A Remembrance of Your Love

Chapter Three

Menakirë turned out to be no more than a shantytown in the middle of a tiny island. A freshwater lake infested with all sorts of man-eating creatures surrounded the island. Already there had been a number of deaths from people and animals falling into the dark waters. Some were accidental, some not so accidental. Menakirë was a dangerous place, lawless and wild.

Though it was under constant watch by warrior women, they could not care less if the men killed each other. Most of them abhorred men in general and only tolerated them because they were ordered to do so.

Ulian wondered through the alien place searching for some familiar face . Finally he happened upon the Count who was getting ready for combat. Joriel was not his favorite acquaintance, but Ulian did not feel like being alone at the moment.

For many days he had been avoiding the keoshian. He had been so cross that night that  it still hurt very sharply when he thought about it. The anger and shame he had felt were still raw in his mind's eye.

Sitting down he settled to watch the fights, hoping that would ease the restlessness he was feeling.

From were he sat he caught brief glimpses of the boy the women kept as a prisoner. He had wild, spiky black hair and a very narrow face. It would have been a delicate face if not for his feral spirit. Ulian was not sure, but he could swear the boy had red eyes.

Somehow he was strangely familiar, and judging from the way the men stared at him, more than one of them thought the same way as Ulian.

 A squad of soldier women was escorting him over the bridge that was the only link between the island and the Berí Ashán territory. Another bridge ,on the opposite side of Menakirë, was the only access from the border zone to the island. The women heavily guarded both , and no man could pass through the bridge leading into their lands.

There were rumors about the boy being forced to compete to save his life. Ulian found that very unfair, even if he had  been able to stay among the top hundred so far, he was hard pressed to do so. He was just a boy fighting against all those grown men.

It was grievous how the women cheered when ever he took a spill. What could he have done that was so bad? Only the squad-leader seemed to care for him. Ulian could see the way she worried over him. He wondered if the tall redhead was in love with  her prisoner.

Andrius could not believe his luck. For months he had been searching all over the Keoshian Empire for Antianne, and the little runt was here, among the warrior women all that time. It had to be him ,who else could have those piercing red eyes and that hair?

His eyes wandered for the fifth time to the large cabochon he held in his right hand. Within it was a distinct likeness of  Antianne.

* How fortunate  that I kept the image jewel!*  A warm, satisfied smile touched his lips.

He savored his wine slowly as he dreamt of the fortune Emperor Miahatep had offered for the capture of the young fugitive. A million vrens if he was brought unharmed; two million if he also found the Nightshadow man and his babe.

"Mm... Where could that beauty be? Is he being kept in the village as well? " As always the memory of the tall boy who often knelt by Miahatep's side brought a pleasurable warmth to his loins.

Yet Andrius was not one to be ruled by his desires. In his cold calculating way he knew it was highly probable the boy had perished somehow. Any number of things could have gone wrong in his delicate state. Especially if these women believed a pregnant man to be an aberration, they could easily have executed him.

*I wonder what you looked like with a babe inside of you? Gorgeous, no doubt.* Reclining on his futon he allowed himself to fantasize about Elris. What a fabulous breed the Nightshadows were. Men as beautiful as any woman and capable of giving birth once in their lifetime. Added to all these gifts was their skill in all things magical. He really envied Antianne, to have enamored one of those proud creatures at such a young age. 

Elris had never so much as acknowledged Andrius's presence whenever they met in the palace.

Sighing deeply he resigned himself to be content with the reward for Antianne's capture, provided of course he could manage that.

The women were not going to relinquish him, they wanted his blood.

He thought about the reward again; Miahatep's behavior was odd. At first, when  he offered a million vrens for the capture of the fugitives, he wanted Antianne and the raggher'na'ai ( male bride or concubine) brought back unharmed, not what a jealous husband would ask for. Later, when he learned of Elris' pregnancy he doubled the sum and demanded that Antianne and the baby be brought back unharmed. He had gone so far as to threaten the life of whoever hurt them. Elris' fate seemed unimportant to him.

What could be so important about the child-priest or his baby ?

Putting all other thoughts aside he set himself to making a plan to ensure his triumph in capturing the fugitive. 

Lord Joriel smiled at his reflection on the mirror, obviously pleased with what he saw. A few dark bruises adorned his chest, his arms were scratched and bleeding in several places. Free-style wrestling ended up being no more than a free-for-all slugfest. Some of those bruisers were huge, but Joriel emerged victorious in the end.

In fact he was amongst the best ten competitors, as was the keoshian; the boy however, was barely making it to the top hundred.

Too young, and decidedly lacking in experience he was in no position to challenge most of these men.

Ulian watched in frustration as he struggled in test after test while the hateful women made fun of him. The poor redhead's desperation seemed to grow every time he was defeated.

" So what do you think my sweet, will I win the horse riding contest tomorrow?

Ulian blinked wildly in confusion. Joriel had just startled him out of his thoughts.

" Of course! You always do, my love!" Joriel's newest love toy interjected.

The sappy blonde smiled arrogantly, secure of his sway over Joriel's heart. Joriel in turn gave him a mechanical smile and a pat on the head.

* Just like a pet.* Ulian reflected with a shiver.

" I suppose I would have to be the overall winner of the tournament to impress you, my sweet one!" He held Ulian's hand to his cheek in a tender caress. 

To the side the blonde watched him with undisguised hate.

* Guess you do not have as much power over him as you thought.* Was Ulian's unspoken reply. 

"I can't go on like this. " Thought a very sore Antianne as he rubbed his newest bruise. 

He had been fighting a man who was easily three times as strong as he was . It  was sheer luck that the guy tripped and impaled himself on an old tree stump, otherwise he would have beaten the crap out of  him. 

" Can't count on any more lucky breaks, specially against that Count. He has defeated all the other contenders with his sword." 

Antianne had been studying Joriel's style and so far he had not come up with any advantageous flaw. He knew his speed might give him an edge, but the other  man had a longer reach , flexibility and more importantly, ample experience.

The moment the fight started Antianne was  in trouble. No matter what he did, the Count had  a way to deflect his attack. Sweat was pouring down Antianne's face along with what little was left of his patience.

* If only I could use my magic, then I’d show them real power.* 

The stress was getting to him. He could feel Kiery's penetrating gaze on his back, urging him to win for Elani's sake.

Throwing all caution aside he leapt with a snarl, determined to  out-power the older man in an all out attack. Instead of falling against him, as the Count expected, he landed in a crouch right before him, then bounced off aiming a stab at Joriel's exposed midriff. Surprised by the bold move Joriel barely had time to back-step out of Antianne's reach. However, the sudden move unbalanced him and he fell .

This was his opportunity, quickly Antianne jumped onto the fallen man, his knife pointed at the other man's throat.

Joriel was no fool, he had guessed Antianne's plan, it was the logical option. He caught the arm holding the blade in mid air and forced it away from his body while at the same time he sought to  place his blade against the boy's side, forcing him to yield the fight.

Antianne in turn grabbed Joriel's arm wrenching it away from him. They stayed locked in their struggle for a while. 

His muscles ached from the effort it took to keep the taller man away from him. He was slowly loosing his ground . He had felt the edge of the knife touch his skin twice. Joriel gave a stronger push and Antianne lost his grip on  the sweat-slicked forearm. Then he felt a sharp pain on his side*
*Stupid! Stupid! Stupid! * She should have foreseen this. The boy was too impetuous for his own good. Now he was wounded, and with all probability out of the game. 


She strode towards him. He was laying on his side, a young black hair girl fussing over him. Her pale white hands were pressed against the wound trying to stop the bleeding.


The Count kneeled by her side whispering something to which she vigorously shook her head. He placed his hand on her shoulder and she shoved it off with one bloodied hand. Her gaze could peel the bark off a tree.


* Where the hell were the soldiers? Why weren't they assisting the injured man? * Kiery felt like exploding. If he died, Elani was as good as dead. In her heart she knew the others wanted her eliminated, after all she had betrayed her sacred oath as a keri, so they did nothing that might help her cause.


Pushing the girl aside she inspected Antianne’s wound. It was deep and bleeding profusely. Not a fatal wound it seemed, but it would take about a month for it to heal properly.


"Damn!" She hissed through her teeth to the amazement of those kneeling beside her.              


“ Marenka fetch the healer, quickly!” Kiery turned and faced the girl kneeling by Antianne’s side. “ You, stay away from him. No one is allowed to talk to him.” 


Ulian felt his blood boiling with anger. How could she be so cruel? He was merely trying to comfort the boy.


“ Why? What could he possibly have done that was so bad that he should die alone?” 


“ An enamored woman, one such as yourself is what got him into this mess. Now move away!” 


“ How dare you!” Really this was past all patience, not only did she confuse him for a woman, but she also thought he had a crush for the boy.


“ Listen here lady you are very wrong if you think I am…”


“… Not going to obey your orders!” A strong tenor cut in, just as muscled hands clasped him about the waist. He was pulled taunt against Joriel’s chest.


“ What do you think you are doing boy?” Joriel half whispered, half growled to his ear. “The only reason these women are so condescending to you is because they believe you to be a woman, otherwise you would have been thrown out the second you reached this camp.”


Dragging the protesting boy along he started to move away from the women and the injured warrior. The minstrel, he knew, was too talkative for his own good. If left alone he would surely land himself in a lot of trouble.


Suddenly he felt the jarring pain of a kick firmly planted on his left shin. Growling he let go of Ulian and reached for his ailing limb. He looked up in time to see the boy sprinting back to Antianne's side. 


" So you want to play it hard, do you? Will see who can take it harder little boy?" He whispered with a wicked little smirk and a glint in his eyes.


A healer had been summoned and at the moment she was hard at work by Antianne's side. Her face was grim and wrinkling further with every passing moment.


"Something's wrong hir'." She wheezed in her raspy voice, a crone's voice and one with a strange accent at that. It made Ulian think that she was not originally from Beri Ashá, but came from somewhere else.


" What do you mean?" Came Kiery's voice as she pushed her way through the onlookers.


" See for yor'self! It's a fresh wound yet 't already looks like it's festering!" 

Gnarled fingers pointed at a wound some four inches long, a dark liquid oozed from it. 


" 'T won't heal! My magic does not affect it."


Kiery grimaced at the sight. Even while she looked at it the skin surrounding the lesion was taking on a purplish color. Unconscious though he was, Antianne was in agony and moaned loudly.


" What does this mean, you old crone?" The old healer was lifted by her clothes and to stare face to face with an angry redhead.


" I have no idea! " She screamed. The warrior did not accept her answer however. " I swear! Never have I seen this before!"


Ulian, concerned though he was for the healer's safety, was frightened by the amazon's great strength and did not dare to aid the old woman. He moved closer debating with himself if he should intervene. At the moment the young woman was shaking the healer very violently while she screamed insults at her. Just as he reached out to stop Kiery a strong arm came from behind him and grabbed the keri's arm.


" No matter how much you shake her or scream at her she can't help him! She has never dealt with black magic or undead creatures. Only those that know such spells can save the child." Joriel spoke with great authority and at the same time there was no preponderance in his tone. He recognized in her an equal and meant only to assuage her fury." Look at his blood it is corroding because it came in contact with an enchanted blade, my blade." 


She gazed at him with distrust and then took a deep breath before releasing the other woman. The weapon he spoke of was lying on the ground near Antianne's body and she could plainly see the blackened remains of blood along its edge.  

     " My apologies, old one." She muttered weakly as she turned away.


All stood quiet while she walked off without further words towards the center of town.


Ulian felt very confused. What had just happened? Joriel just spoke to her and she dropped the old woman and sped off with her tail between her legs. Did she fear the Count? 


It was his turn to be scared, and indeed he did jump up, when Joriel's callused hands settled on his shoulders. He had completely forgotten that the other man was standing behind him.


" A harem girl could kick harder than you, Ulian! " A shiver ran up his spine both because of the sensation of Joriel's lips whispering in his ear and the smooth sexiness in his voice. " But I must confess you are prettier than most harem girls I've ever met! You must agree that I've been veryyy patient until now, but now you owe me. Believe me I intend to get something in return, something sweet and luscious like you!"


At that very moment Kiery returned followed by an older, and apparently very important, woman, judging by the way all keri's bowed before her. 


Joriel was distracted by her arrival, an opportunity the singer used to his advantage promptly disappearing into the crowd. His escape did not go unnoticed, however Joriel ignored him in favor of the most recent events.


The woman beside her was no other than Brennind, the Ta or High Priestess of Beri Ashá. 


That the young warrior was able to command such a figure into action spoke volumes of her puissance. By the same token, what possible value could the boy have for her that she would risk such actions? Even worse, why would the Ta waste her time with a male child, a stranger to them? This was a perplexing mystery; something Joriel had never been able to resist.


Ignoring all the awed whispers about her the priestess began to chant in a low murmur. The very air surrounding her seemed to come alive as it swirled and hummed with energy. Slowly Antianne rose off the floor floating in the center of the outburst. Her chanting increased in intensity as all the gathered energy poured into Antianne's unresponsive body. Like a puppet pulled by its strings his body began to jerk and twist in the air. 


Suddenly he stilled and his eyes opened wide.


" You've done it! " Kiery exclaimed with obvious relief. The Ta however wasn't as thrilled.


" No, Kiery. I've merely revived him, even I don't have the power to heal him." She paused giving Antianne a stern look. " Only he has the power to save himself.” 


A loud growling brought everyone's attention to the young man. He had regained consciousness and was at the moment attempting to right his body in mid air. 


" Tell them to put me down." Antianne's unsettling eyes bore down on Brennind.


With a silent order from the Ta the unseen spirits she commanded lowered him to a standing position.


" Interesting allies you have." The comment was made off-hand as he called forth a dark sphere. The energies writhed and coalesced in his hands. They formed a black mass about him, a mass that produced an eerie illumination. At the same time a terrible screeching sound rose around them, one that was painful to the ears.


Joriel knew this magic. It was dangerous and most times truly evil. Certainly not to be used by a mere child, and yet he had complete control over it. Better, in fact, that many of the old mages he had seen using it. He could masterfully channel the essence of lost souls into his being. In reality he was feeding on them, and judging by the volume of their laments, he was feeding very avidly indeed.                            

     The Ta's face was contorted with disgust, though she made a great effort to hide it. He pitied her, for he was sure she could actually see the spirits and probably understood their wailing cries. Added to that were the frightened screams of her spiritual entourage. The dark child terrified them.


A malignant laughter filled the air as the souls that survived scattered in the wind. " You fear me, yet you will return when I call you. You are compelled to it." Antianne's words floated on the breeze. He knew the spirits would hear them whether they wanted to or not.


His muscles bulged as he flexed his arms, carefully scrutinizing his body. Small bolts of blue lightning buzzed around his form. He was literally charged up.


" Antianne Mikraey, Cherished Priest and Extreme Vessel of Xelex, is back in action! To your great contentment, I am sure, my dear Kiery!" A mischievous wink followed his gleeful remark.


Brennind burst out into mirthful laughter at the boy's exuberant irreverence. Indeed his god to hold such power without being jaded must bless him. It was something that happened too often to senior mystics.


" Brat! " Kiery too was laughing despite herself.


" Brennind! What have you done? " The ireful statement boomed over them.


All at once heads turned toward the newcomer. It was Tayira, the ipso facto ruler of Berí Ashá. Next to her stood Sorei, seemingly unaffected, but just as wrathful.


" No one is allowed to intervene. Even you are not allowed. This is very clear." Her demeanor was that of a lawyer or judge. Somehow attorney's the world over seem to share that same attitude.


" It is, but so is the fact that I merely obeyed our Mistresses' will."


" Are you claiming Desaly would protect him!” Sorei nearly lost her composure at that moment. Obviously the fact that Antianne still lived after his actions was a sour subject with her.


" Yes! He must not die! Not during the Menakirë! " Turning in a wide arc she addressed all of the crowd. " He will fight no more for he has failed. That is just and fair! Once the festival has ended both he and the former keri called Elani will be put to death, as is our custom, but only until then! Such is the Goddesses' will! "


" No! " The redhead's impotent cry was the only answer to the ominous ultimatum. "You can't! Why? Why did you heal him is you are only going to kill him later?"

     " You have all witnessed some of his true and terrifying nature just now. His death will unleash such dark energies it would completely corrupt our sacred festival. That is the only reason for which I've helped him."

" Brennind's words are wise. We will accept her explanation, but we shall also enforce the law. Keri escort the man to the isolation cell he will remain there until his execution." 

" Not so fast women! Do you think I will follow you meekly? I played nice only for Elani's life. But there is no reason for that anymore." Dark energies swirled forth at his command pushing the warrior women aside.

Brennind, her face full of sadness, sighed deeply. " Foolish boy! You are too impetuous for your own good." 

Antianne felt a sudden wave of nausea course through him. Suddenly it took all his concentration just to keep himself conscious. He could feel the mystical energy dissipating from his hands. What was happening here? It was then he noticed the delicate piece of paper that was stock to his pants. A gentle breeze made it sway to and fro before his eyes making feel even dizzier. 

* A ward? * He reflected. When did that get there? It was his last thought before he lost consciousness.

