A Remembrance of Your Love

Chapter two

The caravan had progressed steadily though some of the most dangerous terrain in the southern continent of  Kladesh.  After months of travel they were finally on the outskirts of Berí Ashá. Soon the Menakire, the festival of breeding would begin, as it did every five years, with the opening of the border to foreigners.

Men of all sorts  came from all over Janniz to win the right to mate with a Berí Ashán woman. A son born from one of these powerful women was a priced commodity.

To this purpose competitions were held between the vying suitors to select a hundred men  worthy of mating with the warrior women.

This particular caravan carried many noteworthy men, among them the Lord Joriel de Parlun,  Count of Tarken, and  a mysterious officer from the private guard of Emperor Miahatep of Keosh. Traveling with them was the lesser known person of Ulian Vajira, a wandering minstrel who saw in the historic gathering an opportunity to profit.

Regretfully, the trip had been full of annoyances, a certain Count in particular. It seemed he was infatuated with Ulian's youthful beauty. True he was gorgeous, with fine feminine features , thick black hair and amber colored eyes, but he hated all the unwanted attention his looks attracted, especially Lord Joriel's.

Somehow that thought brought his mind back to the subject of the enigmatic keoshian riding before him. Everything he did lately seemed to end up relating to him somehow. A  quick look at his uniform told him he was of very high rank, a general if he was not mistaken, yet he was traveling all alone like a common soldier. Hell, that idiotic Count had at least twenty slaves with him. 

*Look at him, he is probably married, with wife and children and here he is chasing after the skirts of these cross, ill tempered, macho-women. Just like all the other fools on this caravan. The general... Come to think of it, he does look a bit young for that rank. He must be thirty, thirty something? * He snapped back to attention when his cheek brushed against a metallic surface. His donkey had come dangerously close to the huge black horse the soldier rode.  He and his master loomed high over Ulian.

"  So ... sorry! I was... ha... daydreaming, I guess! " "Yeah, about you!" The last words he whispered to himself . Looking up he found the man staring angrily at him. Ulian felt the blood rising to his cheeks and tried to cover his embarrassment with a huge grin; which, he knew, made him look like a fool.

" Hum!" Was the man's only reply ,but it was accompanied by an intimidating frown that made Ulian flinch. He strode away cutting Ulian's apology at the bud.

He could only stare in anger at the retreating back.

" Why that arrogant bastard! Who...", a hand wrapped about his arm forcing him to turn side way on his saddle. It was  Joriel.

" What did he want? Was he bothering you, my sweet one? " Ulian shuddered at the endearing name. He shook his head wearily before answering.

" No. It was nothing like that."

" Ha!" Peeping out of the corner of his eye he saw Lord Joriel glaring at the keoshian.

Ulian studied his profile. Joriel was, undoubtedly, a very attractive man. His hair was long and curly, of a reddish-blonde color and his eyes were slanted and of a  yellowish-green  hue, cat's eyes. Rounding it all up was a long , thin nose and thick cherubic lips. He resembled many a statue Ulian had seen, too perfect ; and like them he had no personality.

Surely, he could have any man or woman he desired, so why did he constantly harass him?

As if on cue, Joriel proved his point.

" Say, my sweet nightingale, would you do me the honor of dinning with me tonight? Afterwards we could, perhaps, enjoy a few of your beautiful songs."

He cringed.  Being alone with this man was not his idea of a fun time. The sparkle in Joriel's eyes told him just what the man wanted for dessert.

" Some other night My Lord, I am already engaged tonight."

" To whom?  Perhaps they could be dissuaded to part with you ?"

" Uh,oh! Now what do I say?" Without a second thought he opened his mouth and blurted out the first word that came to mind. 

" The keoshian!" He gripped the reigns tightly. *What had he just said?*

Up ahead he could see Joriel studying the man intently before approaching him to start what soon became a heated conversation. 

Ulian watched in nervous apprehension their angry exchange. Shit, he had really messed things up this time. They parted and Joriel slowly drifted back to match the stride of  Ulian's stead. The boy gave him a nervous glance-over, before looking away.

Joriel was seething with anger, no doubt he had discovered his lie. Ulian was about to give a halfhearted apology when Joriel suddenly spoke. 

" He refused all my offers, it seems our friend wont part with your... talents... for all the money in the world." Ulian spaced out after that. Joriel continued his tirade without noting the shocked expression on the songster's face.

* He covered up for me? Why?* The keoshian turned upon his horse and winked mischievously at him from up front. His mind was thrown for a loop.  *Just what was going on here?*

Later that night they made camp for the last time , come the morrow they would reach their destination, the small village known a Menakirë, the place of breeding.

Ulian ate his meager meal by the bonfire before setting out to find a suitable place for the night. His sleeping arrangement consisted of an old blanket and pillow thrown under some tree for protection. 

Someone approached him as he was pulling the blanket out of the saddlebag.

" I have been expecting you."

He recognized the voice, even if he had never heard it before. Its owner was a tall, muscular man, with short brown hair and eyes of the deepest green he had ever seen. It was the keoshian general.

That voice produced in him the strangest mixture of emotions he had ever felt. He was elated , frightened, confused and even excited all at once. 
" What.. what do you mean? " He could not help but fidget with his clothes under the close scrutiny of the imposing man.

" You were supposed to sing for me tonight, remember?" The man exuded an infinite self-confidence that was overwhelming to Ulian senses.

" But... but I just said that ... I only wanted an excuse... " He was floundering for words, the fact that he was being graced by the sight of a muscular chest peeking from within a half-opened shirt was not helping much either. He could feel his blush rising from his neck to the very root of his hair.

" Hum... Somehow I do not think the count would appreciate it much if he found out the truth. What do you think? " 

There was a hidden threat in his seemingly cordial words. Ulian gave him a grim nod, resigned to following his whim, if only for the moment.

He followed him quietly to a small, yet elegant tent. A rolled-out futon and a diminutive table occupied most of the space within. There was also a small cushion for him to sit on. 

Lord Joriel's tent was huge, he recalled, a home away from home; with all the conveniences of one too. 

Resting to the side was a sizable ceramic basin, his bathtub as it was. Droplets of water still clung to its surface. He had taken a bath not too long ago. For some reason this realization perturbed him.

" Please, have a seat." He was motioning to the cushion. Good, that kept the table, small as it was, between them.

" Is there any song in particular you would like to hear?"

" No! I will leave the choice up to you."

*Great! How was he supposed to know what this guy might like?* His eyes wondered  over the scarce furnishings in the room , somewhere there had to be a clue to the man's tastes. Everything he saw was formal and minimal, the soldiers standard , and yet... there seemed to be an air of sophistication about him. 

Ulian recalled the silken shirt he was wearing and the smooth white tub. The man was a romantic under all his layers of  rigidity.

In the end he settled on  a simple peasant ballad he had learned as a child. It was the Love Ballad of Syveal. 

He hummed a few notes stroking the cords of his harp, when he was satisfied with both his voice and his instrument he lunged fully into the song.

In the land of Jureal 

 over the sea 

a lone shepherd

prayed for me

prayed for  Syveal

 by the sea ...

" Stop!" The warrior rose in a fury. 

Ulian feared for his life. What had he done wrong?

The keoshian held open the flap of his tent  with one hand , while he dragged Ulian by his arm with the other.

" Out! Get out and if you show your pretty little face in front of me again I will hurt you! He bellowed pushing Ulian out.

For a long time he knelt were he had fallen, silent tears spilling from his eyes. He felt hurt , scorned , and the worst part was he did not understand why. 


It had taken him awhile to control his ire. Now that he had calmed down he felt like a heel. He had mistreated that poor boy and it had not even been his fault.


How could he know of Syveal, of her horrible death ?


The dreadful ghosts of the past came to life in his mind. The brunette tresses floated before him, leaving a bloody trail as they swayed.


Andrius pressed his eye shut not wanting to see her ravished face. He had seen this vision before. The blue-green eyes would be gone, empty sockets staring at him, blaming him for her death. He would not look this time. 


Minutes passed and his breathing calmed down. He felt more centered and alert. Still a little apprehensively he opened his eyes. He was alone in his tent, the small table toppled upside down by the door.


It had been years now. Why could he not forget?


Andrius sank back against one of the poles that held the tent upright. The night had been so pleasant up to his outburst.


A fond smile touched his lips as he remembered the moments he had shared with the young minstrel. 


All he had wanted was a night of pleasure. Nothing serious, just plain sex and he had almost gotten it, but he lost his control. Now he would have to find the boy and apologize to him. 


That would have to wait until morning however. He was too shaken up to do anything at the moment.


The next morning he searched for the boy, but it was obvious he did not want to be found. Andrius gave up after a while. He had more important things to do than to nurse the youngster's bruised ego.


Besides he had to carry out Miahatep's orders, which meant he had to concentrate in full on the tournament.  Only the overall champion had the right to choose the women he would mate with. That what his goal, so as to be able to pick the strongest, most powerful women among the breeders. He was expected to produce mighty babes for Miahatep's glory. 


Just how he intended to use the children was a mystery to him. After all the women of Berí Ashá were not going to surrender any girl-child he sired to anyone.


Antianne was very excited. Menakire was starting in a few days and he would finally be set free from his imprisonment.


He was weary of this land and it's people. It was time to set forth, to search for his past. 


His only regret was the way things had ended between him and Elani. Not a word had passed between them ever since. It was as if he was nonexistent to her. Perhaps it was for the best, she and her lover seemed to have grown closer together after the incident.


Left with nothing else to do he counted the days to his liberation.


Retching sounds could be heard from beyond the shrubbery. Elani was sick again, an all too familiar sight of late.


Every heave sent shivers down Kiery's back. Her mate was pregnant. For a kery that meant instant death.


The tiny intruder had to be dealt with, in secret, no one could know about it. She new there were poisons that would accomplish the deed, but would Elani agree to do it? It was, after all, her child.


Kiery was staring at her. She could feel it. Her lover was worried, and with good reason. Elani herself was near panic. She was not a ni-kery, the gestation of babies was forbidden to her.


There was a dark, beseeching look in her mate's eyes. Its meaning was painfully obvious to her, death for her unborn child. The mere thought filled her with dread, and yet it was their only recourse.


Elani gave her a halfhearted nod; it was the closest she would come to accepting her baby's fate.

 
Kiery averted her gaze unable to watch the pained expression on her lover and the innocent one she would have to kill. 


A few weeks later Kiery took advantage of their scouting run deep in the forest to attempt the abortion. She had purposely ditched the other women so she and Elani could be alone.


A move she had regretted. More than an hour had passed since Elani drank the poison and there had been no miscarriage. The old herbalist had said it took only half an hour. What had gone wrong?


It looked bad; Elani was in terrible pain. She tried to hold her, but she kept thrashing .Her silky thighs were stained in crimson with her blood, so much blood.


An hour later she was still bleeding. Kiery realized Elani needed a healer and fast. With a curse Kiery lifted the pale body and ran as fast as she could towards the village.


Like a tornado she burst into the healer's hut, Elani clutched tightly against her.


The old woman sprang into action. She ordered Kiery to place the bleeding girl on a bed, while she prepared the ingredients for her spells. 


Antianne watched all the proceedings from an adjoining door. He watched as the healer covered Elani's body with a mixture of flowers and herbs, and he knew what spell she was weaving. It was a regenerative spell meant to fix whatever organs had been damaged. There were other enchantments as well, one to stop the bleeding and one to replenish her life's energy.


He was impressed, the woman was a powerful witch, but he was more powerful. He already knew what poison she had ingested, and more importantly, he knew the reason why.


The instant he had laid eyes on her he had seen her unborn child, his child. No bigger than a bean in size, yet she would not relinquish her hold on life, her heartbeat so fierce it was like a primeval song. She was not ready to die not this little one.

With detachment he observed Kiery as she stood beside the bed giving some feeble explanation for her lover's delicate state. He imagined she was the one responsible for this tragedy. Her explanation was a wasted effort.  The healer had discovered the true cause of her illness, and so had Brennind.


The Ta had been standing at the entrance, probably just surveying what was going on inside the hut. She had sensed the fetus within Elani the moment she walked in. 


So the Ta was a psychic. A very strong one... one like Miahatep.


* Who the hell is Miahatep? How do I know all these spells? * His train of thought was broken by a nearly palpable psychic wave. Someone was really angry with him.
Brennind turned her stony gaze on him, silently reproaching him for the foul deed.  Her countenance betrayed no emotion, but Antianne could feel the anger and contempt seeping through her pores.  


She left as silently as she had entered. Yet her imperturbable silence froze the blood in Kiery's veins.


The shaking in her hands increased with every passing moment. In a little while she would be facing the Manikeryta. They would pass judgment on her crime, which was inevitable. 


However it was in her hands to spare Kiery of all blame. Her involvement made her apparently a conspirator, which would stain her record and prevent her from ascending into the Manika. Her mate had aspired to that goal all her life. She was not going to allow her stupid mistake to ruin her lover's future.


Kiery would rant and rave wanting to share her fate, but what was the use in that? Four lives lost over a few moments of shallow pleasure. No, it was better this way.


She need not had been frighten, for Brennind, unbeknown to them, interceded in their favor. 


Casting aside the ages old sentence she convinced her fellow rulers to decree a radical new punishment. She would not explain herself, but would only confess that the goddess had ordered it so.


In truth, after she left the hut she had been shown a vision of great chaos, followed by a renewed glory for her people. It all centered on the life of the yet to be born daughter of the young priest.


Oh! And live she would, Brennind knew what was to come. But, her silence was both a sacred duty and an obeisance to Desaly, her patron goddess.


Under her design Antianne would be permitted to fight for his life, as well as Elani's and the babe. If he won the Menakire he was free to go and Elani would keep her child. Of course the girl would be degraded to ni-kery status, losing her mate in the process, but such was the harsh law of Berí Ashá.

Some of the most conservative were appalled by her actions; her only answer to them was the truth. 


"My duty is to the Goddess and her grand design. Since the beginning of time she has woven the tapestries of our lives, a weave that shall end only with the end of our kind. It is not for us, mere threads on her loom, to dictate the pattern she shall weave. So speak not against her command, but take head and partake of her blessings."


Thus the sentence was left pending until the end of the Festival of Procreation, the Menakirë.

