, “Your mockery sounds like Chugger!  I would trust the Second Pillar Lord with a handful of common dust over all the magic that Doranis has.”

“You are a romantic.”

“My ancestors told tales of great power,” Zeezer added.

“Exaggerations of the worst kind.”

Yeeson looked at Zeezer.  “Who is this upstart?”

Jamock heard her question and became irritated.  “Why do you ask him and not me?  So you know, I am Jamock the brave, soldier extraordinaire, and by rank only subordinate to Zeezer.”

“Then perhaps you should be silent,” Yeeson said.

“I do not take orders from...” 

Zeezer held up his hand and looked at Jamock.  Jamock went silent and leaned against the doorway.  Zeezer looked at him for a moment, then leaned closer to Yeeson and spoke quietly.

“You've asked not of Ornithian?”

“I saw he was well.”

“That is all you wished to see?”

“He did not talk to me.”

“You hid under a hood.  I saw him walk over, but you were gone.  He asked me if it had been you who spoke and I didn’t know what to say.  You put me in a bad place.  Because you hid behind a robe I did not know your desire in this matter.”

“I had much on my mind.  This is war.”

“Yes, my little Yeeson.  This is a war.  Even so, he is more afraid of you and you of him than any enemy on the field of battle.”

“And what have I done to be so greatly feared?”

“You are heir to the thrown of the Second Lord.  I would tremble myself if I had not spanked you when you were a child.”

“You never spanked me.”

“You never needed it.  But I could have.”  He scratched at the table top for a second with his fingernail.  “Well, maybe not.”

Zeezer laughed.  Yeeson laughed.  Jamock was getting upset by all the whispers and then the sudden laughter.  Finally Jamock could contain himself no longer and said, “What’s so funny?”

“Did Yeeson not tell you to be silent?”

“You still speak with authority, you old withered, man,” she said rather loudly.  She leaned toward Zeezer and in a soft voice said, “I remember that voice.  You never needed to spank me.  That scolding voice was enough to bring me to tears.”

Yeeson stood, hugged him, and turned to leave the room.  She spoke over her shoulder as she walked toward Jamock and the exit.

“Tell him to find some courage for his tongue.”

“Perhaps, if we live, Ornithian will find his voice and you will perhaps find yours, Yeeson.”

As she left she looked at Jamock.  He gave her a fake smile and curtsied as she walked by.  He watched her as she walked away.  Just as he turned back, Zeezer punched him in the face.  Jamock staggered back.  Zeezer stood red faced, glaring at him.

“What was that arrogance, Jamock?  If you ever show her disrespect again I will beat you senseless.  Do you understand me?”

Jamock was shocked at Zeezer's outburst and could only nod his head.  He stepped backwards, held one arm up in self defense, and wiped his cut lip with the other.  Zeezer stepped forward, eyes wild.

Weakly, Jamock managed to say, “Why are you angry at me?  By the Lords, she called you an old withered man.”

“Don't talk to me!”

Zeezer brushed past Jamock.  Jamock stood there a long moment and then followed at a distance.  He mumbled to himself, “All this over a woman?”

To his surprise Zeezer stopped, even though he was a good ten paces down the hall.  Jamock hadn’t thought he had spoken loud enough to be heard.  Zeezer turned his head slightly and said, “For that comment, you are not to speak to me again.”  He paused and thought for a second.  “Until she has told me you’ve apologized for your arrogance.”

* * *


The Siptors had formed a curved line of attack as they approached from the east toward Gethoria.  They were a few hundred yards from the curved pillars when the Kite creatures landed in front of the creatures and planted short, bulbous, spears in the ground.  The Siptors immediately attacked, but the Kite began to chant and whirlwinds formed in front of the spears blocking their advance.  The Kite then took to the air and continued to chant as they circled above.  The whirlwinds merged into a howling sandstorm which blew violently toward the Siptors.  The lead Siptors were blown into the air and crashed back to the ground with crushing force.  In minutes all the Siptors were hunkered down against the force of the wind.  As the wind became stronger, many of the Siptors were blown into the air and torn apart by small whirling vortexes that seemed like carnivores living in the nightmare storm.


The guards in Gethoria watched as the sandstorm consumed the Siptor army.  Some soldiers cheered and others ran outside the arched pillars for a closer look.  The wind was calm around the village but at the spear interface it whipped the sand into the air.  The storm continued to grow more violent as they watched.  The soldiers looked up and couldn’t see the Kite Creatures much less the Siptors.  The entire area was black with angry, swirling, howling wind and sand.


Zeezer looked out.  “By the Lords, the power of the Kite is greater than I ever suspected.  Such a storm could move the Fist Mountains.”


Ornithian looked at Jamock.  “Do you understand now why Zeezer was loath to insult Eatik?  Will you ever learn to hold back your insults?”


Jamock looked at Zeezer and began to respond.  Zeezer glared at him and Jamock remained silent.  Ornithian looked at Zeezer when Jamock failed to make a remark.  He saw the look on Zeezer’s face and wondered what had happened, to so anger the sword master.  He wondered what event could inspire such sudden silence in his peer.  “This is indeed a day to be remembered,” he quietly said.

* * *


The mounted troops were within sight of the Cleavage Valley leading to the wall.


Navar said with relief, “The way seems clear.”


“The entire force has gone to Chiton.  Angeles will be hard pressed to defend the temple,” responded Major Warder.

The troops followed the officers into the pass.  They had entered a few hundred yards and were surprised to find the valley up ahead filled with Siptors.  The Siptors turned and attacked them without warning.  After the initial assault the cavalry fell back and the Siptors followed.  They rode out of the valley, Siptors in pursuit.  The Calvary turned and attacked.  Major Warder hoped the open terrain would give his troop advantage.  It was soon evident there were too many Siptors and the cavalry retreated again.

“Draw them out until all are out of the valley.  We will race around the flank and join our brothers,” the major yelled while fending off a Siptor.

The group retreated back and back until the last Siptor had exited the valley.  The Siptors began to spread out to either side blocking the cavalry’s end run.  The troops continued to retreat and the line slowly thinned as it widened.

Waving his sword, Major Warder shouted, “All speed to break the center.  Then to the wall!”   He spurred his horse and the troops formed into a narrow wedge and raced directly toward the center.  The Siptors, caught by surprise, gave way.  The cavalry broke through, losing many soldiers and horses.  The remaining group raced down the valley.  They rode forward a thousand yards and heard the sound of battle.  As they came around the last bend they saw the wooden barricade.  Between them and the barricade were several hundred more Siptors.  They stopped.  Major Warder could hear the Siptors they had passed coming up from behind.

“To the barricade!” he yelled.

The horsemen rode toward the barricade and attacked the Siptors.  Many horses were dragged down, soldiers pulled off.  The group made progress until they were attacked by the returning Siptors.  This rear attack slowed them down as several troopers were forced to turn and fight a holding action.  Even so, a slow but steady progress was made toward the barricade.  About thirty soldiers reached the barricade, but there was no easy way over the logs.  In desperation they stood on their horses and jumped for the top of the barricade.  Several defenders tried to help the troopers climb over, but the Siptors grabbed and pulled the troopers down into the swirling masses of spiked legs and sword-like jaws.  The soldiers behind the barricade could do nothing except watch in horror.  The Siptors finally pulled away from the barricade, to salvage what was left of the troopers.  Then the creatures began to feed.

It was a horrendous sight and the other soldiers were spellbound until Captain Avan yelled, “Reinforce the barricade!  Put their sacrifice to good use.  Bring up more logs, re-tie the wood.  Seal that breach.  Bring up more oil flasks.  You there, tie those logs tighter.  Leave no possible entry.”

The exhausted troops obeyed.  Occasionally one of the soldiers looked over or through the barricade at the Siptors which had withdrawn even further, about fifty yards, to feast on the remains of the once proud cavalry.

Avan looked at the carnage.  Pollus came up to him and waited as the Captain turned away and wipes his eyes of sweat and grime, as well as, Pollus suspected, tears.  The Captain turned back.

Pollus said, “Sir, we are down to twenty-three soldiers.”

Captain Avan looked at him.  “Have Lieutenant Methion reposition them.  Where is he?”

“Methion fell trying to help Major Warden scale the barricade.  His effort was valiant but both lost their strength.”

“Then I have lost my truest brother.”

“I am not his equal, Sir.  But I serve at your pleasure.”

“I misspoke.  Forgive me, Sergeant Pollus.  All of us are brothers now.  All of us are dear friends.  I find fault in no man here.  I even have kind thoughts for those malcontents I accidentally spared.”

“Spared?  Sir, surely those prideful bastards met the same enemy on the field of battle.  They would not run, which is the only thing to their credit.”

“I thought the men liked them.”

“They did not serve you well, Sir.  No soldier here respected that.”

Captain Avan put his hand on the man’s shoulder.  “I tell you now, with confidence, we are sure to win this battle.  Angeles’ attempt at reinforcement has badly depleted the Siptors.  They are far less than before.  After they feed they will be too lethargic to attack, and darkness will fall.  We will attack them with fire.”


“Sir, you wish us to go over the barricade with torches?”


“No.  I want you to begin making a throwing machine.”


“I know not of such a machine, Sir?


“We will make a machine that can throw oil flasks far enough to reach them.  It came to me as a creature tried to climb the barricade.  One log was pulled down and fell across another.  A horse fell on the end and threw the Siptor into the air.  Bring me paper and I will draw this machine.”


“Yes Sir.  I serve at your pleasure, Sir.”




I have made the Spine-grass cut them.  The Kite




have made the wind blow. Forward to victory!





Quote from the Seventh Pillar Lord at the last battle

Chapter XIII


The sandstorm had finally ended sometime during the night.  Zeezer and Ornithian stood on top of a roof as the sun rose.  They looked out over the dry land.  The Siptors were covered in sand for as far as the eye could see.


“Zeezer, do you think they are dead?” Ornithian asked cautiously.

“Hopefully, many have died.”

Thane and Uberus approached them.  Uberus spoke first.  “Lecola has asked if your group would join with others and goad the remaining Siptors into an attack.”


Ornithian looked at the two.  “It is time to be bait?”


The two nodded.  Chugger and Bugley looked at each other in surprise.


Zeezer slapped both of them on the back.  “Then bait we will be.  Come on, men, Ornithian, I weary of this inaction.”


The men went to the roof hatch and descended the stairs.  They exited the lower building and saw fifty Gethorians in full armor waiting for them.

Uberus pointed, “Thane will go with you to the shadow’s edge.  You will continue until the Siptors are roused.  Do not engage but retreat as quickly as possible back retracing your footsteps.  Try to maintaining contact, minimal contact, with them.  Draw them toward you.  And be sure to retrace your exact path back to the village.”

Zeezer nodded.  “Yes, our exact path.  We will goad them to follow.”

Uberus repeated, “Your shields should protect you.  Do not be flanked by the creatures.  You must stay on the path.”


“Understood.”  Zeezer looked at his men.  All his soldiers were present.  All nodded their heads.  Then Uberus pointed at an arch.


“Go out this one and walk due east.  If the Siptors rouse, backtrack quickly.”


The five soldiers fell in and stood in front of the fifty Gethorian soldiers.  The group proceeded out of the village toward the buried Siptors.  Thousands of lumps could be seen in the sand.  At the shadow’s edge the Gethorians stopped and the five humans continued.  Zeezer began to yell and pound his shield and the others did likewise.


Chugger called out, “Why have they stopped at the shadow?”


Jamock remembered Freelene’s secret from the day before and smiled as he realized why they had stopped.


Zeezer spoke, “The shadows are but a hundred yards from the Kite spears.  We will have to fight only a little distance.”


Ornithian glanced over his shoulder.  He stopped pounding and said, “The soldiers must have retreated back into the village.”


Chugger glanced back and became visibly upset. “They have retreated!  We have been betrayed.”


The others took a quick look back.  Zeezer was quiet but Ornithian couldn’t contain his shock.  “That makes no sense.  Why come out only to run away?”


Jamock yelled, “If you won't anger at my speaking, Zeezer.  I have not apologized to Yeeson, as I have not seen her since the dining hall.”


“Yeeson was my pupil.  I love her dearly.  Speak your thought, Jamock.”

“The Gethorian soldiers are here, only they can't be seen.”


Ornithian exploded, “Yeeson!  You have seen Yeeson here?”


“Now is not the time.  I did not know her desire, Ornithian, so I remained silent.  She has told me she wants to see you.  Now, Jamock, what is this thing you said about magic?”


“Freelene showed me how they become invisible.  We are just a decoy.  The others are with us, so watch your swing.  Do not run to the side or attack wildly lest you strike one of them.”


Chugger yelled, “Invisible?  You're mad.”


“You said Yeeson wanted to see me?” 

“Yes.  But if you die here, the message is pointless.  Focus on your duty, Ornithian.  Focus on killing the enemy!”

Chugger whimpered, “Do as he says!  Have you forgotten the magic of the arch?”


“See her if we live, Ornithian.  She likes you more than you know.”

Bugley laughed and the others looked at him.  “I fooled all of you about the magic of the stone arch.  That was my best performance ever.”

No one except Jamock understood Bugley’s remark.  All five soldiers continued until they reached the bulbous spears left by the Kite.  The tops had exploded and appeared like burned flower blossoms.  About sixty yards ahead were the first mounds.  They prodded the mounds with their swords.  The first Siptors appeared dead.

They continued into an ever increasing forest of mounds.  Here and there were pieces of Kite legs, arms, and wings on the ground.

“These are from the Kite Creatures!” yelled Ornithian.

“Yes,” said Zeezer.  “Perhaps the wind was hard to control.  If a creature was caught up in a sudden swirl, it may have been drawn in and torn to pieces.  This must have been a difficult and dangerous spell.”

“Do you think they all died?” Ornithian yelled as he pounded on his shield.

“I hope not.  I wish such grand creatures to live.”  Everyone looked at Zeezer and nodded agreement.

Fifty paces more and the mounds began to stir.  The Siptors that emerged were missing legs and eyes, and moved sluggishly.  Farther away Siptors appeared with less damage and more robustness.  From farther away other Siptors began to quickly advance.  The five soldiers slowed to a stop.  The Siptors fell upon them and forced them to back up.

There was a hiss of arrows and the five soldiers saw arrows sticking out of the Siptors, but not from where the weapons were coming.  The arrows seemed to appear as they penetrated the Siptors.  It had taken many of Jamock’s arrows to fell a Siptor, but these arrows did the job with one hit.  The Siptors seemed to pause in confusion.  The five continued to fall back, pounding their shields with their swords.  The Siptors responded with another charge.  A few Siptors tried to end run the soldiers, but were suddenly chopped to pieces by an invisible foe.  The five continue to fall back and now hundreds of Siptors were charging them.  Hundreds of arrows appeared in the creatures.  Their attacks and advance was continuous, even though many were killed.  The soldier’s retreat continued.  Although many Siptors were destroyed, for every death two seemed to appear.  The deeper ranks were more vicious and attacked with more fury when they reached the battle line.

The Siptors began to close in, as the arrow attacks slowed.  The five soldiers began to fight for their lives.  Each flanking attempt by the Siptors got deeper, before being invisibly repelled.  The five were walking backwards as fast as possible.  Chugger started to turn.

“Do not turn!  To run is to die.  Quickly withdraw, quickly but with order,” yelled Zeezer.  “Keep you sword in motion.  Do not stab but slice, so your weapon is in constant motion.”

The five soldiers were getting tired.  Zeezer quickly switched shield and sword when the strength of his swing wavered.  In a minute he switched back.  The others did the same.  The momentary respite actually helped them continue on.  The Siptors attacked relentlessly.  Fewer arrows appeared as the Siptors got closer and closer to the soldiers.  Suddenly, the five heard a battle yell, and an invisible wave of death hit the Siptors from each side.  The creatures responded by biting and attacking the air.  The Siptors ripped and tore at an invisible enemy.  Bugley fell.  The others were pushed back.  They tried to pull him up, but a wave of Siptors crushed at them.  Chugger tried again to charge forward but was thrown back.

The onslaught continued and the four remaining soldiers crossed into the shadow of the arched pillars.  Suddenly the Gethorians appeared.  They were armored from head to toe.  They no longer had their bows but were defending themselves with swords and shields.  Visible they became easier targets, but their armor and their skill made their line difficult to penetrate.  Only when they fell and were beset by multiple creatures were they killed.  Everyone continued an orderly retreat toward the village.  Thane appeared at Zeezer’s side.

“Run, we will cover you.”

The remaining four, exhausted, turned, and staggered away.  As they passed an arch, other villagers were waiting and touched them, allowing safe passage.  The remaining Gethorians were continuously pushed toward the village.  The Siptors crushed against them like an incoming tidal wave.  To the amazement of all, the Siptors began crossing between the arched pillars with no ill effects.  The Gethorians turned and ran into the buildings and continued to fight.  Within minutes, several doorways were blocked by dead Siptors.  The creatures could only attack after they had pulled their own dead out of the way.  This slowed them up considerably as each soldier did his best to grab onto the dead and keep them as a barricade against the living.

The four soldiers were forced toward the chimney hut.  They entered from the eastern side and defended it as best they could.  Zeezer pulled with what little strength he had at the metal grate under the iron pot and threw it toward the entrance.  It did little to stop the Siptors.  

“Jump into the fire pit!” Zeezer yelled.

Chugger backed toward the kettle and slid into the pit.  Ornithian and Jamock followed.  Zeezer was the last and as he slid in, he pulled at the iron tripod stand holding the pot.  When the tripod tipped, the pot slid over, dumped out much of its water, and fell back and down, sliding to block the hole.  The four soldiers, cut and bleeding, lay in the ash.  It took several moments before their breathing became manageable.   None of them could see, so dark was their escape chamber.  Zeezer struck a flint against his sword and the sparks lit a strip of oiled rag.  The chamber was suddenly lit by the eerie flickering glow of the light hitting crystals embedded in the wall.  Zeezer wrapped the burning rag around the tip of his sword.  Ornithian pulled several small candles from his vest and lit them from the rag’s flame.  He handed one candle to each of the others.

Ornithian scanned the area. 

Jamock asked, “Where are we?”

“We are in the ash pit, Jamock.  I saw a villager brush the ashes over the grate yesterday and knew there was an ash chamber underneath.”

“Happy I am that you are a keen observer, Zeezer.  We would not have survived another minute.”

“Thank the Lords the pot sealed the hole and the water spilled.”

“True, Ornithian. With the water and our being out of sight they will quickly forget about us.  Siptors have little cunning or like for water,” said Zeezer.

The men stood and slowly waded through the ash.

Zeezer said, “I had no idea the ash pit was this large.”

The ash pile was in the shape of a cone about thirty feet wide.  At the base, they found two narrow tunnels, one east and one west.

“East or west?”

“You choose, Jamock.  Lead on, my friend.”

“This ash is burning my wounds.”


“Then hurry!”


They crawled into the narrow tunnel and moved about thirty feet before it opened into a larger chamber.  This second chamber was a maze of broken tube-like passageways.  The ash pit behind them, appeared as a massive gourd like shape resting at the end of the massive chamber.  Down the center floor were wagon-sized mounds, barrel like stones, laid end to end.  The floor and walls were rough and to the left and right they saw curved pillars extending away and up from the mounds.  The pillars extended like parallel roads, across the floor and up the walls.  The pillars disappeared into the roof. The under ground mounds ran north and south, toward a sharp rise, to the north, and the gourd like ash pit, to the south.


The South end was blocked and the north end had another tunnel halfway up the wall.  That tunnel was larger than the one they just exited.  They moved toward it and heard voices.


“Hello?” yelled Zeezer.


Lecola responded, “Who is that?  Zeezer, is that you?”


“Yes.”


“How did you get down here?”


“We came through the fire pit.”


“The battle is not going well.  They have overrun the village.  We have blocked the entrances.  Many are trapped above, in the Arch-buildings.  They have pulled the rope ladders up, but the creatures are attempting to climb the columns.”


“Let us come up to you.”


“This way,” Lecola yelled.  Another villager appeared at the north tunnel with a knotted rope.  The soldiers used it to aid in climbing the distance and followed Lecola down the tunnel.  

“There are but four of you?”

Zeezer responded sadly, “Bugley was lost.”

“He fought bravely!” yelled Chugger.

“His valor saved us all.  His honor is unmatched, his courage of legend.”

“I did not mean to yell at you, Zeezer.”

“You spoke the truth.  The whole world should yell his praise, Chugger!”

Ornithian began to hit his own shield in a slow cadence and the others followed, “To Bugley Dar, brother of Chugger Dar, warrior and kin.  Praise!  Praise!  Praise!  Honor to the great warrior no longer among us.”

Jamock, Ornithian, and Zeezer took turns punching Chugger's shield.  As they struck, each yelled homage to Bugley toward the heavens.

“Corageous!” yelled Zeezer.

“My hero, my friend!” yelled Jamock.

“The finest warrior!” yelled Ornithian.

“My older brother.  My pillar of strength,” said Chugger who was overcome with emotion and knelt.  The three others knelt with him.  The tears and the ash made war paint stripes on their faces.  There was a moment of silence.


“Thank you, friends of mine.  Thank you,” Chugger managed to say in a hoarse voice.

“He died a noble death,” said Zeezer as he looked at the others.  “We will think of him and he will live on in our hearts.”

* * *

At the Cleavage Barricade the men finished the crude catapult and placed an oil jug in its basket end.  The other end was suspended over a tripod of logs.  Next to it a crate full of rocks was balanced on a shaft held in place by ropes and pulleys.  Captain Avan turned to Pollus.  “When you release the ropes the stones will drop and hit the end.  It will cause the other end to fling the oil jugs over the barricade.  Light the jugs with a torch just before releasing them.”

“The creatures are gorged a hundred paces from the barricade, Sir.”

“As soon as it is dark we will attack.”

All the men turn and looked as the last of the sunlight touched the Southern Fist Mountains.”

“Very soon now,” Captain Avan said.

They waited.  The sun was just now dropping behind the mountains.  The valley already dark was minutes away from total darkness.  Everyone held their breath as the last trace of sunlight disappeared from the sky. 

Captain Avan lit the first oil jug.  He stepped back and motioned with his hand.  The soldiers released the rope and the three gallon jug sailed through the air, over the barricade, and hit the ground with a roar.  A flash of light filled the sky and the soldiers at the barricade cheered.

Captain Avan yelled, “Reload!”

The soldiers pulled at the rope and pulley.  The catapult arm began to descend.  He reloaded the basket with another jug, lit it, and stepped back.  He motioned and the jug sailed through the air, again.  The soldiers cheer.

“They are running around, confused, disorganized.  They are catching each other on fire,” Pollus yelled from the barricade.

“Reload!” yelled the Captain.

Flames flickered on the other side of the barricade.  The night became day-like, as the fires roared toward the sky.

* * *

Angeles was inspecting the caravan that had just arrived from the west.  He was interrupted by Fiexor who pointed to a fast approaching rider.  They walked out in the open and hailed the soldier.  The courier rode to them and dismounted.

“Sir, Warden and Navar send their regards and wish to report thousands of Siptors are crossing the desert and heading toward Chiton.”

“Impossible! There must be a mistake.”

“I saw the creatures myself.  The others in the troop have gone to the Cleavage Wall as ordered.”

“Thousands?  You saw thousands?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Then Gethoria has been overrun.”

“That would be logical, Sir.”

Fiexor looked at the general.  “I do not understand, Sir.  What is here they desire so desperately?”

“I do not know.  Make ready for their assault.  Four hundred and fifty strong should be able to defeat a few thousand exhausted, mindless Siptors.”

“A great victory is at hand.  I will sound the alarm.”

Fiexor ran into the fortress and moments later Angeles heard the beat of the battle drums.  Officers yelled orders and soldiers ran to their positions.  Angeles walked to his tent, entered, took a map from the shelf, unrolled it onto the table, and studied it.  He flung the map off the table and stormed out of the tent.  Turning toward the temple he climbed the steps to the stone entryway under the stone Cobra Head and entered the inner chamber of the Chiton Temple.  Angeles walked up to an astonished acolyte.

“Tell the Mystic I would speak with him.”

“He is in meditation, General Angeles.”

“An enemy approaches in large number.  I need to know what here is of value.  This fact I must know.  Go now!”

The acolyte exited into a side hallway, one of many, and Angeles began to pace back and forth.  In a few moments he heard voices coming from the inner hall.  An old man in an ornate robe entered the chamber and walked toward Angeles.  “There is nothing of value for an army to seek.  We have no gold or jewels here.”

“The Siptors serve a wizard.  Tell me, Rinious, is there something a magic user would want from this temple?”

“Perhaps, a wizard would want the healing potion.  It comes from the Seed of Chiton.”

“What about the seed itself?”

“Only a Pillar Lord could use it.”

“What is this seed?”

“This is forbidden knowledge!” said the priest.

“Tell me or I will beat it from you.”

“It drips the life fluid of Pana-Seth-Chiton, the Iron Cobra.  We use it as a healing potion.”

“What is the seed?  Tell me everything.”

“The Seed of Chiton is one of the three sisters.  It is said the first sister made Gethoria, the Giant of the Fifth Lord, in the Second Mystic War.  The second sister is believed to be in the fortress of the Second Lord who sleeps.  The third, the one we hold here, gave life to Chiton itself, the two hundred foot long Snake of Iron.  At its death it remained where it was, stretched over our altar of life.  A fluid leaks from the dead snake’s wound, inflicted by the great spear of Gethoria, the Titan of old.”

“A wizard could use this Seed of Chiton to create another Titan?”

“No.  The knowledge is surely lost.”

“It can only be used to create the healing potion?”

“I believe this, but I do not know.  No one can reach the seed, anyway.  It is defended by a sinuous lake of acid and rows of moving, sharp, cutting scales.  The scales move and slice anything that comes near.”

“But you retrieve the fluid?”

“Only with the aid of long handled thimbles.  We can not, ourselves, get within thirty feet of the altar.  Even then one can not breathe in the chamber.  To breathe is to die.”

“Then its capture is not possible?”

“It would be very difficult at best.  No living, breathing creature could survive in the chamber.  And, there is no way to tell if the Iron Snake is actually dead.  It may arise and defend its heart.”

“Can you seal the chamber?”

“There are twelve entrances.  In our long history it has never needed defending.  Who could possibly reach it and live.”


Angeles turned and exited without another word.  The priest called after him.  “The seed is still encased in the Iron Cobra’s body.  Who would dare approach it?”

Angeles did not answer.  He had heard enough.  Siptors did not breathe and they feared nothing.  He suspected acid and poison air would not deter them in the slightest if they gained entry into the temple.

* * *


Lecola and several others were plotting defense strategy.  Teeva, one of the message runners, came down into the makeshift war room to report the progress.  Her face was smeared with dirt and sweat.  A bandaged was on her arm.  “The others are in agreement.  The battle had become a stalemate.”

Lecola reached and touched her face, wiping some dirt from her cheek.  She embraced him and he hugged her.  “I would have been lost if you had been…”

“Father, we have all suffered this day.”

He released her and nodded his head, a sign she was to continue her report.  “The Siptors are blocked at every entrance, but our citizen warriors are slowly being worn down.”

The battle was hours long and much of the weapon supply had been lost.  Lecola knew there were few arrows and the bladed weapons were either broken or too dull to be effective against a Siptor.

Freelene came down the spiral stairs and ran toward Zeezer and the others.  Jamock pushed past them and ran up to her.  “Your father said you were trapped in a building above.”


“The Siptors have just now exited the village.”


Zeezer looked astonished.  “They have gone?”


“No.  They still surround the village.  They relinquished the field of battle as the sun dropped.  Come sun up they will kill us all.  We have no escape.  We have no escape at all.  We are trapped.”


Lecola came over and hugged her.  “I am relieved you are safe, daughter.  Where is Yeeson?  We need her counsel.”


“She is standing guard on top of the skull building, Father.”  Freelene noticed Teeva and held up her hand in greeting.

Ornithian stepped forward.  “If you grant my leave I will fetch her for you, Lecola.”


“Yes Ornithian.  Thank you.  Yes, go at once.”


Ornithian exited.  Lecola turned toward Zeezer who smiled as Ornithian made his way out of the chamber.  “Zeezer, I am troubled.  They entered the curved arches without ill effect.  It is without precedent.  The Great Spirit should have stopped them.”


Freelene spoke from his side, “Eatik entered.”


“But Eatik is... I see what you mean.  These Siptors are created beings.  They have no life as we know it.  But they weren’t created by the Third Lord.  They shouldn’t possess the same protection as a Kite Creature.”


“Freelene said there is no escape for your people.  Why, Lecola?”

“It is our blessing, or used to be.  Now perhaps it is our curse.  Those that bare the crests are limited.  We must remain within sight of the skull's eyes.”


“Why?”

“Did you not see how we fought?  That is a great gift given to us by the Great Spirit.  Everyone should rest now, while we have the chance.”

“Have none from Gethoria ever left?”

“Yes.  Several have left, but none have ever returned.  Their bodies are always found a few hundred paces beyond sight of the columns.  Our forefathers taught their spirits went into heaven and left the bodies behind as empty vessels.  Those of us who wish no more life, walk to the east and are alive no more.  I have never questioned the wisdom.  It is the cost of the blessing and has only become a curse on this day.”

The group broke up.  Freelene headed down a tunnel and Jamock followed her.  Suddenly, she began to run.

“Wait, Freelene.”

She did not slow.  He ran hard to catch up.  He reached for her arm and slowed her.  She turned, crying.  

“There is no need for tears.”

“Almost half our people have been killed.  Many are wounded.  We are trapped without hope.”

“We will kill the Siptors.”

“There are many hundreds left.”

“Then rejoice, for there are no longer thousands!”

“We have no arrows.  Our swords are dull.  Without the boiling kettle they cannot be sharpened.  The Siptors have destroyed nearly all the supplies and food and water.  They could just starve us to death.”

“Then we will attack them tonight.”

“Each nest has a glowing fire.  They are alert and ready.”

“They carried wood?”

“It is a heatless fire that glows bright yellow.”

“It must be Elodia sap.  Again we have proof they have found the Elodia Road and are using it as a resource.”

“This is more bad news?”

“I will kill them all before I let them harm a hair on your head.”

Freelene laughed.  Then she laughed louder and he joined in.  “Freelene, why are we laughing?  Are you laughing at me?”

“Your humor is without end.”

“And your hope?  Is it not without end?  Is it not possible we will defeat the foe?  Angeles could be coming to our rescue this very minute.  Eatik could return with more magic.”

“Yeeson said the Kites have used their last resources to help us.  I wonder, for what reason have they done this?”

“Because they know how beautiful you are.”

Freelene laughed and turned away.  Jamock continued.  “Do not deprive me of your radiance.”

He wrapped his arms around her.  She turned and looked at him.  He loosens his grip and she rotated to face him.  “A dirty face appeals to you, Jamock?”

“My face is dirty and you do not turn away.”

They kissed.

* * *

Ornithian walked toward the skull building.  He entered the nose door and climbed the stairs to the roof.  Yeeson was standing with Thane looking out over the hundreds of glowing spots to the east of the village.

“You should rest,” Yeeson said.

Thane looked at her.  “I assume you mean me.  I will gladly go below for some rest.”

“We have till daybreak, Thane,” Yeeson said.  Her heart rumbled in her chest as Ornithian stood and stared at her.  Thane stood for a moment and looked at the two.  He shrugged and exited down the stairs.  Ornithian looked at Yeeson for several moments before he said, “You command the Gethorians now?”

Yeeson was angered by the comment but more so by the cold tone of Ornithian’s voice.  She turned her back on Ornithian.  Her thoughts flashed back to her first time in Gethoria.  She had come with Zeezer to receive her armor, a gift he had promised her for over a year.  Her problems with the overlord, Kenyan Norse, had grown ever worse as her effect on his subjects became better known.  The Marsen clan, her foster family, had been at the poor end of the family tree.  Her merchant friends had more wealth and power.  They had secretly used her unique access into the Fortress of the Second Lord to garner more power and money.  Several times they had sent her in as a child to retrieve items of exceptional value from its forbidden rooms, claiming extreme need and paying her paltry sums.  She had done it to garner their acceptance and friendship, something lacking from her immediate family who all but ignored her.

Eventually, Kenyan Norse had discovered what they were doing and had put two guards by the Fortress entrance.  That had not worked.  The first time the guards pushed the child away, their deaths had been swift and painful.  The small Iron Cobras around her tiny arms defended her, especially as she approached the fortress doors.  No one ever tried to physically stop the child from entering the fortress again.  But her arm serpents could not stop arrows and once, at the age of nine, she was shot in the back as she walked toward the fortress by one of her cousins who had been bribed with a bag of gold.  It was considered a miracle she had not died.  Her merchant friends, however, stopped openly using her to pilfer from the fortress.  They even financed her military training the next year when she had fully recovered.  It had indeed been a serious injury.  The arrow had nicked her heart in more ways than one.  Even her family showed sympathy, a rare tenderness they seldom afforded the child.

Her attitude towards all of them had radically changed.  That first sunny day of spring after her recovery was the first time Yeeson had seen Zeezer.  He had approached her without fear and told her he would teach her self-defense.

“I will teach you how to protect yourself.  Until you can, I will have your back.  I give a soldier’s oath.  I will let no harm befall you.”

She had instantly taken a liking to him and even trusted him, something she found nearly impossible with others.  During the next few months she had noticed several of her adult kin and others villagers on occasion showed up with black eyes and broken noses.  She noticed they began to show her even more than their usual hesitant respect.  Zeezer trained her two years before he introduced her to her fighting partner, little Avan.

As Yeeson stood on the skull building she thought back to the first time Zeezer had taken her to Gethoria for armor.  She had been eleven.  The Gethorians had been amazed a child was being fitted with armor and were even more amazed when Zeezer told them he would return frequently for new custom made sets.

“The child will surely grow,” he had said.  And she did grow.  Her multiple visits became periods of spontaneous celebration.  She became a celebrity of sorts.  The trips would turn into vacations and she would stay weeks on end.  She became very comfortable in the village of Gethoria.

As it turned out, more than once the armor had saved her life.  Kenyan Norse would often hire assassins and give them her name and location.  Zeezer, although thought by many to be only her teacher, was very concerned about her safety.  One day he had taken her bloody shirt after a particularly vicious assassination attempt, wrapped it around a parchment with the written message: “Kenyan Norse will surely kill her if you do nothing” and thrown it into the fortress.  He had been at his wits end on how to protect her.

That very night the Iron Cobra left the fortress and paid a visit to the castle of Kenyan Norse.  It was that night that the attacks suddenly stopped.  The overlord never spoke of the incident or how the tower window had been shattered and the surrounding stones dislodged in a circular pattern.  He had never spoken of how the Great Iron Cobra had risen up before him and hissed a warning.  There was no doubt at the creature’s meaning because Yeeson’s bloody shirt had dropped from its mouth and the parchment had opened of its own power before him.  When Kenyan Norse saw it, his blood felt as if it had turned to ice water.  No power he knew could stop the creature from returning and fulfilling its threat.  He spend many days after that insuring her safety.

Zeezer never knew why the attacks stopped or how good a job he had done.  Then came the day she released him from his contract when she reached the age of twenty-one.  She recalled that event.  It occurred in Gethoria.  She had just received her latest and last suit of armor and he had received news his older brother was dying.  She had sent him away.

“I can not thank you enough, Zeezer.  Your instruction and protection has been invaluable.  I give you this purse of coins.”

“No.  Do not insult me by offering me money, Yeeson.  Have I not taught you the warrior code better than this?”

“I must reward you.”

“Continue your fight for your people’s freedom.  We both know the overlord’s greed and his unjust taxes.  That victory will be reward enough.”

“Your brother lives far?”

“Yes, my family lives in the crest of the West Fist Mountains in the city of Scorbion.”

“That is a nine or ten day journey.”

“Yes.  And it will take even longer to handle my family’s problems.  Money is not required, only negotiation and backbone.”

“You have plenty of that.”

“As do you.”

“Then I bid you a safe journey.”

“And I bid you some happiness, Yeeson, and a word of experience.  The battle is less if it is shared.”

“And who would I share my battle with?”

“That is for you to decide.  There are many good men.”

“We shall see,” Yeeson said in her defeatist tone.   As Yeeson remembered that day, she touched her chest.  Even now she wore the special-made breast plate, the translucent leg, and arm coverings made during that visit, years before.  Ornithian had no right to reprimand her for others respectful obedience, she thought again.  She deserved that respect.  She earned it.

They both stood on top of the skull building and continued to look out at the Siptors, Ornithian a step behind her.  Yeeson did not realize Ornithian had stood there quietly as she reminisced for several minutes.  She did not realize he was there until he spoke. 

“I am impressed.  You fought a battle and suffered no injury?  You have no armor I can see.  How is this possible, Yeeson?”

“You question my warrior skill, Ornithian?” she snapped back without turning.

“I question my own techniques and significance.  Perhaps I should leave you to your thoughts.  You seem quite adequate without my company.”

He turned and walked toward the stairs.  She continued to watch the Siptors.  He started down the stairs but stopped.  “You don't command me to stop?”


She turned.  “When have I ever commanded you to do anything?”


“Then come and sit by me, Yeeson.”


He sat on the roof his feet still on the steps.  Yeeson hesitated but then came over and sat next to him.  They both looked out at the night.

“Why do you suppose they do not camp to the west?” he asked.

“The soil there is wet.  They are creatures of the dry lands.  Have you not seen the spring to the south?  It irrigates their fields.”

“I believe you are a general, a scout, a tactician, and now have the wisdom of a pillar lord.  That is impressive.”

“We have met seven times and you never have a soft word for me, Ornithian.  Am I such a cold creature you find no warmth in me?”

“I've come here to visit.  I have given praise.  What more do you want?”

“A flower?”

He mockingly looked around the roof. “None grow here.”

“Seven times we have met and never a flower?”

“It is unlike you to cast complaint over such a trifle as would a lowly farmer's wife or a coy, blushing teenager.”

Yeeson stood and walked down the stairs without a word.  Ornithian sat and watched her leave.  He suddenly yelled, “Lecola needs to speak with you.  That is the message he gave me.”

Yeeson did not answer.  After a moment he stood and walked to the middle of the roof.  He looked out at the Siptor army.  The eerie glow of the heatless fires reflected on his face.  He drew his sword and yelled as he swung it over his head.  “Be a fool, be a fumbler, make your words harsh, you stupid man!”  He bent over and struck the top of the building.  He hit the roof again and then again as hard as he could.  The sword embedded in the roof.  He pulled at the sword twice before it released.  Ornithian knelt down and looked at the gash he had made in the roof.  He felt the gash.  He took his sword and pushed it down into the indentation, moving the sword back and forth.  He examined the damage it made.

“This isn't stone,” he said aloud.

He looked around and then at the arched pillars.  He yelled, “This isn't stone!”  He exited down the stairs.  Thane was sitting at the table.  He looked up with a sad face and pointed toward the door.

“She went outside.  I cry for her because she knows not how to cry.”

“Thane, Yeeson is a hard woman to love.”

“I love her.  We all do.  She was a celebrity here as a child.  Now she is a most welcome friend.  I heard how you mocked her words.  She does not order me as a slave, she commands as a wise leader.  I do not wish to tell you what to do, but I am wounded by her wounds, I suffer as she suffers.  You hurt us all when you hurt her.  You cherish friendship.  Do you not know this?”

“I agree with you.  I am a fool.  But, I am nothing.  Even if I had the words or the clothes I am nothing.  I am neither rich nor wise.  I am only a common soldier and even in that I am lacking.”

“And she is far above you.  She is a queen-warrior with a family of power so great as to shake the land itself.  But she also cries at night and sleeps alone and helps the needy.  What is her reward?  Is she only duty?  Has she only responsibility?  Let me say one more thing.  If the Second Lord himself offered to bend your will to woo her, she would not allow it.  What greater beauty can there be?  I prattle on.  I’ve failed at love myself.  I have cowered before greatness until I’ve found a substitute.  I recognize that cold voice in your soul because I’ve heard mine for so long.  Go on.  Leave me.” 



How can something you can hold in your hand



decide the fate of this battle, my master?






Eatik talking to his master



How can something you can’t hold in your hand

decide the fate of worlds, dearest friend?







Response of the Fourth Lord

Chapter XIV

Back at the Temple of Chiton the Siptors approached the temple wall.  The soldiers stood on the wall at the ready.  Angeles walked back and forth atop the wall.  He watched the Siptors.  When they were close enough he yelled, “Flame arrows at the ready.”

The archers lit their arrows and took aim.

“Shoot!” he yelled.

The Siptors attacked just as the arrows flew.  The creatures rushed the wall and began to climb.  Soldiers dropped stones on the creatures and leaned over the wall with long spears and jabbed at them.  Even though the Siptors were large, they were light for their size, and managed to climb the wall with little difficulty.  The officers instructed the soldiers to bring up buckets of oil and they began pour it over the side, down the wall.  It had little effect on the creatures.

Angeles yelled, “Light the oil!”

The officers hesitated.  Fiexor voiced what all were thinking, “Sir, the wind is coming from the south.”

“We must burn them off the wall, Fiexor.  It is our only chance.”

“Light the oil!” Fiexor yelled.  The other officers hesitated again, but repeated the order down the line.  The soldiers all along the wall obeyed and a curtain of burning oil flowed down the wall.  The flames reversed and rose back up over the wall, forcing the soldiers to back away from the rim.  Several burning Siptors climbed over and attacked.  The burning creatures were difficult to attack.  Many soldiers were pushed off the back of the wall.  Many others were forced down the side steps.  Others began a confused retreat.  As they did, the soldiers were forced to bunch up.  Very few could fight effectively.  A few Siptors managed to avoid the flames, climbed over, and forced a further retreat off the wall.  The burning oil began to go out after a few minutes and the Siptors seemed to flow over the battlements.

“Retreat to the buildings!” ordered Angeles.  He saw disaster looming.  The fire had, obviously, not worked as well as he had planned.  He had little experience fighting creatures of old.  It would have never occurred to him that they had no fear of fire.  An army of men with ladders would have retreated, not run through the flames and continued to fight while burning.

The courtyard of the temple had twelve brick buildings.  Fortunately, Angeles had made them into small fortresses.  Each building had a rim of brick on the roof and access to the building through a hole at its center.  The windows and doors had been boarded closed.  Barricades had been built between buildings and corridors of death had been constructed to funnel an enemy within arrow and spear range.  Another barricade had been constructed at the bottom steps of the temple and one more at the narrow upper entrance.

* * *

Captain Avan and several soldiers were walking among the dead and smoldering Siptors.  Occasionally a Siptor moved and one of the soldiers would immediately run to it and hack it to pieces.  The troops gathered the weapons and other belongings of the dead cavalry soldiers.  They carried what remained of their bodies back to the barricade in baskets.  Everyone climbed back over the barricade or up the now open steps and entered the main courtyard.  Except for the guards on each wall the soldiers formed a circle around their dead comrade and their remains.  They began to chant.

“Praise!  Praise!  Praise!  Honor to the warriors no longer among us.”

As Captain Avan spoke, the soldiers hit their own and occasionally their neighbor's shield with the hilt of their swords.  As they struck the shield, each yelled at the heavens.  Then there was a moment of silence.  Captain Avan entered the circle with a torch.

“To our dear friends and comrades: to Jason our youngest, and Herme the singer, to Gilder the poet, and Mason the cook.  To Jacob the story teller and to our Poiglem companions who died giving us their best effort.  To each trooper of the cavalry and to their leaders, Major Warder and Captain Navar, we give thanks.  To Kellen who laughed often and Jones the joke teller, we offer homage.  To my friend of many years, Lieutenant Methion of Silver River, who loved and defended his children.  Honor to them and to those remaining who I never doubted.  To those I knew and to those I should have known better.  Praise! Praise! Praise!  Honor to the warriors no longer among us.  Honor to them all.”

Captain Avan knelt, as did all the others, even the guards on the wall.  There was a low murmur as each soldier said a private goodbye to lost comrades.  Slowly, one by one, the soldiers stood.  Captain Avan lit the pyre.

“Remember this day.  We fought many and we fought well.  Remember this to your children and your friends.  As long as we remember, they will live with us.  Go now and rest.  Go now and remember.”

Captain Avan turned and headed up to the Cleavage watch tower.  The other seventeen soldiers standing in the courtyard turned and headed to their respective lodgings.

* * *


The sun was casting long early-morning shadows when the Siptors resumed their attack against the village of Gethoria.  The soldiers of Gethoria were throwing spears and bottles of burning oil at the creatures.  The Siptors were climbing the arches and working their way down the roof hatches, down the stairs to the lower levels.  From a few thousand they had been reduced to several hundred, but those of Gethoria were but a few.  Even so they fought like madmen.

Zeezer, Ornithian, and two Gethorian soldiers were with Yeeson on the skull building.  The Siptors were attacking them from all four sides.  Chugger was being forced up the steps by several Siptors that had come in through the windows.

“I cannot hold them!”

A Siptor climbed over the two in front and grabbed Chugger's sword.  He tried to shake it off but another Siptor grabbed his shield.  The third bit his leg and Chugger jerked toward the side of the roof, grabbed the two nearest, and fell.  He somehow managed to pull the three Siptors with him as he fell.  Ornithian had been trying to come to his aid.  He yelled, “No!”

It was too late to help him.  Ornithian heard a scream from behind and turned to see a Siptor biting Yeeson’s back.  She reached up her arm and grabbed its jaw.  A snake came out of her sleeve and wrapped around the Siptor’s head.  The Siptor released Yeeson and went rigid as the snake bit it in the eye.  Ornithian froze in momentary shock at the strange sight.  Then, Yeeson turned and swung her sword.  Her stroke decapitated the Siptor in one smooth motion.  The one stroke decapitation of a Siptor was something else Ornithian had never seen.  The Siptor’s writhing body knocked over a Gethorian.

Ornithian charged another Siptor coming over the wall and stabbed his sword through its head, pinning it to the roof.  Suddenly there were the beginnings of silence around him.  Ornithian looked up and saw the fighting had almost stopped.  He looked down from the building and saw the last remaining Siptors being forced back and then killed by the Soldiers.

Ornithian cheered, “We have won!  We have won the day!”

Everyone began to cheer.  Cheers came from every arch and building.  The villagers were coming out of the buildings into the courtyard.  Zeezer ran down the stairs.  He went around the building and found Chugger weakly hacking at a dead Siptor.

“I am amazed you survived.”

“I think I may have suffered another wound.”  With that Chugger passed out.  Blood was running down his arm and covered his chest.  Zeezer pulled off the last Siptor and tended to Chugger's wounds.  Ornithian was soon at his side and they carried Chugger into the skull house.  Yeeson came over to them.  Ornithian saw a snake wrapped around her arm.  The snake crawled up her sleeve and seemed to disappear.  She shook her arm and a small snake bracelet fell to her wrist.  Ornithian looked at it.

“I have one on each wrist.  In dire circumstances they defend me.”

“Living armor?”

“Do not begrudge me my heritage.”

Her neck was bleeding and Ornithian took out a cloth and applied pressure to it.  

“You should attend to yourself.”

“I have no flower to give, so I give service instead.”

Yeeson looked at him and he looked at her.  She smiled ever so slightly.


“I still desire my flower and expect you to find one as soon as we leave this place of death.”

“That very thought was on my mind.”


Zeezer interrupted them.  “Please allow her to hold her own bandage and take care of your own wounds, Ornithian.  Dead you can impress none but the undertaker.  And he will flower you both aplenty!”


Yeeson and Ornithian looked at him and smiled.  Jamock and Freelene were coming out of a stairwell with Lecola.  They went to the center of the village and Lecola called out.  “All who live and are able, come to a door or window so we may count.”


As he stood and waited several villagers came out.  Zeezer stood and counted as the people came out of their shelters.  “I count perhaps twenty.”


He turned and looked behind at the skull building.  Three are standing on its roof.  “Maybe thirty still fit for duty.”

Lecola looked at him.  “Below are many wounded and the young children.”

Freelene looked at her father.  “What will become of us?”

“Our forefathers were but ten men and seven women.  We are many times that number!  What can't we do?”

Jamock nudged Freelene, “Now, I call that optimism.”

Freelene looked at him.  “I have none.”

* * *

At the Chiton Temple the battle was still being fought.  Siptors had poured over the wall and the soldiers were on top of the buildings, behind the water moat, and defending two spiked fences.  Those Siptors that had fallen in the deepest water had swollen and popped like balloons.  The two farthest sides of the main wall were defended by soldiers, but the main Siptor assault was now at the center of the wall.  As the soldiers fought a holding action, several Siptors broke through the middle.  The soldiers immediately retreat to the houses closest to the Temple, climbed up ladders, and pulled the ladders onto the roof.  The Siptors stopped fighting, however, and rush the temple steps.  Hundreds and then thousands of Siptors ran up the steps, over the barricade, and into the inner chamber.

Angeles immediately ordered an attack against the remaining Siptors in the courtyard.  Those destroyed, his troops closed the gate.  He ordered half the men back to the wall and the other half to roll barricades up the steps of the temple.  Then they threw jars of oil into the temple, over the objection of the temple priests.

“The fire will keep them inside.  With oil and arrows we will make their escape more difficult than their attack.”

The flames roared.  Much of the smoke and fire was sucked into the temple as if it were a fireplace chimney.  The soldiers in the towers flung oil jars on ropes into the air.  The ropes acted like pendulums and guide the flaming jugs into the main hall of the temple.

“The fire will burn hot inside the temple.  They are truly stupid creatures to desert their holdings and allow us to eliminate their only escape.”

Angeles looked over and saw the dead Siptors were stacked high and far.  Angeles yelled toward his troops.  “This is just as I planned.  Their escape will cost them dearly.  Our cavalry, when it returns, will chase the few survivors back across the desert until none will remain to infest our land.”

There was a weak cheer.  The grim-faced troops awaited the onslaught of the Siptors.  They would surely exit the temple at any moment, many thought.    The others waited, knowing the unexpected would surely be their lot in life.  Minutes pass, then longer.  Nothing was seen inside the temple, except black smoke and an occasional flicker of fire.  Angeles watched and waited as the black smoke rose up the cliff face.  He turned toward Fiexor.  “You think they have been killed?  The acid water and poisoned air is much to overcome.”

“Sir, I fear with their number, they might succeed.  I would say at lease two-thousand entered the chamber.”

“Even if they have no fear of it, the fire and smoke is deadly, Fiexor.  If they have died inside the cave we have won a greater victory than any army in history.”

They wait.  Minutes turned into hours and still nothing happened.  Slowly the fires inside the temple went out.  Angeles formed up the soldiers and strengthened the original barricade enclosing the temple entryway.  They waited.  Still, nothing happened.  Four hours passed and a visible wave of relief slowly passed over the soldiers.  General Angeles ordered most of the soldiers to rest and tend the wounded, while a few stood guarding the barrier.  There was a sense of calm.  There was a glimmer of hope in all their eyes.

* * *

Captain Avan was resting.  Pollus came up to him. “Sir, Serendipity arrived in haste and said troops are fast approaching.”

As Captain Avan stood he smiled at Pollus, “The lucky scout who sent the message concerning the Siptors’ night-weakness?”

Lieutenant Pollus smiled. “Yes Sir.  Do you say lucky because she wasn’t here or lucky because of her name?”

“I believe her friends call her Dippy, so her name isn’t without complications.  No, I mean she is either greatly skilled or greatly lucky.  She has been under my command for three years, been on many dangerous scouting missions, and never incurred so much as a scratch.”

The men walked up the steps.  Lieutenant Pollus reached the watch tower first.  “Captain, you need to see this.  Soldiers are indeed approaching the main wall.”

The Captain followed Pollus up the last few steps.  He looked out and saw about two-hundred well armored cavalry supported by a dozen supply wagons.  The group approached the outer wall.


“They carry the banner of Tetra,” said Captain Avan.


“Sir, the merchant city Tetra?  They are at war with no one, yet this is surely most of their army.”


“They were subjects of the Third Lord.  Look, one comes forward.  Advance the wall door so I may meet him face to face.”


Avan ran down the steps.  Pollus leaned over the rail and yelled the command, “Advance the door so the Captain may pass outward.”


Several soldiers began to advance the door.  The door moved forward enough to make room for a man to pass through the tunnel and beyond the wall.  As Pollus watched, the Captain passed through and continued to walk toward the horseman.  He saw Captain Avan bow to the horseman.  With a gesture, Pollus motioned two of the archers on the wall to make ready to shoot protective arrows.  There was no need for this, because several archers had already notched their bows and stood ready.


Captain straightened and looked at the soldier.  “I wait for your counsel.”


The heavy-set, well-armored horseman dismounted and walked forward.  He glanced toward the burnt out pyres.  Then he looked at Avan and spoke.  “I am Major Bearman, son of Clawtus, ruler of Tetra.  We wish to occupy the wall.”

“That is something I will not allow.”

Major Bearman, looked at the wall and noticed the archers.

“I see soldier archers are prepared to defend the wall.  I am puzzled and must ask who you are?”


“I am Captain Avan and serve under General Angeles, the protector of the Grass Plate.”


“We were told the wall would be undefended.  Doranis has claimed this deserted valley as abandoned and therefore claims it for our kingdom.  It appears he is in error, if you can prove your claim.  I can see you have possession of the wall, but I would be better convinced if you had a Scroll of Ownership granted by the Plate Treaty.  I would also like to see a letter of command.”


“There is such a scroll, Bearman of Clawtus.  It is behind a glass frame and kept inside the wall alcove.  You are free to inspect it.  As for my command, I will show you my orders.”


Avan reached inside his leather breastplate and withdrew a thin copper strip with stamped writing.  Bearman took it and looked at it carefully. 


“This looks official.  Our task has become an embarrassment for us.  We have honored the Plate Treaty for two centuries.  If the Scroll is still present, I indeed owe you an apology.  First, I must tell my captains to stand down.”  Bearman hesitated then added, “If you would pardon me, Captain Avan?”


“I stand here as your host, Bearman, son of Clawtus.”

Major Bearman walked back toward the troopers, leaving his horse.  Three officers rode up to him as he walked forward.  They spoke and he showed them the copper strip.  The horsemen turned and direct the military column towards the cliffs.  As the troopers moved away, Bearman came back towards Captain Avan.  He handed him back the copper strip.

“I am unhappy at being wrongfully used by Doranis.  He has claimed kinship to the Lord of the Third Pillar.  Our leadership council debated but eventually agreed to send us to this ‘deserted’ wall.  Please allow me to see the scroll and if it is there, by treaty you can claim our goods as payment for this insult.”

“It is there, but I wish no payment.  You have not insulted us.  To be willing to admit a mistake is friendship beyond price.  I consider you an honored guest, Sir.”

Major Bearman smiled for the first time.  “Forgive me.  By your ragged appearance and the burned land, I thought you thieves.  You have blood on your armor, tears in your clothes, and bruises on your body.  Not what I would expect from a command officer or soldier of the Grass Plate army.”


“We have fought hard these last five days.  It was only last night we were finally able to defeat the last of the Siptors.”


Major Bearman stopped and spits out his words.  “Siptors?  The creatures of the Third Lord?  Then Doranis’ claim is being forged by war?”


Avan turned and looked at Major Bearman.  “I have no quarrel with you or Tetra and have no wish for war.”


“You misunderstand me Captain Avan.  If Doranis has broken the treaty, we have no bond with him.  It is forbidden to employ Siptors, unless as a last resort, and then in no other way than defense.  That is the law in Tetra.”


“Their last and greatest attack was from the west.”


“That is not possible.  How could Siptors get west of this wall?  The Kite would never allow them mountain passage and it is well known, Siptors are adverse to water.”


“The evidence is just beyond this wall.”


Captain Avan pointed toward the entry through the wall.  Bearman walked forward and entered the passage.  They both exited the passage and continued west to the barricade.  Major Bearman climbed the ladder leaning on the barricade and looked at the remains of the carnage, the dead Siptors, horses, and blood stained earth.  “This is an outrage!  There are hundreds!  Doranis must be mad.”


“The scroll...”


“I no longer need to see the scroll.  This is against every law and treaty we have.  I marvel you didn't kill me on sight, such is this dishonor.  If not with my own eyes, I would never have believed.  How could they get there?”


“I believe they dug up and used a branch of the Elodia Road.”


“By the Pillar Lords, his crimes gain magnitude at every word.  I will kill him myself.  He threatens the wrath of the Gorgons?  My people should suffer that curse for his pleasure?  I must leave.  I cannot bear your courtesy a moment longer.”


“You have done nothing.”


“I have been misled and my soldiers and my people have followed a liar and now it seems a murderer as well!  We are soiled at his every whim!  The Plate Treaty itself is in danger.  How can we erase such an outrage?”


“You could repair this damage more quickly, if you agreed to help us?”

Major Bearman, his eyes dancing with anger, looked at Avan.  “You need no help from us other than for us to be gone, out of your sight.  I will not be able to contain my soldiers, so great will their anger be.  We will return to Tetra and kill that walking corpse with utmost haste.”

“I am sincere in needing your help.”

Major Bearman sputtered, “You are the victors, what can we possibly do to help you?”

“We are depleted.  I also fear many more Siptors are attacking the Temple of Chiton as we speak.”

“More Siptors?  How could there be more?  By the look of it every remaining Siptor has been destroyed.”

“I fear there are many more.  Perhaps you could aid General Angeles.  His cavalry was destroyed and yours is not only larger but better equipped and I daresay, strongly motivated.”

“You wish us to ride to his aid?  You trust us with this task?”

“I was foretold of your coming.”

“Explain this.”

“A kite creature was here and pronounced two warnings.  The second was something I did not understand, until now.  Eatik said a ‘bare man’ was coming who might be a friend.  Now I realize the Kite meant you, Major Bearman.”

Major Bearman stared at Captain Avan.  Then he broke into laughter.  “A bare man?  Good that I did not show up naked, lest your confusion be compounded.”

“You are wise, Bearman, son of Clawtus.”

“Tell me your need and I will ask for volunteers.  The rest will return to inform our elders of this treachery.”

* * *

Zeezer and the others sat in the meeting hall and watched as Lecola stood at the door and surveyed the ruined village.  The Gethorians, ragged and injured, had already begun the business of cleaning up.  Lecola said in a weak voice, “We have truly suffered a pyrrhic victory.  Almost four in five have been killed.”

Jamock scratched his beard and said, “If you cannot retreat, then victory is your only choice.”  He turned and smiled at Freelene, but she did not smile in return.

“You will have many years to recover now that their army has been destroyed,” Ornithian added.

Zeezer stood and looked at the others.  “There is a problem with that assumption.”

There was a moment of silence.  Zeezer’s remark brought frowns to his soldiers, but the others seemed to dismiss it.”

“It is a marvel we destroyed them.” Lecola said.

“I do not think their army has been destroyed.”  Some of the others looked at the ground and shook their heads.  Several villagers laughed, a few did not.  Thane stood and looked at Zeezer.  “Do you suggest they can rise from the dead?”

“I see Zeezer's point,” Ornithian said.  “Although the attack was by thousands, I believe we saw many more in the desert than arrived here.”

“Yes.  Many more, Lecola,” Zeezer reinforced Ornithian’s comment.

“The creature, Eatik, spoke the words ‘two of three’.  I had forgotten this.  If there is another group waiting to attack, all is lost.”

“Why attack us at all?” Freelene asked.

Lecola looked at her and said, “We are a centralized trading village and a good base of operations into the Grass Plate.  This Doranis may have human soldiers.  Perhaps they are in need of our armor.”


Zeezer spoke up, “Logical, but that can't be the reason.  I think Yeeson has a better answer.”


No sooner had he spoken than Yeeson entered the room.  “I do?  What answer are you seeking?”


“You are here.  The Kite came to your defense.”


“Such as it was,” Jamock quipped.  Zeezer’s fist hit the table and Jamock stepped back.  Rage filled his eyes.  It took a moment for him to calm down and everyone in the room was either looking at Zeezer or scowling at Jamock.  The tense moment passed and Zeezer spoke.

“They killed many hundreds and injured perhaps a thousand more.  Do not discount their effort, Jamock.”  Zeezer looked at the man and then around the room and decided now was not the time to diminish the man who had just fought and defeated a nearly unbeatable foe.  Still, Zeezer was amazed the man seemed to be unable to hold his sharp tongue, or for that matter, to have learned courtesy.  For some reason Zeezer couldn’t understand Freelene laughed.  It was a short stifling laugh as she looked at Jamock.  The others looked only at Zeezer and he forced himself into calm.  “But they came for another reason, didn't they Yeeson?  Can you tell us that reason?”

“I do know things I am forbidden to speak.  If you state something as a fact, however, I believe it would be safe for me to nod my head.”

“They must have wanted the Hand Tree,” said Freelene.  “The creature said something about a ‘bloody hand’.

Yeeson looked surprised for a second.  Freelene looked at her and Yeeson didn’t move, as if very carefully weighing her response.  Finally, she looked at Zeezer and shook her head.

“Something else then,” Zeezer said.  “It must be of consequence, therefore, of magic.  What is magical here?” 

“The Hand Tree,” Freelene repeated.

Thane added, “But it's rotting.  What good is it in its present state?”

Zeezer looked at Freelene.  “It is rotting?”

Freelene shrugged.  “Yes.  And it is bleeding.  In its present condition it is useless.  It grows no thorns.”

Yeeson had a far away look as if in deep thought.  She had known about the tree and the making of Gethorian armor, but now a puzzle was fitting together just out of reach.

“Doranis does not know that,” Lecola added.  “But then, very few even know about the hand tree.”

Zeezer pondered that then said, “What about the village itself?”

“A village carved out of stone is not magical,” Lecola said.

Ornithian stood up.  “This village isn't carved from stone.  The arched columns are made of bone.”

“Everyone knows this is a soft stone.  The size and shape of the arched stones indicate weather worn rock.  Why do you suddenly believe this is untrue?”

“In my many battles I have seen skull bones exposed.  When the skull building, its roof, was damaged, I saw the same pattern of growth inside.  Jagged lines of joining like the bones of a skull.  This village is a skeleton!”

Before Lecola could respond Yeeson suddenly nodded her head, a look of revelation was in her eyes.  Everyone looked at her.  Some gasped.  They contemplated the staggering implications.

“By the Lords, nothing alive could have been that huge.”

Yeeson looked at the wall and made no other motion.

Zeezer spoke next, “I have heard poems that speak of a giant killed in the Mystic War.  There is a verse that speaks of a soldier named Gethor, made giant by the work of the third Lord.  Gethor was said to walk over the Cleavage Gate without breaking stride.  Could this village be the remains of that giant, its skeleton?  Could the arches be its ribs?”

Thane spoke again, “It couldn't be, this village is, the columns do not even touch as ribs do.  They have a hundred paces of open sky above them.  The arch columns are too far apart to be ribs.”

Everyone nodded.  It seemed to them impossible that any creature could have been of such size.  Lecola said, “If the arch structures are ribs, they are separated by over three hundred feet, north to south.  How tall would this giant have been?”

Zeezer thought a moment and said quietly, “Perhaps time has bent them, moved them.  The underground has a string of rocks.  I think now they did look like back bones.  The arches curve like ribs that have fallen back, lain down with age.  This village has the general shape of a body.  Think about the walkways.  Could they be buried arms and legs, bones leading to the hands and feet?  Could the under ground chambers be dried up organs?”

Freelene said, “You are saying the hand tree was a living hand?  Yeeson, is this the dead hand of the giant Gethoria?”

Yeeson sat motionless.  It was only then that she realized the myths and rumors lead to that conclusion.  She now knew for a certainty that the village was the skeleton, but she was afraid to answer so direct a question, one that included the giant’s name.  The ancient scrolls the priest of Chiton Temple used to teach her were specific in their instruction.  She must be silent when a name was spoken, lest an undead spell be invoked.  The temple priests had warned her repeatedly: the chosen heir of a Pillar Lord could not speak the name of any Pillar Lord’s creations or describe its properties in sound or writing.  The undead spell cast by the Eighth Lord was so powerful that to utter the name of the creature, or indicate its existence, was enough to possibly raise it back to life.  Because she did not fully understand the magic, she dared do nothing more than to indicate the danger.  From her own studies, she knew of many scrolls that hinted at the grave consequences of invoking residual Pillar Magic.  

For a moment, in her mind, her thoughts drifted back to the land of Elodia.  She could still hear the screams of people being maimed by a Whip Master.  What other creature could she accidentally summon by a careless action now?  The land of Elodia was not nearly as saturated with power as was this land.  It was here that the first great battle of the Second Mystic War was fought.  Yeeson held up her hand and made a quick gesture of a throat being cut.  She looked at Zeezer, but made no other motion.

Zeezer instantly understood.  “There is dangerous magic here.  Perhaps Yeeson is bound too closely to its fate.  We must approach the truth is a less direct path.”


Freelene thought then spoke out loud, “If it bleeds every twelve years, it must have life in it.  Why every twelve years?  What bleeds in cycles?  Oh, buy the pillars, it's a female.  It died in anguish.  It died in childbirth.  It bares an unborn child.  We can't leave because its child can't leave.  The gift of the Great Spirit is really a curse.  Its pain, its fear, its prison is our heritage.  Can that be the answer?”


Yeeson remained very still.


“I forgot.  I can not ask you a direct question.  Then I state it plainly.  The village is a creature that bears an unborn.  The creature died before it could give birth.  The curse is formed of that pain.”


Yeeson looked at her.  “I do not know.”


Everyone was shocked at her sudden words.  Freelene was the first to recover from the realization Yeeson did not know everything.  She said, “Even if it were true that doesn't explain why the Siptors want to kill us.”


Zeezer stood up.  “Yes, it does!  The Iron Cobra, Chiton, was created with a magic heart.  The heart still lives in the temple, though the snake is long dead.  What if this giant has such a heart, but not its heart?  What if this child denied birth is now its heart.  A heart denied life by the giant's death.  That's what they want.  They want that life power.”


“Now I understand my panic at Eatik’s touch.  The Kite transmitted to me the pain and anger, the longing of this child to be free.  The power has emotion!  That has to be it.  That has to be the power, the magic they seek.  We must find this child's heart,” yelled Freelene.


Yeeson smiled.  “Many of the things I have learned in my life came by being silent.  Today I have learned more by listening than I could ever have by speaking.  This has been a good day for learning.”


“And you have been a good teacher,” said Ornithian.


Yeeson blushed and the others smiled and tried not to stare at her modesty.

* * *


Temple of Chiton had thick black smoke pouring out of its mountain carved entrance.  A small number of soldiers were building another spiked barrier across the top of the steps, using logs from other defensive lines.  There was a sudden deafening roar from inside the temple.  The troops began to retreat from the half-finished second wall.  A Siptor emerged.  It was so massive it just barely squeezed out of the temple opening.  The creature was twelve feet thick, thirty feet wide, and almost two hundred feet long.  Its myriad legs each looked like a tree trunk.  It swiftly moved across the steps of the temple, crossed the courtyard, and scrambled over the wall.  The few arrows and spears that hit it, bounced off its armor plate.  As it slid over the outer wall, its weight collapsed the center section closest to the closed gate.

“By the Lords, it's a creature from the ancient magic.  Our world is doomed,” said Angeles, his eyes wide with fear.


“How can such a creature exist?” asked Fiexor.


There was a sudden wailing of voices.  The two turned to see the Temple priests drop to their knees.  The older priest, tears in his eyes, spoke.  “It has captured the Seed of Chiton.  It has taken the heart out of the dead snake.  The seed has made one of the creatures grow massive.  It is a living Titan now.  How can we ever stop it?”

The high priest came out of the darkness and joined the group.  Tears stained his eyes as he looked into the black hole that had once been a beautiful shrine.  “All is lost.  We have failed.  Our duty is now our shame.”

He went over and climbed the barricade, walked up the steps, and entered the temple.  He walked over the dead bodies of many Siptors.  He walked until he entered the acid chamber of the great snake.  Hundreds more Siptor bodies had formed a bridge to the Snake of Chiton’s body.  Where the bridge touched the acid there was nothing, but the woven legs and bodies above the fluid held steady.  The high priest saw a massive hole was in the snake’s chest.  The priest took a deep breath and walked forward, onto the middle of the bridge, and fell into the acid lake.  His body was instantly consumed.  Swirling vapors rose up, into the air.

* * *


The battle with the Siptors had been devastating for the Kite.  They had put all their effort into increasing the power of the wind.  They had been forced ever higher into the air, to intensify the downdraft.  Many had become exhausted, but they continued to cast their magic, only to be caught and torn to pieces by the storm.  Eventually, the storm had risen so high it had blown the Kite across the desert and out to sea.  Some did not have the strength to fly back and had fallen.  Salt water dissolves Siptors, but it only stunned the Kite.  But, that was enough.  Several bodies drifted in the sea water, where they had been nibbled and pecked at by fish and birds until the Kite’s life fluid had completely dissipated into the water.

Of nearly two hundred that had arrived at Gethoria only thirty remained.  Those now on, or near the shore, fell on the rocks and gasped for air, their bodies hot with exertion.  The knots of pain rippled across their bodies.  An occasional high wave reached up and wetted them.  When it did, steam rose off their bodies.  One Kite was dragged into the water and killed by a passing wolf, hunting beached fish.  The kite had not the strength to defend itself.  The others, that were still able to move, chased the wolf away.  However they were too late to save their prostrate companion.  Now all of them lay still.

Eatik, desperate to return and aid Yeeson, was unable to stand.  He spread his gossamer wings wide to catch sunlight and aid in his recovery.  As he lay, he dreamed of his master stroking his spike of red hair.

“You have done enough for one day, my little friend.  Rest you now.  Rest and be content.  I will hold you safe.  I will sing to you.”

Even back then Eatik knew he could never do enough.  Not that his master expected anything.  To do, to serve, to be needed was Eatik’s choice.  A choice he feely made ever day of his life. Without realizing it, Eatik began to hum an ancient song:  To love is reward.  To serve is life.  To die is freedom.  It was a song Eatik had heard his master sing.  The last line, to die is freedom, was added by the Kite, after the battle of The Great Tooth Waste.  All had agreed.  What they had was no longer freedom, but a never ending duty.  It was a service to a memory and now, service to a dieing hope of ever seeing their master, their wonderful Fourth Lord, ever again.

As he hummed, he imagined many others were singing with him.  It took an instant for him to realize that Teefik had joined in.  They hummed for a few moments and rested.  When they began again, others joined the melody.  After another rest period they began again.  One by one, others began to join in.  Eatik raised his head and saw the Kite had opened their gliding wings toward the sunlight.  All had joined him in song.  The joy he felt was years in coming, years of waiting, but this moment, this hearing a unified chorus of brothers singing with joy was a great fulfillment for them all.

Eatik chose to enjoy the brotherhood and his panic and need to fly to Yeeson abated.  He realized that alone there was little he could do to aid her.  Better to sing as unified brothers and hope to act later as a group, than destroy this moment of satisfaction and splinter them yet again. 

* * *


The villagers were underground, digging in the sinuous chambers by the ash pit.  Yeeson had not gone down into the chamber, saying it was far too dangerous for her.  When they questioned her she said, “I mean it is far too dangerous for me to enter.”  She had explained as best she could, until a few indicated they understood.  The others nodded with approval, if not understanding.  No one there had argued the point, but some seemed hesitant to leave her behind.  When she finally said her presence might invoke old, hidden magic; that was enough explanation for everyone.  At that point, they wouldn’t let her go down with them, even if she had changed her mind.

Most of the villagers were still stunned by the revelation they had been living under a curse from Pillar Magic and not a blessing, as they had been taught since childhood.  For generations they had thought the Great Spirit was antithetical to Pillar Magic.  Some of the people secretly hoped no seed would be found and the attacks were simply attacks of a wizard gone mad.  If that was true, the Great Spirit would be true and live again with the people.

The diggers continued to discuss what to do and where to dig.  Finally they decided to test “The Freelene Theory” of a female giant.  The consensus was; if the anatomy was similar to a human, then the egg should sit in the lower portion of the village, under the ash pit.  They were now digging into the ash chamber itself and after piercing the southern wall began to dig down.  After several hours Thane came up with a shovel of reddish mud.  Even though they had been digging for hours everyone was stunned by the success.


“He has struck blood!  We have struck blood, Freelene,” called out Thane to those above the short tunnel.


The others came over, climbed down, and examined the area.  It was wet and red.  Cautiously, they began to dig again, but this time with greater fear.  The ground began to give way and a hole formed.  Freelene took a torch from a wall mount.  She probed the hole with the shaft of a spear.


“Let me go down.  I have touched the blood before.  Perhaps it will allow me entrance with no harmful effect.”


Jamock started to object, but she flicked some mud in his face.  By the time he had wiped it off, she had entered the hole.  She dropped through the hole and landed knee deep in water.  She looked down and saw she was standing over a soft, reddish floor.  The chamber was about fifteen feet wide and twice that length.  Freelene held up the torch and saw, suspended by a thick cord, a glowing sphere wrapped in gossamer sheets of tissue.  The glowing form was about a foot in diameter.  It was pulsating and several vessels throbbed with red fluid.  Freelene reached out and touched the tissue covering the egg, being sure to keep the torch well back from it.


“It’s down here.  I can see it.  I can touch it,” she yelled.

She walked around the object and inspected the rest of the chamber.  The walls were crystalline and quite damp, but moved slightly when she pushed on them.  Her impression was that of thick, soft skin.  The floor and ceiling appeared the same, except the floor nearest the sphere had a knot of pulsating veins extending up from the water, where the fluid dripped from the glowing orb.  At the chamber’s southern-most-end Freelene saw a narrow slit, about three inches wide, in the wall.  She walked to it and pushed her hand in.  It gave way.  She could feel what she believed was a pathway.  She looked down and saw the water was moving into the bottom of the slit, which was wider at the base.  She was puzzled by the amount of water in the chamber, compared to the speed it seemed to be flowing into the slit.  Judging by the rate of flow the room should have been almost dry.  When she turned back, her torch showed the glowing sphere more clearly.  The bottom of the sphere had a small dark red crescent.  The gossamer sheets of tissue under the sphere formed another larger crescent at the intersection of the veins.  She reached up and touched her tattoo.  The shapes were the same.  She exited the chamber, back the way she had come.

Lecola was excited.  “What did you find?”

“There is a glowing sphere.  It has formed veins and there is a blood supply moving from it, to somewhere outside the chamber.  It looks as if water is being created by the chamber walls.  This is the vision I saw when Eatik touched me.  I’m sure of it.”

Jamock scratched his beard.  “You never said anything about a vision.”  Freelene put up her hands and shrugged.

Thane added with excitement, “There is a glowing sphere and fluid.  Anything else we should know about, Freelene?”

Freelene smiled at him.  Jamock suspected the gleam in her eye was pride in the renewed hope of her people.  She looked at him and he also had a smile on his face.  She suspected he had formulated a ridiculous plan to save them all.  She stood and said, “The walls are hard but give way when pushed.  There is a slit leading south, toward the spring.”

Jamock smiled even bigger.  Freelene looked at him.  He moved his hands far apart, high and low, and said, “A slit as wide as this?”

“You think you know what it is?” she asked him.

Everyone looked at the two.  Jamock began to laugh and everyone looked at him alone.  Freelene crossed her arms and stepped toward him.  “I am insulted that you know so much about female anatomy.  It does not speak well of your chivalry or your adolescence!”

Thane added, “It would take a bachelor with a perverted sense of indiscretion to laugh at a birth canal.”

At that some villagers gasped, but most laughed aloud.  Soon all were laughing.

* * *

Eatik was laying on a rock, listening as the ocean waves crashed against the shore.  The singing had stopped.  The Kite had exhausted themselves in their defense of Gethoria.  Many Kite had died.  He did not know if they had failed or succeeded in destroying the Siptors attacking Gethoria.  He knew, whatever they had done at Gethoria, the other Siptors were by now nearing the Cleavage Wall and the Temple of Chiton.  Those armies, one larger, one smaller, were now out of range for the Kite.  The Kite that had remained to defend their homeland would not leave without good reason.  Eatik knew not what the outcome of those battles would be.

Eatik was fearful they had failed, however.  There were too many Siptors at Gethoria and the winds had been cast by too few, over too large an area.  The remaining Kite slowly gathered and began to discuss what to do next.

“Our remaining scouts are over the Temple of Chiton and at the South Fist Peaks watching the Pyramid of the Third Lord.  They will return soon,” one of the Kite said.

Eatik sat calmly, too tired to do much else.  He looked at the Kite and said, “We must return to Gethoria.  The people will be hard pressed to defeat the remaining Siptors.”

“We are too weak.  If all of us are killed, who will aid the few left behind to protect our Master’s temple?  There are still the remaining magic potions as well as the scrolls from the First Lord, taken from Doranis.  If he could break the magic locks of the First Lord, he can break our locks.  We must live to protect them.  He will eventually realize where they were taken.  If he wins or even if he loses, he will search for the scrolls.  This is especially true now, because of his certain renewed hatred of us.  We have interfered with his plan.”

“Do you accept now that he stole the ten vials of life?  How else could he have made his army?  If he had known about the scrolls, he would have taken them also,” said Eatik.

“That is not true, Eatik.  The scrolls are in the lower level.  Remember, it was your arrogance that allowed the vials to remain in plain sight.”

Eatik could not argue that point.  Stubbornness, worn down by fatigue, had finally allowed him to admit to the truth.  “Yes, all the scrolls have remained undisturbed because they are deep inside.”

“Again you are ill informed.  Yeeson came and took one of them.”

“When was this?” Eatik asked.

“She did not tell you?  It was just hours after you left to fly to the Nine Pillars.  She said she needed to see all of them.  We did not want to allow this, but she insisted. Out of respect for you we allowed her to gaze upon them.  Then she wanted to take one.  Teefik argued with her over it.”

Eatik looked at Teefik.  In a very cold voice he asked, “You argued with Yeeson?”

“Yes, it is true, Eatik.  You said the scrolls were dangerous.  After their capture, upon seeing them, we then knew they were powerful.  Did not you tell us to retrieve them in the first place and to protect them in the second?” Teefik asked.

“But it was Yeeson who first sought to protect the scrolls, brought the theft of the scrolls to our attention.  Has she not earned the right to take them, or not to take them, as she desires, Teefik.”

“I gave one to her didn’t I?  I did not wish to draw more blood.”

Eatik was instantly on his feet.  “What do you mean?”

Teefik was on his feet before he spoke again.  He knew Eatik would be enraged when told of the events.  “She came in and demanded access to the scrolls.  I told her she could look, but only through agreement of all the Kite present, would we release them to her.  She agreed to this and examined the scrolls.  Then she attempted to secretly take one.  I would not let her leave with it.  She tried to push by me and I struck her.”

Eatik almost exploded.  His wings shot wide and his arms jerked into warrior stance.  Eatik began walking toward Teefik.  The other Kite jumped between them.  “Do not fight.  She was not seriously harmed.  We knew she was your friend and, as you have often claimed by your action, a kin to the Second Lord.”

“She bled from your attack?” Eatik screamed.  The coastal rocks echoed with the ferocity of this little creature’s voice, a tone and volume unheard by any Kite since their very creation.  Several Kite stood back in shock.  An aura formed around Eatik and the others stepped back.  Teefik bowed toward Eatik.  “I admit I was wrong.  At the time I was taken by surprise by her attempted theft.  After the moment passed, I realized if she was kin to the Second Lord, Chiton himself, she should be allowed to pass across the bridge with the scroll.”

Unable to contain himself Eatik’s secret burst forth, a secret he had kept for over two hundred years. “Yeeson is no kin of the Second Lord!  I have never said this to be true.”

The other Kite stood speechless.  Finally Teefik managed to ask in a quiet, wary, voice.  “By your actions... you... Then who is she?  Why does she claim kinship with the Second Pillar Lord?”

Teefik and the others began to tremble.  Many did not want to hear the answer.  Whatever it was, it could not be good, because it indicated Eatik had lied to them by omission.  All of them knew a Kite could not lie.  This coming truth was a concern of grave import into the very foundation of the Kite civilization.

“I said the baby was the progeny of a Pillar Lord.  I never said more than that.”  As Eatik spoke he began to calm down.

“You said you were there when the Second Pillar Lord named the first child and told the foster parents to raise his child as their own.”

“Yes, that is what he said to them.  But the child was not his.”

“The Second Lord said the child was a creation of all the Pillar Lords.  He said the child would sire four children, who would be the reincarnations of the fallen Lords.”

“That is what he said.”

“This never happened.  The child fathered many, most out of wedlock and against human custom.  None of them were Lords.  The Second Lord never awoke.  We thought the time was near.  For generations we waited.  There is no longer a clear path to the bloodline.  You finally admit, now, that he lied to us?”

“The Second Pillar Lord lied.”

There was another moment of stunned silence.

“Why did you hide this?”

“You would not have believed me if I spoke against him.  I watched as you drank his words.  He did it, perhaps, to give you hope.  Perhaps he thought it wise.  At the time I didn’t know the reason for his lie.  It was only later I came to believe he wanted to insure our obedience.  He wanted to protect himself from the residual magic of the Third Lord.  That and the fact he knew something I discovered only years later; that the Eight Lord had not been killed in the battle.”

“Impossible!” yelled Teefik.  “Everyone knows she died.”

“Yes.  She died, but not there.  There she was gravely wounded, depleted of her magic.  I didn’t learn of this until seventeen years later, when she was discovered, weak but alive by a party of adventurers.  They attacked her and with my help she was finally killed.  All of those brave ones had died and I was too weak to fight, near death myself.  I managed to crawl to her bed chamber and release a silver mouse, owned by the thief.  The mouse, a thing of revenge and poison, bit Bethrol-Maluna, the Eighth Lord and she died that night in her sleep.”

Teefik began to fidget.  “Then the first child was not a creation of the victorious Pillar Lords.  It was a lie to control us?”

“Yes.”

“Then who is Yeeson?” asked another.

“I dare not tell you here.  I must explain this in another way.  You must trust that I...”

“We have no trust in you.  You have nurtured his lie.  Speak now or I will go now and kill this impostor!” screamed Teefik.

The aura immediately reformed around Eatik.  His anger exploded again.  His eyes turned black and his wings buzzed.  Uncontrolled and with no will left to hid the truth, he screamed at Teefik, at them all, “Yeeson is the bloodline.  She is the purified reincarnation of the Fourth Pillar Lord through his wife Elodia!  I swore to keep his secret until Yeeson was ready to know the truth.”

As the sound of Eatik’s voice faded, it was replaced with absolute silence among the Kite.  Even the waves seems to quiet down.  The silence was almost unendurable, but not one of the creatures could utter a sound.  Then, the explosion came.  Teefik had committed suicide in front of them.  She had grasped her chest and tore it open.  The sparkle-light within flew out like a sunshine geyser.  Still, not one of the other creatures moved.  Eatik could only guess at the depth of Teefik’s horror at realizing she had struck the reincarnation of the Forth Pillar Lord.  The shame was unbearable.  A parent loves a child.  A being loves its god.  Every Kite standing at the shore had been created, lived for, fought for, and craved the love of its creator.  It was true they had free will, but the choice of love and obedience had been made by each of them and bound into their very existence.  They loved the Fourth Lord completely and unconditionally.  Even after the death of the Fourth Pillar Lord, they had a choice.  They chose to continue to live under a law of their own choosing; to obey his last wish as spoken by the Second Lord on the Glass Bridge.

The Kite stood.  Each slowly came to realize if they had known who that first child had been, what he would become, they would have never allowed him to be raised by an outsider.  Even against the Second Lord himself they would have fought for the child, protected the child, and each and every one standing there knew the truth of this.  Like drug addicts, they would have formed a civilization around the child and each, drinking the drug, would have literally protected him to death.  The child would have been all but destroyed under the weight of their combined love, each trying to nurture to boy.  No human, much less a female wanting his love, would have been allowed near him, lest she steal him away.  Even if it could have been arranged, an unintentional insult would have brought her instant death.  All knew the bloodline would have ended.

The child, without the protection of magic and wisdom could never have lived a normal life.  The Kite, not understanding children, would have lived in turmoil, each trying to best the other and cater to every whim and temper tantrum.  The Fourth Lord was nearly immortal, a thousand years old before they were even created.  The Kite themselves were extremely long lived.  The slow growth, the learning process of a child, was beyond their understanding.  Humanness was a foreign concept to them.

Several Kite looked at Eatik and marveled at how he had survived.  Slowly they realized the truth.  He had managed such a great task because Eatik had been given direct instructions by the Fourth Lord himself.  Those instruction, and secrets, had been his guide.  His second hand instructions would not have compelled them to listen.  Only direct instruction would have worked.  The proof of this stood at Gethoria.  Yeeson had grown up.

Without even understanding the process, they realized the secret path was the only way the line of the Fourth Lord could have survived.  In the end, at the death of the first child, the Kite would have drifted into pointless existences and died of shame one by one.  They understood why Eatik had never spoken the truth.  This human reincarnation of the Fourth Lord exacted a tremendous emotional drain on them even now.  Each creature stood there and questioned all of its actions, with regards to all the kin, the entire line of succession, and all the events concerning them that had ever occurred.  With over two hundred years of possible actions, they stood stunned by the sum total of all the possible variations and what each variation could have meant.

Eatik knew it would take hours before they could move, such was the shock.  The knowledge had been with him for centuries and he did not need to question his actions over the last two hundred years, or his existence.

Eatik was already on his way to Gethoria when the scout arrived and told him of the Great Titan Siptor advancing toward Gethoria.  Eatik needed even more urgently to return to the village.  Yeeson was there and she was in great danger.  The flight would take several hours.  Eatik only hoped the others would recover and come to her aid in time.  Now, of course, as soon as they recovered, nothing could keep them away.

Just as Eatik spread his flying wings he said to the scout, “Go back to the Temple of the Fourth Lord and tell them what you have told me.  Then tell them that Yeeson is at Gethoria.”

“Why should the temple guards care?”

“Tell them Teefik learned a hidden truth concerning her and committed suicide.  This truth revealed to him, as it will many others, he had understood that he had not done enough to help her.  They will understand that, even if not the exact reason.  If those I left behind don’t recover their wits soon, the temple guards will be all that is left to save her life.  If I speak the whole truth to you now, you will not be able to deliver this message in time.”

The scout, stunned, lost altitude.  Eatik followed him down until he recovered.  The scout looked at Eatik.  “I will give them this message though it causes me much dread.  Have we been unfaithful to our Master?”

“We have all done our duty.  There is no shame to uncover a truth and change directions.  Our Master would surely smile on us and be pleased at what we have done.”

The scout gave the grimace-like smile, so misunderstood by outsiders.  But Eatik knew he had finally said the right words.  He smiled back.  The scout turned toward the Fist Mountains.  As Eatik watched him fly away, he felt for the first time wisdom had come to him.  He no longer wondered if he had said enough.  He realized how powerful his promise of silence had been, even now, and how angry he must have been to blurt out the whole truth in front of the others.  But then, Yeeson’s life had been threatened by a Kite.  That and her present danger were powerful enough to bend his will.  He wished, though, he had been able to gain their aid in another way.  Could he have said less and still inspired them to help?  They were frozen by horror and self-doubt, thanks to his outburst.  Eatik cursed his lack of wisdom.  If he had only been able to get them to touch the Fourth Pillar, to see it was warm, then he could have said it was the will of the Fourth Lord that they aid her.  If only, if only, none of this would have happened.

* * *

Excited voices came from the other upper-end of the cave, the opening to the surface.  A villager yelled at the diggers, “The creature, Eatik, has come back.  It is most upset.  It is saying we must destroy the magic.”

Everyone came out of the orb’s pit and ran across the large chamber toward the upper tunnel.  They climbed the ladder and ran down the path to the spiral stairs and quickly climbed up and onto the ground.  Lecola, out of breath, exited the hut and walked toward the meeting hall.  Eatik was standing on top of the meeting hall roof.  The building was surrounded by the remaining villagers, several holding torches to light the area.  Lecola and the others came to a stop under the creature.

Eatik spoke.  “Heart of Chiton is coming.  King of Siptors is made.  The magic here must die.”

Freelene yelled, “No, we cannot.  At its destruction we will all die.”

Her father looked at her.  “How can you know that?”

“I just know.  We lived as prisoners trapped because it was trapped.  Why wouldn't we die at its death?”

“The Great Spirit is our protector,” said a villager.

Lecola looked at Freelene.  “Yes, we are protected.  What else can we do?  This is a creature of the Fourth Lord.  It speaks from knowledge we do not have.  It must be destroyed.”

“We can release the magic and let it escape,” said Freelene.

“Daughter what are you saying?”

“We can cut it free and take it away from here, perhaps the magic here will die.  Jamock, will you help me?  We must free it.  Zeezer, your horses!  Can you get them?”

“You want the horses brought here?”

“No Zeezer.  Take them to the southwest by the spring.  There was water in the chamber.  Perhaps that is the source of our spring.  Go to the marshland, wait by the edge and watch for us.”

“Daughter, even if you could remove it, where would it be safe?”

The question rocked Freelene.  Desperation crossed her face.  She looked at the others hoping for an answer.

Zeezer spoke.  “Perhaps we can take it to the coast.  There are many fishing towns along the coast.  We could even go to the Dwarf city of Plethoria.  Hossus has been working on an extended port for many weeks.  We could place it on large ship and take it away.  Siptors could never retrieve it, if it was at sea.”

“Zeezer is right.  We can help the magic escape,” Jamock added.  He looked at Freelene.  “We can do it.”

Lecola shook his head.  “It is too far away.  It is across the desert.”

Freelene thought a second and spit out her words, “If it is in danger of capture we can always destroy it.”

Zeezer looked at her.  “How do you know we can destroy it?  It is magic from the Pillar Lords.  Destruction may not be possible.”

“That is all the more reason to remove it from here.  Eatik, would removing it be sufficient?  Would that...”

Everyone looked toward the roof and saw the creature had gone.  Eatik had gone aloft to watch for the Siptor.  Hoping that his kin would quickly join him, Eatik tried to consider his options if they did not.  Besides, Eatik knew that being a creature of the Fourth Lord he could not become entangled with the item, even through discussion.  He knew that he could not touch the seed or be within its aura.  He knew he could not call it by its true name or speak of it directly.  When the people began to argue he could say nothing of value.  His real purpose here was only to protect Yeeson.  There was no way he could force or command Yeeson to leave.  The reason she was there was to defend the village, a task she would not likely desert.  According to the Grass Plate Treaty, the Kite were honor bound to protect the humans.  She probably believed they had done so, as best they could already, and would not return to give further aid.

Eatik had seen her standing by the Skull of Gethoria.  Seeing her wounds had shaken him to his core.  He ached to fly to her, stand by her.  But, it was not the time.  She had seen him staring at her, but Eatik knew she did not understand why.  Even though Yeeson now believed the Kite had come to her aid years before, Eatik was sure she did not know the reasons they had come.  If she was here, she probably thought, they may come to her aid again, and that of the Gethorians.  He reasoned - that is why she came back and why she stayed.  It was a gamble that she believed cost her little.  If the Gethorians were slaughtered, she would have lost her closest friends.  What is life if you have no friends?  She would not leave, he understood that.

Eatik knew Yeeson was guessing.  Deep down she probably feared that years ago they had come for the scrolls, not to aid her.  Their arrival here had been the answer to her prayers.  Eatik wondered if she understood that was only half the truth.  He thought she did not.  He thought she was truly desperate to remain.  She thought she had no other allies, no other friends.  But everything had changed now, thanks to Eatik’s outburst.  Even Eatik was surprised at what he had done.  It was as if her danger had triggered the release of his binding promise.  After the battle, in victory, he could go to her and tell her the truth.  He realized the time was coming when all would rejoice in the freedom rapidly approaching.  To love is reward, to serve is life.  For the first time in two-hundred years Eatik did not think the final verse, for now the reverse was true: to live was to gain freedom.  As Eatik glided high in the night air he thought back to the morning of his master’s death.

“Eatik, come walk with me,” the Fourth Lord had said.

The Kite had walked to the Fourth Lord and looked up longingly, hoping to receive permission to stay.  Instead the Fourth Lord had spoken quietly of a new duty.  “Eatik, I have a child.  Elodia and I have worked for many years and finally she has given birth.  We discussed it and Elodia is going to raise the child.  The other Kite must not know about this.  They would protect the child to his detriment.  Do you understand?”

“Yes I understand.”

“But there is something I must tell you, something I hope you can accept although you will not understand.  I was a normal human being once, long ago.  We took injections of a serum that made us nearly immortal, me and the eight other Pillar Lords.  It affected our genetic structure.  I know you do not understand and for that I am sorry.  This child contains the banded proteins with the deformed genes we created, but in time, over generations I have designed the genetics so it will dissipate and a pure human child will be born.  I have encoded into the Fourth Pillar a recognition spell of purity that will reveal and help protect that child.  I do not know how many generations it will take for the child to become truly human, I only know it will be a girl child.  Until the cleansing all my heirs will be male.  That girl child will be me.  She will be purged of our meddling.  That child will be me as I wish to be.  I do not dislike my life or what I have done, but I dream of returning to my natural state.  In that state, my true self will be reborn.  That is my dream.  We have lost our way.  That is the only way back for me.  I entrust you with this secret.  Do what you can to help the lineage and help the child.  When the time is right, I want you to tell her about me.  Tell her who I was and what I desired to do.  You are free, Eatik, you and the others.  You understand, the other Kite must not know. Do this as a gift to me, I beg you.  Follow the wisdom of Elodia.  She can probably explain better than I.  The woman is love itself.  Without her, all would be lost.”

Eatik trembled at the Master’s words.  “I will.”

“You many leave now.  I have already given you the message for your kin.  All of you have been faithful and strong.  Please, go now and do not think badly of me.  I have a child, I have a future.  It is my hope that through this child may all my sins will be washed away and you will see me as I once was.  Through this child’s lineage I will become a pure human being, without the genetic manipulations that made me, made us, as we are, made us what we have become.  With luck, the final child will have children who will look back on me with love.  You will have no duty to them.  I want you to understand that.  You will have given more than enough.”

The Fourth Lord had then done something Eatik had never seen.  The Fourth Lord had cried.  In that moment as Eatik stood and watched the tears, understanding was not necessary.  Reason was unimportant.  Eatik only knew the last wish of his Master was the most important task he had ever been given.  He knew when the final child arrived, when the pillar awoke, the Kite would be truly and forever free.

Eatik had flown back to his kin.  He had seen the flash of light that spoke of the death of so many.  When he arrived at the Fist Mountains with the news, he told his peers only that they were free and their master had died bravely.  He told them they were alone.  They did not take it well.  Their sudden freedom and loss brought them only confusion.

* * *

Freelene looked around.  “Where is Yeeson?  If anyone would know what to do, she would.”

Lecola searched the crowd.  “She was not in the chamber.  Remember, she did not go down with us.  Where is Ornithian?  Zeezer, where did they go?”

“I saw them heading for the skull building.”

“Perhaps you should go and get them,” said Lecola.

Freelene injected, “No!  She can not be involved.  If she cannot talk about the seed how can she instruct us?  How can she help us?  We are on our own.  Zeezer, please, get the horses and take them to the fruit field.  It is next to the marsh, adjacent the soggy grass.  I will get the seed and bring it to you.”

Freelene ran for the stairs, Jamock and several villagers were at her heals.  Zeezer headed west to get the horses.  They had already been placed in the wetlands knowing the Siptors would not go there.

When they reached the stairs, Yeeson stepped forward, Ornithian by her side.  “You are going down to destroy something?”

“No Yeeson.  The seed must not be destroyed.”

“Freelene, we can't let that much power fall within the grasp of Doranis.  No civilization could withstand him if he gained such power.  He could make creatures of immense size and strength.”

“How do you know this, Yeeson?”

“I saw such a creature at the Temple of Chiton.  There is a massive Iron Cobra there.  It once lived and killed by a Pillar Lord’s command.  As soon as I saw Eatik return, and heard his warning, I suspect the worst has happened.  Eatik would not have come back here, otherwise.  We both heard him speak the warning.”

“If you force us to destroy the seed, we will all die.”

“I have a scroll in my possession.  I believe it will destroy the item without harm to your people.”

“You don’t know if it will work.”

“That is true.  You must truly know I love you, the Gethorians.  But, you must also understand that if Doranis gains this power all of us, all our dreams, all our hopes will die.”

Ornithian looked at Yeeson.  “You ask too much of them.  The Second Lord would never have asked for such a sacrifice.”

“How do you know?  How do you know he didn’t?”

“You ask too much of these people.”

“Step aside.  I must destroy the item.”

Freelene yelled, “If you cannot even speak its name, how can you destroy it?  What if your presence causes this giant, Gethor to be reborn?”

Yeeson recoils at the sound of the Titan’s name.

Ornithian joins in.  “They deserve a chance to live, Yeeson.”

“All of you have heard Eatik.  The item must be destroyed.”


Jamock stepped forward.  “You did not hear Eatik correctly.  He said the magic must die.  If we remove it, then the magic of this place will die.”


Yeeson looked at Jamock.  “That isn’t what Eatik meant.”  Yeeson looked at the others.  “Jamock is twisting the words.”


Ornithian looked at Yeeson.  “You are kin to the Second Lord.  If you know how to destroy the seed then you can destroy it later if we fail!”


“What is below can be destroyed now, with certainty.”


“Again I ask: if you cannot even talk of it openly how can you destroy it?”


“I will cast a fire-to-ash spell under the village.”


“Inside the orb chamber?”


“I dare not get that close.  I will go down as far as I dare.  I will cast into the underground.  Everything will be destroyed.”


“You can cast such a powerful spell?”


“I have a Pillar Scroll of fire casting.  It is one of the scrolls taken by and then taken from the Mal-Malu.  Doranis had commanded the warriors to steal it, after he had desecrated the Temple of the First Lord.  Because of its aura of protection, he could not have touched it, himself, until it was inside his Master’s fortress.  It is a scroll of Pillar magic, one written by the very hand of the First Pillar Lord.” 


“Mal-Malu warriors do not give up easily.  Especially give up items of magic.  How did you take the scroll from them?”


“I discovered what the Mal-Malu had done and conscripted a division of soldiers.  We attacked them as they tried to return it to the protection of their border.  It was a spot just west of Claymere.  I was wounded and fell.  Only later did I discover all the soldiers had been killed.  If the Kite had not intervened, as I discovered later, everything would have been lost.”


“The Garrison of Claymere, Colonel Avan’s command?”


“When I had first met him, years before, he had been a brave man.  There, at Claymere, the fort commander had been too intoxicated to lead.  I took his cord of command and led the troop into battle.  Why do you look at me thus?  It was my duty.”

“He gave you his cord of command?”

“It is within my authority as kin to a Pillar Lord!  He would have given it to me if he’d been able.  As it was, he was prostrate, fallen by his desk.  I could not awaken him.  I took the cord of command and told the offices he had relinquished it willingly, as he would have done if awake.  I was in desperate need.  Since the scrolls can’t be teleported or moved by magic, this was our only opportunity to take them.  Once he reached the safety of the pyramid, Doranis could have ruled our land, terrorized us without mercy!”


“Colonel Avan wasn’t even there?  He didn’t organize the attack?” yelled Ornithian. “Then, you led the soldiers to their deaths!  “


“He wasn’t in any condition to organize anything.  He followed soon after with what troops he had.  It was he that found me and brought me back to Claymere.  He took back his cord.  Yes, he was angry about the incident.  Once he learned of the scrolls, once he saw my need, he was silent.  He must have understood.”

Ornithian was feeling dizzy.  This was too much.  This was fate gone berserk.  “He understood?  You stole his command!  He... he...”  Ornithian was suddenly speechless.  His eyes bulged.  Then his anger erupted again.  “You were responsible for the death of my cousin.  You murdered almost two hundred soldiers!  What do you know of military tactics?  It was a suicide mission!”


Hearing it spoken that way and seeing Ornithian’s anger, Yeeson suddenly felt her actions inexcusable.  How could she have ordered those soldiers to attack over a hundred Mal-Malu warriors?  He was right in that she had no plan other than to charge the enemy.  She knew nothing of large scale battles.  She looked at Ornithian.  Suddenly she remembered what she had to do.


“Perhaps it was a mistake.  Perhaps I could have waited a few more hours.  But, they were only a day from the border.  Doranis could call upon his personal army once they crossed into his domain.  I felt I had no choice, Ornithian.  The scrolls of the First Pillar Lord represent unbelievable power.  I have but one of them now and it can summon enough power to destroy this village and everything in it, or below.  The Mal-Malu warriors were sent by Doranis to steal fifty such scrolls.  I saw the evil wizard and attacked.  I saw him fall, thought him dead, until just recently.  When I discovered he survived and was seeking the magic here, I came in all haste.  Again, I have to stop him at all cost.  I can’t allow him to become invincible.  You must see that?”


Ornithian’s head swam.  It was too much for him.  The facts were too awesome.  He knew he must break through the fact, facts he could never fully understand.  There had to be some way to understand.  There had to be something he could grab onto.  He needed, somehow, to survive these revelations.  Suddenly he looked at Yeeson and knew she was desperate too.  He could see defeat in her eyes.  Even so, she was beautiful and yet trapped and powerful and yet helpless.  He knew he had to do something.  Something else was terribly wrong, though.  Then it hit him.  He realized she wanted to die.


“You would not survive such a spell,” Ornithian gasped.


“Yes, I know.  Sometimes a sacrifice is called for.”


Ornithian looked at Yeeson.  “I will not allow it!”


“Then you condemn our world to slavery or death!  There is no other way.”


“I will trust we can find another way, Yeeson.  Please.  Desperation is clouding your reason.  Your suicide is not the answer.”


Yeeson started to speak but Ornithian grabbed her and kissed her.  She pushed him away.


“By the Lords now is not the time, Ornithian.”


He grabbed her again and kissed her.  She fought for an instant and then kissed him back, knowing this was the last time she would be able to act as a woman could act.  Her duty was clear, but just this one moment in time she would be a normal person.  Ornithian waved his hand at the others and they quietly walked and then ran down the hallway, down the rise, across the chamber.  Jamock, Freelene, and Thane jumped into the hole.  The others stood guard above.  Their mad haste wasn’t necessary.  Ornithian and Yeeson were occupied for several minutes.  The others, especially Thane, was happy to see the two embrace.  The others were glad for another reason.  They suspected they could not have stopped her from entering the lower chambers, anyway, and were relieved they didn’t have to try.

* * *


Far to the north, Captain Avan was leading a group of Tetra cavalry towards the Temple of Chiton.  The troopers saw the black column of smoke that rose into the air from behind the wall.


“I see soldiers on the wall.  They may have won the battle without us,” Bearman remarked.


Lt. Avan smiled.  “One can only hope.”

As they rode around the mountain side, they saw the broken temple wall by the gates.  The section by the gate was now rubble.  Hundreds of Siptor dead littered the surrounding land.  Captain Avan rode up next to the breach in the wall, by the half-open gate.  He was met by several guards.  They eyed the troops from Tetra with caution.

“Captain, state your business.”

“Summon General Angeles and tell him Captain Avan is here with horsemen from the city of Tetra.”

The guards sent a runner into the camp.

“Have you defeated the Siptors?”

“I am not the one to ask.  We killed many, but one survives.  I dare say no more.”

Moments later Angeles, himself, came out to see him.

“Why have you deserted your post, Captain Avan?”

“General Angeles, Sir, I left Lieutenant Pollus in charge with what remained of my command and fifty volunteers from Tetra.  I came to bring you warning and aid.”

“Where is Major Warder?”

“Sir, all of the cavalry died during the attack of the Siptor army against the Cleavage Gate.  We came to aid you as soon as we were able, but it seems our assistance is unneeded.”

“The Seed of Chiton has been stolen.  A massive Siptor, a Titan, has been born.  It headed south towards Gethoria, the same direction your courier took after delivering her message.  I was told by the High Priest there is a second seed hidden in that village.  I should have heeded your advice, Captain Avan.  I should have been better prepared.  How is your command?”


“Pollus, who I promoted to Lieutenant, reinforced with soldiers from Tetra, can hold the wall, but I expect no new enemy to come that way.  This Siptor, can it be stopped?”


“I do not know.”


“With your permission, I will find a way, Sir.”


“I am in no haste to question your judgment, again.  But, as to the creature, it is over one hundred paces long and well armored.  It shrugged off our weapons.   But, then, we struck few good blows as it ran over, and crumbled this section of wall.  You can easily follow its path.  Perhaps in the night it can be successfully attacked.  Cut off a few legs and it may be slowed.”


“Are those your orders, Sir?”


“Yes, those are my orders.  Do these soldiers of Tetra follow you?”


Major Bearman sat taller in his saddle.  “I am Major Bearman and we serve at Captain Avan’s pleasure.”


“I thank you for your service.  I will promote Captain Avan to Colonel so you may legally obey him.”


“I am pleased, General, at this Captain’s promotion, although it was not necessary for my account.  He should surely be a general for the job he has done.”


“Perhaps, but it is not within my power.”


“General Angeles,” said Colonel Avan, “We shall destroy the creature.  It shall be done, Sir.  It shall be done.”


Newly promoted, Colonel Avan turned and the others followed as he rode off.  He let the troopers onto the undamaged land that lay between the two strips of soil torn open by the legs of the giant Siptor.  The central strip made an excellent road.  Major Bearman leaned toward him.  “If we could train this creature it would make a wonderful engineer.  This path would have taken months to construct, otherwise.”


“Perhaps we can find a way to tame it, Major Bearman.  With your wit and my gall there is little we cannot do.” 




If you stood in the presence of God and 

could speak, what would you ask first?






Question of the Seventh Lord




I would ask nothing.  If I stood there I would




know everything I needed to know.






Response of the Fourth Lord

Chapter XV


Freelene, Jamock, and Thane entered the chamber of the sister seed.  They stood knee deep in water as they examined the tissue surrounding the glowing orb.  No one knew what to do next.  Throwing caution to the wind, Freelene took out her dagger and sliced at the tissue surrounding the seed.  Thane gasped, but did not attempt to stop her.  She cut again and again.  Her knife touched the outer coating of the seed and it split open.  Suddenly a smaller, glowing seed fell free of the husk.  Freelene, in reflex, caught it with her hand.  Freelene began to glow.  

At first Jamock and Thane had no idea what to do.  Freelene didn’t move and didn’t respond when they yelled at her.  Her face seemed transfixed on some distant vision.  Jamock took off his leather backpack, dumped out the gear, and held it under the seed.  Thane pushed at it with the hilt of his knife and it rolled into the backpack.  He flipped closed the backpack.  The room became darker, the walls taking on a strange orange glow.  Freelene took a moment to respond to their questions.  Over the next minute she became more alert and oriented.

“It sang to me,” she said.  “It was a song of such beauty.  I could see a mist in the distance.  It was calling to me.”  She looked for the seed and Jamock motioned to the backpack.  It took her another moment to realize what had happened.


“What do we do now?” he asked.


“We give it birth, Jamock the brave,” she said.


She placed the backpack on and made her way to the slit in the wall.  She pushed herself in.  Jamock and Thane followed.  They squeezed through the passageway, fighting for breath and trying to keep from falling down.  The passageway was mucus covered and slippery.  They struggled for twenty feet.  The passage began to slant up.  They climbed with difficulty.  Water started to fall down on them.  They came to a seemingly dead end.  Jamock and Thane pushed Freelene up.  She suddenly was sucked up into a pool.  She kicked and swam through the water and then crawled across the mud until she grasped wet grass.  Jamock came up behind her, gasping for air.  They waded forward and found themselves at the mouth of the stream which turned west toward the cultivated lands.


“How could the water flow up like that?” she asked.


Thane came up next.  Jamock did not respond as he had turned back to help him reach the shore.  It was obvious Thane could not swim.  Together they struggled to Freelene who was now standing ankle deep in the mud.  She saw a torch.  Zeezer held a torch in the distance and was looking for them.  They yelled and he brought the horses toward them.


Zeezer yelled, “You have the seed?”

“Yes, I have it.  We will ride south.  If we can reach the Dwarf Council they can hide the seed in their underground labyrinth or as you suggested, take it out to sea.”


“You're coming with us, Freelene?” Zeezer responded.


“I'll know in a few minutes.”


They headed south, their horses at a slow walk.  Jamock kept his eye on Freelene.  Zeezer held the torch high in the air, illuminating her.


“Call out when you can no longer see me.”


“How long will it take to turn invisible?” asked Zeezer.


“I do not know.  We never venture outside the village at night.”


“You're sure you want to do this, Freelene?” asked Jamock.


She nodded her head.  Thane laughed.  


“What is so funny?”


“It is funny how unconcerned you are about ME.”


Zeezer looked at him.  “I was watching you too, my friend.  How do both of you feel?”


“I feel fine.  How about you, Thane?”


“See for yourself.”


She looked over her shoulder and saw him smiling.  They began to ride down a gentle hill and out of sight of the village.


“I can't see the village,” Freelene said.  “We should be invisible by now.”

They continued.  Jamock looked over his shoulder at the village.  He commented, “We have gone far.  How do both of you feel?”

“Frightened,” said Thane.

Freelene let out a laugh.  “I feel excited.  Excited and free.  I feel like crying and screaming at the same time.  I'm free.  By the Nine Lords I am free.”

They started to pick up the pace.  Zeezer said, “We will never be able to cross the desert unless we make good time by night.  If we go quickly we might make the other side by daybreak.”

“It's over seventy miles,” said Jamock. 

“I have never ridden a horse more than a few steps.  This is uncomfortable,” said Thane.

“You can turn back, Thane.  You have done enough.”

“How can you say that, Freelene?  I would never desert you.”

“Neither would I,” added Jamock.

“I serve for duty, you serve for love.  You think we haven't noticed, Jamock?  Everyone knows.  Even Lecola has smiled at this match.”

Zeezer held his torch closer to Freelene.  He leaned toward her.  She looked at him.  “What are you doing?”

Zeezer laughed, “Your tattoo is gone.”

“What?”

“Look, Jamock, it is gone.  Thane, turn your head.  Yes, it is gone from you, also.”

Everyone started laughing and shouting.  Zeezer put out the torch.  “Now I can ride without worrying about you two dropping dead.  Come on, pick up the pace.  You ride into freedom.”

* * *

Colonel Avan followed the creature’s path for several hours.  Near midnight they saw the giant Siptor just ahead.  He divided his force into two columns and attacked the creature from both sides.  With arrows and spears, they repeatedly stabbed at its legs.  The massive Siptor continued its meandering walk south as if nothing was attacking it.

“Aim for the eyes.  We can blind the beast,” shouted Avan.

Major Bearman, exhausted and frustrated, rode up to Colonel Avan.  “We are lucky at its slow pace, but our attacks appear useless.”


Colonel Avan looked at him.  “Siptors do not relish the dark.  I am surprised it doesn't stop.”


“Perhaps our harassment, little as it is, is agitating it enough to force it to continue.”


“Then let us ride well forward and see.”  Colonel Avan raced forward.  Both groups followed and rode south, giving the creature a wide berth.  They continued until they were out of sight of the creature, then they slowed to a trot.


Colonel Avan yelled, “Put out the torches.” 

The torches were quickly smothered.  After a few minutes the troops slowed and then after another few minutes, they stop.  The creature didn’t appear.

Colonel Avan looked at Bearman.  “You’re a genius.  How did you know?”

“You told me.  Do you not listen to your own council?”

“We should dismount and attack by stealth.  If we can cripple it, we will have even more time to prepare a defense at Gethoria.”

They dismounted.  Half the troops remained and the other half silently walked back following their own trail.  After thirty minutes they came across the Siptor tracks.  They followed the track for a few yards until they disappeared.  The creature was gone.

Avan lit a torch and searched the area.  “This is not possible.  Could it fly?”

“No, but it could dig.  We are on a mound.  Could not it bury itself?  We may as well ride to Gethoria.  It would take hours to dig as deep as it has surely gone.”

“I agree, Major Bearman, we should ride to Gethoria.  If we quickly return to the horses and ride through the night, we have time to not only warn Gethoria, but time to prepare a trap.”

They began to run back to their horses.

* * *

Ornithian was with Lecola and a few others in the skull building.  Yeeson was not there.  Lecola paced as Ornithian looked on.  “Your wounded are healing quickly,” Ornithian said.


“My people are healthy.  I pray Freelene is alive.”


“Lecola?”


“What?”


“Turn your head, again.”


He did and Ornithian held up a torch.  “Lecola, your mark is gone.  Your mark is gone!  The double crest is no more.  Everyone look.”


“Yes!” the others said.  “The marks are gone.  The curse is lifted.  Freelene has lifted the curse.”

Lecola smiled then looked concerned.  “I hope she is far from here.  If the Titan bypassed us and follows her, she has no easy defense.”


Yeeson came into the chamber.  “They have been gone a long time.”


“The curse is lifted, Yeeson.  The crescent marks have vanished.”


Yeeson looked at the others.  She smiled but did not laugh as the others were doing.  “You were right, Ornithian.  There was a way other than desperation.  If they escape, I will owe them an apology.”


Uberus looked at her.  “We still do not know if your way was not the better one.  Perhaps destroying the seed would have lifted the curse as well.  Whatever the outcome now, it is too late for the village.  Many have died who could have escaped.”


Lecola wasn’t interested in his negative comments.  “We defended our home.  Now that we can leave, I, for one, have no desire to go.  The curse did not keep me here.  Love did.  I doubt any would have left.  Even now, few will leave or, if they do, stay away for long.  This is our home.”


“The coming battle will be cause to rethink your love, Lecola.  No land is worth your blood,” said Yeeson.


“Would you so easily depart your home?”


“My home has brought but pain and endless sorrow.  It is composed of responsibility and little else.  I say let the Pillar Lords vanish forever.  I say, damn them all to hell.”


There was silence in the chamber.  Ornithian looked at her.  “I sincerely wish I had brought you a flower.”


“Perhaps only now I see the uselessness of it all.  I wish for no flowers.  I wish only for a peace I can never have.  I have killed many and accomplished less.  Did I not try to stop this success?”


“If your ancient kin were to rise up again would you...”


“Silence!  Are you deaf?  I desire none of it.  Not magic or weapons or songs of glory sung by children of the dead.  I have no use for these conflicts.  This is an evil time.  How much death is enough?  How many monsters are enough?  I curse my heritage.”


Yeeson stormed out of the chamber.  Ornithian began to follow but suddenly stopped.


Lecola looked at him.  “Go to her.  She needs comfort.”


“What can I do?  I can only be what I am.  I haven't the words.  I am a soldier and nothing more.”


Lecola sighed.  “Then our prison was a merciful one.”


“Merciful, in this trap?  You're free, yet you remain.  I don't wish my circumstance, but also know not how to change them.”


“If you have no comfort for Yeeson then by all means you are free to leave with our gratitude for the great service you and you companions have given.  Take what supplies you can find and mount your horse.  Ride away.  You have done your duty.  Take Yeeson with you, if she will go.  We suffer to see her suffer and would release her to a new life if that is possible.  She needs to follow a new path, Ornithian.  Could not you help her?”


“I can’t leave.  A soldier’s honor is all I have.  I will not throw it away by deserting you in this time of war.”  Ornithian looked at the others in the room.  “We are brothers.  Besides, Zeezer took my horse.” 


Lecola and the others laughed in spite of themselves.  “Since when have you become a pessimist?  From the first day you have spoken only optimism.  Do not let Yeeson’s pain destroy you.”


Ornithian looked at Lecola.  “Perhaps I should try to offer her comfort.”  He walked off in the direction Yeeson had taken.


Thane and the others watched him leave.  “I don’t know what to do for the man or Yeeson, for that matter.  I can see they both care for each other.  I thought when they kissed the walls would fall down between them.”


Lecola looked at him.  “A lifetime of wall building does not suddenly crumble because a ladder was found by the builders.  They must climb up and pull the bricks down one at a time.  But, there is hope.  There is always hope that one moment of decision will grow into a new lifetime of hope.”

* * *

Colonel Avan led the soldiers across the arid land.  “Soon the sun will rise.  I am worried Gethoria is not yet within our sight.  It seems farther than the last time I journeyed here with Zeezer and a friend.”

“I know not this terrain.  It is too barren for my taste.  I much prefer the tree covered lands of Tetra.”

“The grass plain, two days northeast, is beautiful and green.  That is my real home.  I also love not this dry land.”

“But you defend it, Colonel Avan.”

“I do as Angeles orders.”

“I understand that, but you never explained why you left Pollus at the wall and came yourself.  You could have remained and sent him.”


“My heart has always belonged to the rider of the white horse.

“I have never seen a white horse.  Who is this rider?”

“We were childhood friends.  To me she was more than a friend but I was invisible to her.  She was stationed high above me.  In my youth I thought to work my way up to general and be more her equal.”

“In your youth!  You are addled minded if you think a beautiful woman, a woman you are invisible to, will wait until you are a general.”

“I try not to think about it.  Besides, I no longer desire her in that way.  But one can love from afar.  Do not the heathen of the far west worship a sun they can never touch?”

Major Bearman shook his head and laughed again.  “What is worse than disillusioned love?  I am glad I have saved you from thinking.  Where is this woman you once worshiped?”

“She is in Gethoria.”

Bearman stopped laughing.  “And you just happened to volunteer to save her from an unbeatable monster?  You are a hopeless romantic ‘General’ Avan!”

“Not yet.”

“Defeat this monster and you will be a hero worthy of any damsel.  Ho, ho, I see your plan.”

“I told you, I no longer desire her in that way.”

“Talk to the wind.  It will believe you better than I!”

* * *

Yeeson sat in the meeting hall next to Ornithian.  Her expression was still full of sorrow.  Ornithian smiled.  He looked at her for a long moment, but she spoke first.  “I remember the first time I saw you.  It was at the Elodia festival.  You probably thought I’d forgotten.”

“No.  That was the first time you saw me.  I saw you long before that.  You were arguing with a petty landlord, the one trying to capture the wild horses.  His men were trying to force them in a barn.”

“He wanted to sell the horses to General Angeles, I remember.”

“Yes.  I was with Major Warder.  He had come to look at the horses.  How did you get the landlord to release them?”

“As soon as I arrived I told him they were the chosen pets of the Second Lord.”

“Were they?”

“No.  The horses were a group of mares belonging to Tor-Torenus.  The landlord had been using them to lure him into captivity, but had given up.  The white horse is not to be tamed nor is it to be deprived of his mares.”

“You tamed it.”

“No for the second time.  He allows me to ride.  I remember Major Warder, but I don’t remember you there.”

“I would not expect you to remember me when there were fifty in the company.  There was only one of you, however, and I can easily recall the way the landlord withered under your glare.”

“It was a hot day, not my stare that withered the man.”

Ornithian laughed.  Lecola and others entered the room.  A young villager brought in dried fruit and all of them began to eat.  Ornithian and Yeeson stopped talking even though the others attempted to make it clear they would not listen in.  Suddenly, Uberus ran into the room.  “Cavalry approaches.  I do not recognize their banner.”

Everyone stood and exited the room.  Lecola walked to the skull building, climbed the steps, and looked north.  In the distance Colonel Avan and the troopers from Tetra were approaching.

Lecola squinted.  “Who are they?”

Yeeson looked.  “It is the flag of Tetra.”

“I have heard of it.  It has an army?”

“It is a large coastal city far to the west.  It is north of the Third Lord’s pyramid fortress.  They had a loose alliance, at one time.  Now, I do not know.  Wait.  I believe I recognize someone.  The officer in front is Captain Avan, a childhood companion.”

“And what is that behind them?”

“It is the creature, just as Eatik warned.  It is far larger and swifter than I expected.  Someone, quickly, shoot a flaming arrow into the air and to the west.”

A soldier picked up a bow and pulled one of the signal arrows out of a liquid filled pot.  He notched the arrow, brushed it through a torch, and shot the arrow high into the air, slightly to the west.  Colonel Avan saw the arrow and followed it with his eyes.”

“It is west.  It is a message of warning.”

Colonel Avan stood up in his stirrups and looked around.  A few hundred yards behind, the Siptor was leisurely winding its way towards them.  “It has caught up!  Ride for your lives.”

With the command given the troopers raced towards Gethoria.  Yeeson motioned them to come directly into the village.  Ornithian was pointing to the first arch.  Someone sounded the battle alarm and several Gethorians ran toward the arched pillars to assist the cavalry.  The horsemen turned and rode directly into the village, passing the villagers.  They dismounted.  Some of the troopers went through unattended arches with no ill effect.  Lecola noticed their action.  “The magical protection of Gethoria has been lifted.  The arch columns no longer give us advantage.”

“With luck the creature will not immediately enter, not knowing the location of the object it seeks it will circle, searching for the aura.” Yeeson yelled as she turned away from Lecola and toward Colonel Avan, “Chase your horses into the cultivated fields.  The water should repel the Siptor and they will be safe.”

Colonel Avan saw Ornithian standing by her side.  Avan was shocked to see the man and wondered who else of the five had survived.  He pulled on his reigns and dismounted.  The troopers dismounted and obeyed as he repeated her instruction.  Gethorian soldiers gathered in the courtyard with spears and swords.  Colonel Avan called out to Yeeson, “We need torches and flame arrows.”

Yeeson called down to him.  “There are flame arrows up here.”

Before he could get halfway to the building, Lecola met him and out of breathe said, “We have but a few arrows.  That creature is a monster, how will we defeat it?”

“I do not know.”

To their great relief the creature began to slowly circle the village, raising its head as if sniffing the air.  When it came to the wet, the cultivated land, its legs began to sink.  It immediately stopped and backed up.  The creature circled back the other way.  It went all the way around until it hit wet ground again.  Yeeson came down the steps, crossed the ground, and stood next to Colonel Avan.  “Welcome!”

“Welcome to you, Yeeson.  I did not expect to find you here.”

“Is that why you led the creature straight to us?”

“I did not...”

“I know, you fool.  It has come from the north.  Its birth was at the Temple of Chiton,” Yeeson said.  “A Kite has already given warning.”

Ornithian, still on the roof, was uncomfortable seeing the two, talking in such a familiar way.  He did not know they were friends, let alone life-long-friends.  He had never seen them together in the several years he had been in the army.  Ornithian had met Yeeson during his first year.  The first real meeting was at a social event in Elodia Village.  It was the anniversary of Elodia.  Every year at that time people came from far and wide to watch the Dance of the Elodia Leaves.  There, in his clumsy way he had managed to impress her with his strength and soldier’s skill in a contest between rival companies.  Afterward the two had sat together and watched as the flowers bloomed like explosions and the leaves swirled around the trees in sudden whirlwinds.  She had left him on some errand and like a fool he had remained behind alone.

Why did I not pick a flower and give it to her?  Then he remembered hearing a commotion at the far end of the glade.  He had run to investigate and found people were screaming.  A sudden appearance of a Whip Master, a creature he had never seen, but had heard tales.  He was momentarily frozen in fear.  He saw Yeeson backing away from the creature.  With a jolt he ran toward it, sword drawn and raised overhead.  Zeezer was by her side in an instant, defending Yeeson by the time he reached the area.  A Kite Creature, Eatik, he now knew, had appeared out of nowhere and slowly forced the beast underground.  Ornithian had attended the wounded.  When he was done, Yeeson had run off, tears in her eyes.  Zeezer had gathered her things and followed her.  Ornithian now stood on the roof and inwardly cursed his common ways as he watched the two below.  

Colonel Avan watched the creature as it made another pass outside the village. “I have never seen such a Titan!  It must have consumed the first Seed.  Now it comes for its sister.  It looks confused.”

As he spoke Yeeson looked directly into his eyes as if searching for something.  Colonel Avan looked back.  He wanted to hug her but thought now was a poor time to show that overdue emotion.  He looked up and saw Ornithian watching them.  Yeeson pointed up into the sky.   Colonel Avan looked up.  He searched for a second or two before seeing the tiny speck drifting in the sky.

Eatik was watching the Titan as it made its three-quarter circles around the village.  Eatik knew it was feeling for the aura of the Sister Seed.  The Titan was a simple minded beast and had only vague instructions, the residual thoughts from the lesser Siptor which was its template.  It only knew the seed was supposed to be here.  No one had known of its location until Freelene had slid into the birthing chamber.  As he watched the creature it made another half circle.  Suddenly it turned and came back from the south.  Then, without warning, it attacked the village.  Eatik searched the horizon for fellow Kite, but none were to be seen, even by his most acute vision. 

The Titan walked between two of the middle arches.  Most of the soldiers had already entered the buildings for protection.  Colonel Avan, Yeeson, and Major Bearman ran toward the skull building.  They went up the stairs.  As they watched from the roof, the Siptor circled inside the village like an animal trapped in a cage.  It sniffed at the buildings and columns and scratched at the ground.  Suddenly, by the chimney hut, it began to dig.  The hut fell over hitting the creature, but did not hinder its digging in any way.

Colonel Avan turned to Yeeson and Ornithian.  “When it buries its head, we will attack!  We fight to break its legs, then to destroy it.  Spear deep into its joints and we will throw burning oil.  With luck we can cripple it.  Everyone agreed?  He looked at Yeeson and she smiled at him.”

The creature was making slow progress.  For a moment they stood and watched.  Suddenly Yeeson smiled.  “Captain Avan, you have come to rescue me.”

“Not that you have ever needed rescuing.”

“He is a Colonel now,” blurted out Major Bearman, with a smile.  The major winked at Colonel Avan to indicate he knew this was the woman.

“Major Bearman, this is Yeeson.”

“I know Major Bearman well and welcome his company.  What is this?  You have been greatly promoted?”

“May I live to enjoy the fruit of my labor.”

“A general perhaps before the day is done,” said Bearman as he began to order his men into position.  His attention was suddenly drawn back to the Titan when another building at the far side of the village collapsed with a thud.

The Titan dug by thrashing its head back and forth.  Ornithian and the others ran down the steps to join the others who prepared fire spears and oil flasks.  About a third of the creature was underground by the time the soldiers were ready to attack.  The legs were easy targets as they remain nearly motionless as the head dug.  Upon the order, the soldiers stabbed at the hind legs and set fire to several leg joints.  The creature was undeterred, however.  Soon half the creature was buried.  The soldiers continued to hack and stab at the creature until it was almost two thirds underground.  Suddenly, the creature went rigid.  Its legs flattened and the visible third of the creature fell to the ground.

Major Bearman stepped back.  “What has happened?  Has it died?”

Before anyone could answer there was a loud sucking sound and water shot up into the air.  Everyone jumped away from the creature.  The flames still burned on its legs and the creature lay motionless.

Colonel Avan cheered, “There must be an under ground spring.”

Water began gushing out of the hole.  The Siptor began to flail around, trying to back out of its tunnel.  The ground beyond the fallen chimney erupted as the creature rose, covered with mud.  It screamed and began to roll over and over until it was clear of the wet ground.  The arches pinned the creature in so that its motion only knocked down buildings.  It turned under itself and plowed a path up the center of the village, then thrashed about in the dry dirt.

Yeeson called out to Avan, “That is the secret!  Water is worse than fire.”

Colonel Avan began calling for buckets of water.  Unfortunately, the only source of water was the spring to the south.  The creature was blocking the path.  It made no difference though, because just then, the creature spun over onto its feet and attacked the soldiers.  Several men flew into the air as its head swept across the courtyard.  Those soldiers still exposed, scattered.

Ornithian ran back toward the skull building and turned expecting Yeeson to be behind him.  In horror he saw that the creature had struck Yeeson and she had fallen.  Undeterred he saw her turn and fight.  She dodged one moment and struck at the creature in the next.  The ballet was remarkable.  Every time it almost had her in its jaws, she would twist unexpectedly and run under its head, stabbing it several times before running off to the side.  In a twisting move the creature knocked her down, again.

Out of nowhere, Eatik appeared streaking out of the sky, as he had done years before toward the assassin who had attempted to shoot an arrow at her.  This time, Eatik dove down from the sky at an incredible speed and crashed into the head of the Titan with a tremendous thump.  Eatik had obtained such a high rate of magical speed the impact forced the creatures head to the ground and a loud metallic-sounding echo radiated around the village.  Stunned, the creature momentarily lay still and Yeeson was able to crawl out from under it.  She ran for cover towards one of the suspended buildings under an arch.  The creature slowly recovered.

The creature rose up and slowly shook its head.  Several soldiers saw the little Kite Creature slide off the head and land in the dirt.  Yeeson saw Eatik and ran back to save it from certain death.  The Giant Siptor didn’t see her at first but then, as she carried Eatik toward the building, the Titan hit her with a leg, which knocked her down.  It turned its head and lunged for her.  She threw Eatik into a doorway and jumped clear of its thrusting jaws.  Again it twisted its head, hit her, and managed to pin Yeeson against the ground and the wall of the meeting hall.

Ornithian ran across the courtyard and hacked at the creature with his sword.  He stabbed the creature between its neck plates.  He pulled and pushed his sword back and forth.  Colonel Avan jumped onto the creature's leg, then its back, and tried to run towards its head.  He fell, jumped up, and finally managed to reach the depression Eatik had made.  Avan stabbed a spear into the exposed crack in the plating and twisted his sword deep into the soft tissue.

Yeeson tried to crawl away.  She broke free twice and crawled using the building’s wall as protection.  The Siptor’s jaws were too large to grab her as she slid along the side of the building.  With a roar the creature hit the building and the wall fell.  With a loud scream, the creature suddenly raised its head and Ornithian saw two black cobras biting its face.  The Siptor shook its head.  Ornithian saw the sides of the creature’s head turning black with poison.  Even so, it again lunged for Yeeson.  She had managed to stumble to her feet and was just beginning to run.   It hit Yeeson with its extended, knife-like mandible and flung her into the air.


Yeeson flew through the air.  The Siptor opened wide its jaws.  The jaws slam shut with a resounding thunderclap.

In the Grey Fortress the glass coffin shook.  An ancient man in a golden robe, holding a wood staff with both hands, opened his eyes.  Hovering over the glass coffin, four iron cobras hissed.  The hands squeezed the staff tightly and the staff split in half.  His eyes bulged and his mouth opened as if to scream.  The man sat up, knocking the glass top off the coffin, and he instantly turned to dust as the glass of the lid shattered into hundreds of sharp pieced.  The iron snakes immediately return to their frozen position.

There was a tremendous, ground shaking boom over the village of Gethoria.  Everyone, even the creature, stopped, as all realize the booming sound had come from the sky.  The moment lingered and turned to absolute silence.  Everything seemed frozen in time.  Then, two dead cobras fell from the creature’s face, making two soft ‘thump’ sounds that, amazingly, everyone heard.  The two sounds were followed by that of shattering glass and the two snakes broke into a multitude of pieces.  The creature bellowed, turned, crawled between two of the arches.  It passed through the vendor’s area, turned south, and moved off with its usual meandering, sinuous gate.  It seems all the soldier’s efforts only slightly altered its speed.  The burning joints and cut legs of the massive beast were at best an irritation.  


Colonel Avan had fallen off the creature and Ornithian was on his knees, in tears.  Major Bearman joined Colonel Avan and both walked to Ornithian.  In front of the kneeling man were two slightly curled shapes made up of broken and black pieces of the iron snakes.  The pieces were turning to rust before their very eyes.


Major Bearman was the first to speak.  “Did she fall free?”


Ornithian said in a whisper, “No.  I saw her enter the jaws of the creature.  Then her two defenders of last resort fell.  They are no more.  She is no more.  She said they were always her last defense.”


Colonel Avan slowly looked at the sky.  “Then that sound was the heart being ripped from our land.  The last kin of the Second Lord has died.  My heart too is broken.”

He knelt down beside Ornithian.  Others gathered around the two men.  After a few minutes, one by one, they turned and walked away from the two men.  Lecola came up to them.  “I am indeed sorry.  But there is another problem.  I fear the creature is now after Freelene and the seed.  She and her party will never cross the desert in time.”


Ornithian looked up, tears in his eyes.  “Zeezer will find a way.  The man has never disappointed me.  I have so disappointed him and Yeeson.  Two friends I have let down.”


Colonel Avan looked at Ornithian.  “I did not know you were friends with Yeeson.”


“Nor did I know you were friends with her.  I am happy she had a friend.  I was such a disappointment to her I am glad there was another who was not.”  Ornithian began to cry again.


Colonel Avan was shocked to hear Ornithian say such a thing.  His relationship with Yeeson had been the biggest failure of his own life, he thought.  He had seen so little of Yeeson in the last few years.  He had heard so little about her, done so little with her.  He knelt and his shame and disappointment covered him like a heavy robe.  Tears filled his eyes as he thought of the many ways he had disappointed her.




Who are you?  Why am I here?





The first spoken words of a Gill Man




I am your mother and you are to be my child.





Answer given to each by the First Pillar Lord 

Chapter XVI


Miles away, Zeezer, Jamock, Thane, and Freelene were leading their horses.  Thane struggled in the sand as the sun rose.  “I did not realize a horse could go lame so quickly,” he said.

Zeezer looked at him.  “They are not lame.  We just pushed them too hard.  The Sinking Desert has unusual sand.  It is a great strain on a horse.  With harder ground we will be able to ride again.  If I have judged well, it should be but a short distance away.”

“That is what you said an hour ago!”

Jamock laughed. “Thane, you complain just like Chugger.  It makes me feel right at home.”

Freelene added, “Thane has tasted freedom for the first time and found reason to complain.  Is that what free men do best?”

“Am I not also allowed to joke?”

“Zeezer, do you think Thane was joking?” Jamock injected.

“Thane, were you joking?” added Freelene.


“This heat is already unbearable,” he said. 

“There is our answer, Freelene.”  Zeezer chuckled along with Jamock.  “Anyway, the real problem is not his wit.  It is our next decision.  We must decide whether to run east for the coast or head southeast for the sea port.”

“I have heard the sea is cool.”

“Thane, by the Lords you are Chugger!” shouted Jamock.

“What should we do, Zeezer?”

“Freelene, I suggest we continue to walk the horses.  After an hour we will trot.  With luck we will then begin to make good distance this morning.”

Within a few minutes they hit firmer ground.  The gently rolling earth mounds were easier for the horses and the four mounted.  They rode for about an hour.  It was late morning when they came to a section of reeds.

Zeezer looked at the reeds as he slowed his horse.  “We learned on our last trip that the reeds mark the path of the Elodia Road.”

“I have heard of it.  You said that is how the creatures were able to attack the Cleavage Wall as well as Gethoria.  That is how they passed under the Plethor Sea.”

“Yes.  The last time we encountered this, we rode east.”


“What exactly is this Elodia road?” asked Thane.


“Unlike Chugger, at least you have curiosity.  It was the secret road of the Sixth Lord.  It travels to all parts of our world like roots seeking water.”


“Could we travel by it?  We would avoid the sun and travel unseen by any creature.”


“I do not think it wise.  Perhaps if we travel east, though, for an hour the enemy would not know to follow.  The reeds and the hard ground may disguise our tracks.”


They turned and follow inside the reed path.  Zeezer looked down and saw the hooves were not making any obvious marks.  He continued in silence.  A few minutes later Jamock yelled, “What is that?”


Zeezer turned and saw Jamock pointing to a distant brown stone.  They increased their speed and came up to it.  The stone was rounded and streaked with strands of yellow.  Around the stone was disturbed ground and dead Siptors.  Zeezer dismounted and looked at the stone.  


“By the Nine Lords, this root has swollen around the spear you pushed into it.  Look, there at the top is the end of the shaft.  The road has grown, risen out of the ground, and enclosed it.”


The group circled the structure.  It was cool to the touch.  Jamock took out his sword and hit the top of his spear.  It split and a glow of light could be seen coming from below.  Everyone jumped when Freelene screamed.  “The creature has found us!”


They all turned and looked west.  Following the reed trail, the massive Siptor was winding its way toward them.  Zeezer hesitated.  “If it has come from Chiton Temple, its speed is great.  We will not be able to outrun such a creature for long.”


Jamock began to hack at the top of the stone knot.  Zeezer looked at him.  “What are you doing?”


“By my first cut I could tell it is hollow.  We must drop the seed inside.  If the creature can overtake us, this is the only way to keep the beast from getting the seed.”


“You can't dig through this.  There's no time!”


Just as he spoke the sword sliced through the knot just under the spear tip and a gush of yellow sap shot out.  Jamock worked his sword back and forth and made a hole.  Jamock jumped onto the wood and looked down the hole.  “I was right!  It's hollow all the way down.  Quickly, push the seed inside.  Do it!  What other chance do we have?  We will ride away without the seed perhaps it won’t chase us.  If it stays and ruptures the Elodia Road, will not the Gorgons come out and attack it?’

Zeezer said as he looked at the approaching beast, “We have taken too long.  We must try.  We have no other choice now.”

Jamock held out his hand.  “Freelene, give me the seed.”


Freelene nodded her head and retrieved the seed using a blanket so she would not touch the glowing sphere.  The backpack was full of water.  She handed the blanketed sphere to Jamock and he rolled the seed onto the hole.  A piece of blanket fell with it and made a tighter fit.  The seed jammed and Jamock had to pound it down into the hole with his clenched fists.  It seemed to work, but as soon as the seed fell through the hole, Jamock heard a loud screeching sound from below.  

Zeezer, still looking at the creature yelled, “Mount your horses and let’s make a run for it!”

They mounted and rode off just at the Titan reached the mound.  The beast circled the mound as if the people who had been there were of no importance.  It made no attempt to follow them.  About two hundred yards out Zeezer reigned in his horse and the others soon turned to see what had happened to him.

Freelene, “We must escape while we have the chance.”

“Perhaps, Freelene, we should watch for a moment.  The creature has lost all interest in us.”

The four stopped and looked at the creature.  It grabbed the stump with its jaws and pulled.  The four could see the land rising up in a strip by the creature.

“By the Great Spirit, what a monster,” said Thane.

The stump broke off and the creature tossed it to the side.  When it brought its head back, a stone-like creature jumped out of the hold and clamped its six legs around the Siptors jaws.  Another small creature came out and grabbed its leg.  A third came out and grabbed onto its neck.  The Titan reared back and swung its head back and forth as it backed away from the hole.  It backed up further and slammed its head onto the ground.  The creatures held tight.

“They’re gorgons,” Zeezer said. “The songs say there are only three per branch.  If there had been more, the Siptor might have been defeated, but with only three there is no chance.”

But, the gorgons did not seem to be easily destroyed.  The one on the Titan’s head released its two front legs and clamped them higher on the Titan.  In a series of jerks it began to climb up the Beast’s head.

The four were transfixed with the scene.  It was as if three children were fighting a giant and winning.  The Titan backed further away and continued to pound its head against the ground.  The second Gorgon suddenly broke the Titan’s front leg which bent inward and shriveled.

“By the Pillar Lords!” Zeezer yelled.

The Siptor began to roll onto its back and used its legs to try to dislodge the stone-like creatures.

Jamock yelled, “Can the small creatures win this battle?”

Zeezer shook his head.  “I would have said not.  It is certainly being distracted.  Perhaps we could retrieve the seed.”

Freelene, “Perhaps we could use the road.”

All three looked at her.

“If there are only three in a branch, would not the way be clear?  We could grab the seed and make a break for it.  It could not follow.”

Thane added, “There must be exits to the surface if the Pillar Lords used it to travel.  With the seed we could perhaps bargain with the gorgons to allow us passage.  Both the seed and the gorgons are creations of the Lords, are they not?”

Jamock smiled. “Think what wonders we might find down there?”

Zeezer yelled, “I say we ride!”

“No!” yelled Thane.  “Look, the Titan has killed on of the Gorgons.”

All looked and saw the Siptor crush the Gorgon that had been on its leg.  The second on its throat, the third now on its head continued to squeeze and bit it, but it was clear they could not destroy it.”

Jamock shouted, “I say we escape into the roadway.”

“It is the only way we can be sure the creature won’t get the seed, Zeezer.  We need to be sure.  If worst comes to worst we can destroy the orb with your sword.  Zeezer, we must be sure.  We can’t let it get the seed.”

The Titan was at least fifty yards from the Elodia Road.  It was clear that the hole was wide enough for the four to pass through.  Zeezer dismounted, slapped his horse and ran for the hole.  The others did the same.

“We are fools, he yelled.”

Jamock gave out a battle cry and Thane, between gasps, did too.  Freelene ran as fast as she could and managed to catch up to Zeezer just as he reached the opening.

Zeezer stopped, looked at the Titan as he pushed Freelene into the hole.  Jamock was right behind her.  Zeezer turned and looked and the Titan once again.  It was less than fifty paces away, still fighting the Gorgons.  Thane ran up to the hole, out of breath and following Zeezer’s encouraging motion, slid down the hole.  Zeezer remained transfixed on the creature.  It pushed on the lower Gorgon and crushed it.  The Gorgon on its head fell to the ground.  With a quick motion the Titan caught the Gorgon and flung it into the air.  Without looking back, Zeezer slid down the hole.  The four had fallen through the end of the narrow tube into a wide yellow passageway a good twenty-five feet in diameter.  They began to walk west.  They stopped and looked at the sphere which had rolled about twenty yards down the tunnel.  The shadow of the creature passed over the hole.  The creature growled.

“Now we will see if we were fools,” said Zeezer.

Freelene picked up the seed with the blanket and put it into her sack.  They heard the Siptor chewing at the wood behind them.  That was all the encouragement they needed to turn and run down the path.  They continued to run down the gently sloping tunnel, and the sounds of the creature faded.  They began to slow.  There was the sound of splintering wood.  Zeezer yelled, “Don't look back.  Ahead, quickly!  Look ahead.”

They sprinted down the sloping tunnel about two-hundred paces and began to slow, out of breath.  They approached a narrowing of the tunnel which sloped even more steeply.  They discovered it extended for another fifty paces before it opened into a bulbous chamber about sixty feet wide with a flattened floor.  Around the sides of the chamber were three blocked exits.  The group slid to a stop.  At each exit, there stood three Gorgons.


Thane was first to speak.  “What do we do now?”


“They protect the paths.  It is as I heard in the old songs.  Three protect each branch of the Elodia Road.  Walk across the room quietly and look for an exit above, or below.”


They walked around the chamber.  Finding nothing unusual they walked toward one of the exits.  As they approached the first, a Gorgon step forward and took a defensive posture.


“Great,” said Thane.


Zeezer took out his sword.  Jamock looked at him with disbelief.  “You are mad!  They're made of stone.  What good is your weapon?”


“I'm going to split open the seed.”


Freelene said, “No, wait.  Let me show it the sphere.  Perhaps it will move aside, or maybe it will take it.”


She walked forward, holding the sphere in front of her, using the blanket as a tray.  When she was within a few paces of the Gorgon, it raised its two top legs and double claws unsheathed in a very threatening gesture.  Freelene stepped back and the claws retracted.


“That seems clear enough,” said Jamock.


They turned at the sound of breaking wood.  The Siptor was squeezing itself down the tunnel.  As the four watched, its head reached the narrowed entrance.  Its head was too large to pass through the constriction.  The Siptor began to chew at the sides of the tunnel.

“It will be through in a few minutes.  Give me the seed, Freelene.”

“No.  There is time.  We must find an escape!”

“I must destroy the seed.  Put it here so I can cut it open.”

“No!”

Suddenly, Thane attacked the Siptor.  With a twist of its head its mandible knocked him across the room.  Freelene looked at him as he stood up and shrugged.  “I thought distracted, it wouldn’t chew so fast.”

“Freelene, we can't stop it.  Damn the seed.  All is lost if they can grow such monsters.  We must destroy it.  Is that not the reason we came into this trap.”

Jamock looked at Freelene.  “Throw the seed down the other tunnel.  Perhaps the Gorgons can stop the beast.”

Zeezer sputtered, “Stop that thing?  I hardly think so.”

Freelene wrapped her blanket around the seed.  “Think, Zeezer, everyone, there must be another way.”  She looked at the creature.  “It can still fit through the tunnel.  The constriction, however, is just enough to stop it.  Why?”

“I do not know.  It is made from the Pillar Magic.  You’re wasting time, Freelene.”

“Wait.  Strange how it just fits the size of the Elodia Road.  Why can it not easily enter the chamber?”

“Who can understand Pillar magic?  Everything was made for a purpose.  Elodia didn’t want the other’s creatures using the Elodia road.  She designed it so a Titan couldn’t pass through a connecting room.”

Freelene thought out loud, “The seeds make creatures grow.  This seed grew that creature.  How long did it take?  Surely it grew quickly.  It has not been that long since the Siptors reached the Chiton Temple.  It fits, but cannot use the road...  If Gethoria was a normal woman before the seed was placed in her, I wonder, she was larger than this Siptor.”


“Stop this babble!  If I cleave the seed we might just live, Freelene.”


“Listen to me!  The seed makes things grow.”


“Yes.”


Jamock suddenly yelled, “Then make it bigger!”


“What?” Zeezer and Freelene said in unison.


Jamock looked at Freelene.  “Give me the seed.”


“What?  Why?  I’ll not let you destroy it.”


“Trust me.  You said it yourself.  The seed makes things grow.  It made the Siptor grow.  I know this will work.”


Freelene started to hand the seed to Jamock.  Zeezer started to grab it.  Out of nowhere Thane pushed Zeezer back.

Zeezer bellowed, “Are you mad?”  He raised his sword.  Thane cowered, but did not step back.  Zeezer lowed his sword.  “Damn you all.  This idea of yours better work, Jamock.”


Jamock took the seed, still inside the blanket, and walked toward the Siptor.  The creature stopped chewing and looked at Jamock.  The Siptor hissed.  Jamock walked toward it and held out the seed.  The creature extended its mandibles to grasp it.  Jamock began to spin the seed around using the blanket as a sling.  Zeezer moaned.  The creature reached for the seed again and Jamock stepped back.  The Siptor roared.  In that instant he released one end of the blanket and the seed shot down the creature’s throat.

Zeezer said, “We may live but it will take the seed to Doranis.  He will have the ultimate power.  Doranis will enslave us all.”

The Siptor roared.  It began to pull back but stopped.  It roared again.

Zeezer watched.  “What's happening?”

Freelene started to laugh.  “It's stuck.”

The Siptor groaned.  The four people gathered in the center of the room and looked at the creature.  Its head began to swell.  Zeezer looked at the creature then at Jamock.  “It's definitely stuck.  Look how it’s filling the tunnel.  Its legs are being crushed against the wall.  Should we attack?”

Freelene and Jamock said together, “No.  Run!”

The creature continued to swell.  Its body completely filled the tunnel, its legs crushed flat onto the wood sides.  The tunnel began to creak.

Freelene yelled first, “Hold fast.  Elodia Road hold fast.  Hold fast.”

The four ran to the side of the room farthest from the Siptor and away from the Gorgons.  The Siptor exploded.  Fluid and slime blew into the room.

From outside the dry land looked flat.  It suddenly began to rise up into the air.  The reeds of the Elodia road stuck out like hedgehog quills.  The land exploded along a 200 foot length.  Dust and muck flew into the air.  It rained back down onto the desert hundreds of feet in all directions.  The dust began to settle.  The flat lands had a new, small rift valley.  A few minutes passed and voice called out from below.

Zeezer said, “Up here.”

His muddy hand reached up from the edge of the crevice.  Another hand reached up.  Jamock, Freelene, and Zeezer climbed out of the rift.  They were covered with filth.

Jamock smiled.  “We're alive.”

Freelene looked around, “Where’s Thane?”

Zeezer looked at Jamock.  “How did you know?”

“Freelene told us.  Besides, we saw it with our own eyes.  The sphere made the Elodia road groan and crack the instant I pushed it into the hold.”

“That it true,” Zeezer said.

“Why would the sphere not do the same thing, make the Siptor grow?”

“It was quite a chance you took.”

The three heard a voice and turned.  Thane looked at them from the drop off.  “Catch,” he yelled.

He threw a seed into the air and Freelene caught it inside the backpack with a perfectly timed diving roll.  Thane dropped out of sight and there was a seemingly endless span of time.  Everyone waited and watched the edge of the rift.  Jamock took off his shirt.

“Trying to impress Freelene with your muscles?” asked Zeezer in a condescending tone.  Perhaps I should take off my shirt and put you to shame.”

Before Jamock could respond, Thane again yelled again.  “Catch!”

Another seed came over the rim, flying through the air and Jamock caught it with his shirt.  They all started laughing.  Thane appeared again.  Jamock went over and gave him a hand, pulling him out of the rift.

“You're my hero, Thane.”

“You could have used the blanket,” said Zeezer.

Thane, covered with mud and slime, walked forward and Jamock said, “Are you expecting me to give you a hug?”

“No, don't hug me.  You’re too gross.  Hug a woman who loves you even at your worst.”  He pointed at Freelene.

Jamock turned and walked toward Freelene.  “My hero,” he said.

“My hero,” she replied.

“Our heroes,” Zeezer said as he hugged them both.

Thane said a little too loudly, “Our horses?  Where have they gone?  I’m not going to walk back!”

Everyone laughed.

* * *


It wasn’t until near dark they returned to Gethoria.  The horses seemed to have more stamina on the return trip.  Zeezer speculated it was due to the aura of two sister seeds.


“That is what I believe.”


Thane quipped, “You seem to know everything.”


Jamock added, “You will learn, Thane that Zeezer is a wise man.  I have been slow to see, but finally admit he is a good teacher.”


“Is Jamock the brave mellowing out?”


“Freelene, I have learned much.  As a wise man told me, listen large and talk small.”


“Did I tell you that?”


“No, Ornithian did.”


“Well, I told it to him.”


“No doubt that is true, being the mentor of mentors you are.”


Thane added, “I care not for this continuous admiration triangle.  I wish all of you would give me a little more praise.”


“Does he not sound like Chugger?” Zeezer and Jamock said in unison.

They rode up an incline and saw the curved bone arches of the village.


Freelene looked at Zeezer.  “What of the Elodia Road?”


“It healed once.  I suspect it will heal again.”


Thane stood up in his stirrups.  “It looks quiet and peaceful.  Over there!  Are those vendors coming back?”


Freelene smiled.  “The merchants are returning.  Wonderful!  But, what is that over there?”


Freelene pointed into the distance.  Everyone looked and saw a white horse standing just outside Gethoria.  Next to the horse were several dozen Kite Creatures laying prostrate on the ground.  Their wings spread wide.  Circling Gethoria was a lone kite creature.

“That would be Eatik,” said Zeezer as he pointed up.

The other Kite suddenly flew into the air and all followed Eatik as it turned northeast.  The White Horse, which was not mounted, turned and ran due west.  Zeezer watched as it ran, its hooves throwing up dust.  Eatik and the other Kite were flying ever higher into the sky.  In less than a minute they were gone.

Zeezer said quietly, heartbroken, “The White Horse has waited with Eatik and the others to see if we lived.  Or they have waited to discover some truth, as if it might be with us.  I see now the truth is clear.  Oh, that I had never seen such a sad sight.”

“Clearly victor is ours, Zeezer,” Jamock said.

“But at a great cost.”

Freelene, “I don’t understand.”

“The white horse has left without its rider.  The kite were on the ground. Eatik, her great friend was alone in the sky.”

“Eatik was who’s great friend?”

“Yeeson.  I have seen the creature watching her many times, through the years.  He watched and protected her.  I became very adept at finding him in the sky, high overhead, or on a cliff, or in the trees, watching her.  There was a bond there I never understood.  But, I can tell when someone is loved.  And Yeeson was the center of Eatik’s world.”

“I don’t understand.  Where is Yeeson?” Thane asked.

“There can be only one reason Eatik is not high overhead watching her and the White Horse is leaving without its only rider.  Yeeson, my student, my poor Yeeson, is dead.  All free people in the world should mourn this day.”

Zeezer dismounted and Jamock followed.  They motioned for Thane and Freelene to remain on their horses.  Zeezer and Jamock took out their swords and began to beat a rhythm against their chest.  They held up their swords and said together, “Praise! Praise! Praise!  Honor to the last kin of a Pillar Lord.  Honor to Yeeson, who is no longer among us.”

They both knelt.  Freelene and Thane got off their horses and walked over to them.  They knelt down beside the two.  Zeezer said very softly, “I will remember you little one, too soon grown up, defender of us all.  You will live so long as your story is told.  I will sing your name and deeds of glory until my last breath, my pupil, my friend, my dearest princess.”

Jamock looked at Freelene.  “I believe this Yeeson was loved more that she knew.  You shall not suffer that fate, Freelene.  My love for you is boundless.”

She smiled.  “And how have you come to speak so eloquently?”

“My dearest Freelene, what good is a secret love?”

“And it is no secret that I love you.”

* * *

The next morning there was a meeting in the village of Gethoria.  Colonel Avan invited Zeezer and his men to attend.  Sitting on two urns in the center of the conference table were the two glowing spheres.  They cast a flickering glow throughout the room.

“Freelene, you have felt the thoughts of the sphere, what should we do with them?” asked Lecola.

She looked at her father and then at the others.  “They need to be protected from Doranis.  Other than that I do not presume to know.  All I sensed was anger from the magic, and now I sense nothing at all.”

Colonel Avan was gaunt.  His eyes were swollen with past tears and his voice sounded hollow.  “Doranis has been defeated.  Major Bearman is returning to Tetra with his report and the man will lose his allies.”

Lecola thought for a second, then said, “His army has been defeated, his creatures destroyed, but he still lives.”

Colonel Avan looked at Zeezer.  “Sergeant Zeezer, what do you and your experience say we should we do?”

 “Magic of this kind is too powerful.  Should we not put it back where it was found?  Return one to Chiton and one to the bowls of Gethoria.”

“I’m afraid to return it into the dead giant.  Would not it begin the curse again,” said Lecola.

Jamock, standing behind Freelene, said, “With your permission Colonel Avan?”

“Speak freely, soldier.”

“I think its power would stimulate the dead creature, but we gave it birth and that is what it wanted,” said Jamock.  “If it was responsible for the growth of your hand tree, would you not want that gift returned?  You do want our village to prosper, or do you not?”

Freelene looked at him in surprise, saying quietly, “Our village?”

He looked back and smiled, then frowned and said, “When I am released from my contract with the military, of course, Colonel Avan.”

“I will release you now, if that is your desire,” said Colonel Avan.

Jamock was surprised at this.  “I do not understand, Colonel Avan.  I have two more years to serve and am ashamed to say, I have not served you well.”

“Perhaps we have misunderstood each other.  Since your return you have been proper and respectful.”  He looked around the room, then said, “Last night he came to me and apologized.  By his posture and tone I believe he has learned a great lesson.  This is not normally announced in public by a commanding officer, but I have seen a change in you, Jamock.  Zeezer has said you performed very well.”  For an instant he choked up, then said, “It is my desire that some happiness should arise from this cruel adventure.”

Jamock nodded his head and said, “I thank you, Colonel Avan.”

Freelene smiled.

“I am glad that that is settled, but back to the business at hand.  I would not trust these orbs with any other than Yeeson,” said Lecola.  “She was the only one with enough understanding.  The Kite are so weak now.  Eatik said less than a hundred live.  If there are never to be any more Kite, as he told me before he left, I wonder how they will fare in our new world.”

Ornithian, looking like a dead man, finally spoke. “With your permission, Colonel Avan, I would ask a question.”

“All of you may speak your mind.”

“Thank you, Sir.  If none are new born, does that mean that the Kite have existed since the time of their master?  The Kite are that old?”

Everyone was silent for a few moments.  A few began to nod their heads.  It was a sobering thing to realize these creatures were many hundreds perhaps thousands of years old and were now destined to be alone until their end.  The magic which created them would surely dissipate to leave them nothing but empty shells.

Avan spoke after the long silence. “We can take both seeds to the Temple of Chiton.  I have been told that no mortal being could steal the seed from the room holding the Snake of Chiton.”

“Colonel Avan that is also what I have heard.  But, I do not think the seeds should be allowed to stay together.  I don’t suppose you could place them in the Fortress of the Second Lord?”

“As I have said before, Lecola, I do not know if it can be done without Yeeson’s help.  I would not choose to enter that place again.  One time was enough.  Now that she is dead, I have no answers.  Perhaps we should consider it later.  If we return the seeds to their original locations, maybe at a later time, a better solution could be found.”

Ornithian stared straight ahead and said, “I would throw them into the sea.  I would take them far out to the deepest part and throw them overboard.  What good have they done?  How many deaths have they caused?  This land would be well rid of such powerful magic.”

No one knew what to say.  Some nodded their head in agreement and others shook their head in disbelief at such a thought.  All of the people agreed; it was too great an issue to be resolved by so few in one day.

Epilogue
He had flown for hours.  Eatik now glided downward, toward the North Plethor Sea.  The Kite Creature looked at the granite bases of the Nine Pillars just off the beach, on a narrow strip of land.  Eatik circled and landed on the Fourth Pillar.  He again looked at where the Sixth Pillar had been.

He thought about his meeting with Elodia so many years before.  After the destruction of the Fourth Lord, with so many creatures and so much forest destroyed, Elodia had been inconsolable.  In the end she had called Eatik to the Elodia Temple and told him of her parting desire.

“Eatik,” she had said in her willowy voice, “Take this child to the Second Lord.  He is not to know the truth of his lineage.  The Second Lord thinks only that this is my child and he believes he, like all children born to the Pillar Lords, will die in a few seasons.  He has agreed to place him with the humans in a village near him, as I have requested.  Only when the Ninth Lord has escaped the time fog can the truth be known.  Of course, if the pure incarnation occurs before that, you are to follow Phyrus’s instructions.

“It is my life,” said Eatik.

“I would expect the Ninth Lord will soon release himself from the time fog.  If he asks, you may tell him everything we have spoken.  You have my permission to relinquish your duty to the child.”

“I would not do that, Elodia.”

“I didn’t think you would.  There is a problem.  The Second Lord is sick and I do not expect he will survive many more years.  Please try to protect the children, but do it from afar.  You understand why the other Kite must not know?”

“Not completely.”

“Then let me explain.  They are not like you, Eatik.  You were the first and you were the best.  Only you can make uncluttered decisions based on choice.  The other Kite, although similar to you in many ways, have not your, shall we say gift.  That being said, will you promise me this day you will obey my wish?” 

“Yes, as I have done for my master.”

“You must allow this child to live as normal a life as possible.  You understand why the other Kite must not know?”

Eatik did understand.  This child must have children.  “Yes,” he said.

“Eventually a child will be born that is completely mortal, completely normal.  My husband has prepared the Forth Pillar to know, Eatik.  Promise me you will not tell others born of the lineage.  Only when the time is right can she know the truth herself.”

“When will the time be right?”

“You must judge that for yourself.  She must be of age, be mature, and be able to receive the knowledge without undue stress.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I hope she would know before her marriage, before her children.  But, you must decide.  If she never knows, that is also allowed.  I would say: Tell her only if it you judge the knowledge would do no harm.”

“I understand.”

“You know the pure form will be a girl?”

“Yes.”

Elodia looked toward the heavens. “That was the only way to remove the last of the deviation from our genetic meddling.  The last purification requires double recessive genes.”

Eatik buzzed with confusion.  The magic of life was never his best subject.
Elodia smiled at him and continued, “Forgive me. You must interfere as little as possible while protecting this child.  This will be a most difficult task, my dearest little Eatik.”

“I long for it.  To love is reward,” Eatik said solemnly.

And so Eatik had made his covenant with Elodia, as he had done with the Fourth Lord.  Then he had waited.  Two hundred years he had waited.  As Eatik stood now, on the Fourth Pillar, he began to speak.

“I have done all I could, my master.  I have seen your greatness, again.  Your child has saved many and has done her best to free people from tyranny.  Your child has carried many burdens, been a soldier, a friend to many, and the protector of the weak.  All honor to Yeeson, the child of Pyrus-Kite and Lithora-Elodia. I give her honor and praise the human child, the rebirth of the Fourth Lord in pure form, my loving master’s last legacy and simple dream.”

Eatik embraced the fourth column and silently wept his secrets.  Without thinking he uttered under his breath, “If only the Second Lord had answered her plea for help.”

As soon as Eatik had spoken the fourth pillar began to heat.  Eatik released his grasp and stepped back.  The pillar began to glow and a flash like lightening momentarily shot into the sky.  To Eatik’s amazement the pillar of the Second Lord suddenly crumbled to dust.  The light and heat was gone as quickly as it had come.  Eatik turned and stared at the remaining dust sitting on the granite stand.  He stared for a long time.  He had no explanation for what had just happened.  Had the Fourth Lord just given his judgment?  Had the Second Lord died?  Maybe enough of the Second Lord’s essence remained to be ashamed of what he had done to the Kite, to Yeeson, to his people.  Eatik knew not, but decided as soon as possible he would return to the Gray Fortress and look into its inner chambers.

Eatik hesitated for a long moment, as if deep in thought.  Then, making his decision, he hopped onto the dust of the Second Pillar.  He kicked some of the dust onto the ground, some into the water, and some into the air.  Then he stood on that which remained, opened his wings, spread his golden tinged gossamer membranes, and began to sing.  
Two-hundred years before he had been more respectful to Elodia’s pillar.  He had used his hands to gently place its dust onto the earth, into the water, and high in the air when he had honored the remnants of Elodia’s pillar.  Still, Eatik knew a pillar had just died and respect had to be shown.  Though not as beautiful and heartfelt a song as he had sung for Elodia, his music was still a melodious sound full of sadness which reverberated across the waters and echoed through the forest.  Many of the creatures and people within earshot looked toward the sea in the direction of the remaining pillars.  Seven remained, each smaller than the next except for the two missing ones, evident by the empty granite stands.  

The remaining dust of the Second Pillar began to glow and a million embers began to swirl up from the mound.  They spun in a vortex of light and spiraled high into the air before spreading out over the area.  Many people in the distance saw the swirling sparkles but only two old men knelt.  An elderly woman in a wagon was riding along a road.  She saw the sparkles, pulled over, and slowly climbed down from the wagon.  She called into the wagon.  “Come out children.  Come out and pay your respects.  One of the mighty pillars has fallen and we must give honor.”

The children exited the wagon and looked at the light, in wonder.  One of the children pulled at the old woman’s dress.  “Tell us the story of the Pillar Lords, grandmamma.”

“That is a tale of wonder, child.  That is a story that needs to be told slowly over the night-fire, after a grand dinner.  I will tell you soon.  But, I will tell you another day.  Now we stand in silence.  Truly another age has gone and we are at a new beginning.

The End

A short biography of the island and the Pillar Lords:

The Pillar Lords were genetically manipulated human beings who ruled an island world for over two thousand years.  They, in all that time, engaged in only two conflicts, but they were wars of great destruction.  The First Mystic War ended with the death of Agua-Leosa, the First Pillar Lord a woman and sister to the Third.  The Second Mystic War ended with the death of the Third, Fourth, Fifth, and Seventh Pillar Lords.  Elodia, the beloved Sixth Pillar Lord, dissolved herself and her pillar into the soil to give energy to the land, a magical healing, after seeing the great destructions of the War.

Seventeen years after Elodia’s sacrifice, the Eighth Pillar Lord was killed by a group of adventurous travelers aided by Eatik, a Kite creature, and the bite of a silver mouse.  The Eighth Lord was in the process of gathering strength and magic to impose her will over the entire island.

The Ninth Pillar Lord had disappeared into a Time Fog, a spell cast by his enemy only days before the battle of the Tooth Waste, which ended the Second Mystic War.  It is believed that in this fog each minute inside equals about one year outside.

The Second Pillar Lord went into a deep sleep a few months after the last war and from that point on seemed completely detached from common happenings.  His life was extended by the intervention of the Fourth Pillar upon the birth of Yeeson.

1. First Lord: Aqua-Leosa, was the creator of the GILL MEN made from mutated shrimp.  The First Lord specialized in the ocean, tides, waves, currents (Loth's Crush), and several lesser creatures many of which were destroyed in the First Mystic War.  Aqua-Leosa established underground rivers which were used by the Gill Men in an attempt to influence distant areas of the mainland.  Remnants of these waterways still lay hidden under the land.  Her fortress, called Loth, was protected by a Mountain Basilisk as well as various magic spells.  Many people have tried to loot the fortress.  There are hundreds of skeletons and scores of “statues” as a testament to their failure.

2. Second Lord: Seth-Chiton, was the creator of POIGLEMS (pig like midgets created from deformed human DNA), Iron Snakes, the massive CHITON SNAKE, and Silver Diggers.  The Second Lord specialized in rock, earth, crystal, metal, and created the living stones on the small uninhabited island in the south just across from the Dwarf coastline.  He was the only Lord suspected of having living descendant, ending in his Great, great, great... granddaughter, Yeeson.  Unknown to most, the third Sister Seed, one of nine, is hidden in the catacombs of his lower chambers.  Also a Red Dragon resides in his fortress, one of the few dragons to live outside the time fog.

3. Third Lord: Sepher-Helion, sister of Aqua-Leosa, was the creator of SIPTORS, Whip Masters, and Flick Barbs.  Whip Masters were her spies, the infiltrators for the Siptor army.  Flick Barbs were the left over “land mines” of the First Mystic War.  The Third Lord was believed to have been the cause of the First Mystic War.  She created the Giant GETHORIA out of a female slave, but it was killed by the Chiton Snake early in the war.  Her initiation of the conflict was a direct result of the Second Lord breaking the treaty and using deformed and discarded human babies to make Poiglem slaves.  She suddenly retreat from the conflict left her sister to receive the brunt of the attack.  The act was considered cowardly by the victors and from that moment on she became a pariah.  The Third Lord died in the Second Mystic War.

4. Fourth Lord: Phyrus-Kite was the creator of the KITE CREATURES and Land Rollers.  He specialized in fire, heat, light, and poisons.  The Fourth Lord suspected the treachery of the 8th Lord and left a spell which upon his death would place his remaining magic into ten vials of life kept in his fortress protected by the Kites in the East Fist Mountains.  Eatik was his first and most powerful Kite.  Entry into the fortress was across a glass bridge which was guarded by the Kite.  The Fourth Lord died in the great battle of the Tooth Waste which ended the Second Mystic War.
5. Fifth Lord: Martuse-Rhea, created the Teleportation Arches, Graveling and Bells magic, KRELLEN BEARS, Dimension-Eaters (Black balls floating in dimension fields, when removed from their blackness form crystal balls able to see into the past or to distant places in the present), dimensional bags, weightless fields, and floating stone fields.  If the crystal ball is shattered the dimensional field will instantly reform, drawing anything within 100 yards into it.  The Firth Lord specialized in movement, weight, mass, and distance.  She died in the Second Mystic War.

6. Sixth Lord: Lithoria-Elodea was the creator of Elodia trees, P-BUDS, Gorgons, and the ELODEA ROAD.  The Gorgons protected the Elodia Road and were the only warlike creature ever made by the Sixth Lord, who despised all forms of violence.  She created them at the urging and with the help of the Ninth Lord during the First Mystic War.  The Sixth Lord specialized in plant life, and after the Second Mystic War was filled with such sorrow she dissolved herself into the central forest to help it heal.  Her action is celebrated by all during the dance of the ELODIA LEAVES.

7. Seventh Lord: Torus-Iton, creator the GREATER HORSES now led by the White Horse, Tor-Toranus, the ITON Grass Beetles (Grub has blade), and the Mini-Titan RINO-SCORPS.  The Lord specialized in breeding large mammals and creature "behavior".  The Seventh Lord also had weather magic nearly as powerful as the First Lord, a fact that led to jealousy and eventually great animosity between the two.  He was indirectly the cause of the First Mystic War even though most blame the Second Lord’s creation of POIGLEMS as the cause.  The Seventh Lord died at the last battle of the Second Mystic War while casting the Piece of Sun destruction spell over THE GREAT TOOTH PLAIN.

8. Eighth Lord: Bethrol-Maluna, creator of Mal-Shadows, Mal-Diggers, Mal-Spiders, MAL-MALU (Pure black, rope armored soldiers), and Maluna, a black and sticky substance which was a condensation of her will and could compel those who touch it to obey any residual command in the spell.  The Lord specialized in mind control, warfare, and the undead (Bethrol).  In the last battle each warrior lost was revived as an undead within an hour.  Only the complete destruction of their soft tissue was effective in stopping this spell.  The Great Tooth Waste was the site of their total annihilation. 

Unknown to almost everyone, she survived the battle but was killed seventeen years later by a group of adventurers who had uncovered her secret.  Lucky for them her power had been greatly diminished by the Second Mystic War.  Her final insult, after killing all the adventurers, was to die by the bite of one of their pets, Serendipity the thief’s poisonous silver mouse, let into the Lord’s sleeping chamber by Eatik who everyone thought had died.  Near death and too weak to fight Eatik had crawled to her chamber and released the angry mouse from its cage.

9. Ninth Lord: Geose-Timar was the creator of DRAGONS.  He specialized in creating other large creatures such as Plains Rollers, and the living forests with the four great Elves Trees.  The Ninth Lord always attempted to keep the piece by holding the other Lords in check.  He was lawful good.  Because of a major spell secretly cast by the eighth Lord and her allies he was trapped in the Dragon's Fog, a time fog which caused his time to slow to less than one minute per year.  He is attempting to break out of the fog but the conjuring of the spell while only a few hours inside the fog is hundreds of years in normal time.  The real problem was he didn’t realize he was in the spell until his spy dragons returned and told him of his prison.

Residents in the land of the Nine Pillars:

Eatik:


The first born Kite creature of the Fourth Pillar Lord

Yeeson:

Suspected kin of a Pillar Lord

Captain Avan: 
Leader of the Cleavage Wall garrison

Zeezer:


Squad leader and past combat trainer of Yeeson

Ornithian:

Corporal under Zeezer

Jamock:

Hot headed private under Zeezer

Bugley:

Private.  Older brother to Chugger.

Chugger:

Pessimistic private.

Angeles:

General of the Grass Plate Army

Freelene:

Daughter of Lecola 

Lecola:


The mayor of Gethoria
Teeva:


Young sister of Freelene
Thane:


The gardener / trimmer of the hand tree

Major Warder:

Commander of the cavalry

Lt. Methion:

Second in command under Avan

Pollus:


Private under Captain Avan

Uberus:

Elder of Gethoria
Captain Navar:
Aid to General Angeles and Major Warder

Colonel Fiexor:
Commander under Angeles

Doranis:

Wizard apprentice of the Third Pillar Lord

Equace:

Personal aid to Doranis

Siptors:

Created by Third Pillar Lord and now by Doranis

Major Bearman:
Commander of the Tetra Cavalry 

Teefik:


Kite Creature, second born.

Jacob:


The story teller


