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Prologue 

 

 

The young night lay dark and still over the broken mill and 

the shallow valley cradling it. The muted gurgling of water hid 

soft sounds that may otherwise be heard by keen ears; breathing, 

hushed whispers and the inevitable shuffling of feet in cold 

winters. A sense of hushed anticipation heightened the stillness 

of stone and the windless night. The night was waiting, holding 

its breath like a tense spectator, waiting for events to unfold. The 

dozen men watching the mill also waited. Like ones who could 

do nothing but wait. 

Only a cloud high above stirred, hiding a crescent of the 

moon. Presently, it drifted away and pale light filled the valley, 

enough for eyes that had grown accustomed to the darkness to 

make out the blackened stone of the mill and the unmoving 

figures around it. The bloodless figures lay still, bearing no 

wound that eye could see. No steel had pierced them nor fire 

burnt them, yet they lay as dead as ones whose hearts had been 

ripped by cold steel. 

The cause was not far to seek. In the unsheltered ruin of the 

mill lay an apparently weaponless man with his body broken 

beyond repair. Yet, two score figures lay lifeless as mute 

testimony to his wrath. Victims of a weapon that none, save 

death, could take from him. 

His mind. 

As long as his mind was awake, none of the waiting men 

could approach the mill. So, they waited. The broken man too 

waited, keeping death at bay by sheer will. 

A quarter of a mile away, a rider stood impatiently in the 

darkness under a tree, waiting for a cloud to obscure the moon. A 

man in his late thirties, not much older than the one lying in the 

mill. He had just arrived and stood upstream in water that 

silenced his horse’s hoofs. The next cloud was large enough for 

him to ride to the mill unseen. He left the cover of the tree as 
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soon as the valley darkened, and rode down the stream. 

“You’ve come!” said the dying man. There was no sound to 

be heard. He spoke with his mind. “Beside me. Quick.” 

“I’ll take you –” 

“No time,” interrupted the man on the floor. “Let me speak. 

When I finish, I’ll be in your hands. Take me where you will.” 

He paused to gather his strength as the rider crouched beside 

him. His lungs didn’t have the strength to make his lips speak, 

but his mind was clear. 

“The Elder was right,” he said mentally. “Quatil seeks to 

destroy every one of us. He has corrupted ordinary men and 

women ... unimportant ones who won’t be suspected. Each of us 

is marked. If we don't act now, treachery will claim the last of us. 

There is only one way out.” 

“I understand.” 

“Good. Do me a favour ... please ... tell Mirana to hide our 

child. She must leave Liguanea at once. Now, lend me your 

mind. I’ll share the memory of what happened today.” 

The rider linked his mind with the dying man’s. Moments 

later, his eyes widened as he saw how his own captain had 

betrayed the dying man. 

“Nobody can be trusted now,” continued the man on the 

floor. “Give my message only to the Elders. None else. Lend me 

your mind again.” 

He linked their mind again and shared his message. The effort 

drained him. His mind wavered. 

“See ... see Mirana and Nova to safety ... for me ... will you?” 

“You have my word. Now to get you to safety.” The rider 

rose. 

“A vrajitor has come,” said the other weakly. He was fading. 

The rider looked up to see horsemen cresting the hill at the north 

end of the valley. “That is what the men ... were waiting for ... 

lured you here.” 

The rider lifted the other man and sat him astride the horse 

with his torso slumped forward. He then mounted to sit behind 

him and turned his horse southwards. No cloud covered the 
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moon now, but he had no more time. The vrajitor was less than a 

mile away, and the rider had no protection against dark sorcery. 

“Hang on,” he whispered to his friend and linked his mind 

with his horse’s. 

The path grew clear as he saw through the horse’s eyes. He 

studied the men a hundred feet away for a moment. Their scout 

had just seen the horsemen on the far hill, but they were unaware 

of the rider in the mill. 

He spurred his horse forward, bursting out of the mill. 

The three quickest men leapt onto the path before he was 

halfway to them. They were the unlucky ones. They had hardly 

drawn their blades when they crumpled lifeless to the ground. 

Four more reached the path by the time the rider reached them. 

But they too fell dead with no wounds. The slowest of the men, 

the luckiest, were still among the trees when the rider sped past. 

The rider glanced back at the hill. The horsemen had seen 

him and were galloping furiously down the hill. Though a 

blooded stallion, his warhorse bore the weight of two men. His 

pursuers would be faster. He drew his dagger and cut the 

bindings of his horse’s armour. Mail, shield and thick leather on 

one side fell away, and the horse’s stride lengthened a trifle. He 

cut away the rest of the armour and goaded the horse mentally. 

The river was ten miles away. Unless he was a very powerful 

one, the vrajitor would be loath to cross running water. 

But within a few minutes, it grew clear that his pursuers were 

gaining on him. The rider studied the road ahead with his horse’s 

keener senses and saw that they were coming to a dense cluster 

of trees. As the road curved inside a small dark wood, he raised 

his arm and pointed upwards. Two stout branches with thick 

foliage crashed down upon the road behind him. Even if his 

pursuers didn’t crash into the branches as they turned the dark 

corner, they would have to stop for the vrajitor to burn away the 

barrier. Precious minutes. 

He repeated it a mile later where the road narrowed to a 

bottleneck. Another minute gained. He urged his horse forward, 

encouraging it, goading it to go a little faster. A little more. A 
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little bit more. Every second mattered. 

He burst into flat unwooded terrain and saw the bridge at a 

distance. He cast his mind back into the wood. Presently, a dozen 

minds grew clear as his pursuers emerged from the trees. 

Moments later, and a fireball roared past him and reduced a bush 

to ashes. He was within the vrajitor’s range, and began weaving 

from side to side. 

The road was running along the river now and curved left a 

hundred yards ahead as it neared the bridge. The rider pulled out 

a crossbow and readied it as he approached the curve, still 

weaving from side to side. Another fireball roared past him. He 

swivelled to the left as his horse took the curve. For a brief 

moment, he could see the vrajitor who was yet to take the curve. 

He lifted his crossbow and shot. 

A faint purple ward appeared before the vrajitor to block the 

quarrel. But the quarrel was not meant for him. It passed under 

the ward and struck his horse’s shoulder. An instant later, the 

animal stumbled and fell, throwing the vrajitor over its head 

even as the horses behind crashed into it. 

The rider hastened across the bridge and dismounted as 

soldiers rushed past to confront the enemy. He lifted the 

wounded man off the horse as healers ran to him. But he knew 

that it was too late. His friend’s skin was already going cold. 

Tears stung the young warrior’s eyes as grief and anger raged in 

him. 

But this was not the time for revenge. He stilled the fires 

within and went in search of the Elders. 
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Part One: An Unexpectedly Perilous Journey 
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I. The Glowing Stone 
 

 

Damoth contemplated the ingot for perhaps the hundredth 

time, oblivious to the stiff breeze blowing leaves in through the 

open windows. 

Over a foot long and four inches square, there was nothing 

unusual about it other than perhaps its colour. It was silvery and 

a shade lighter than typical sword steel, but that too was unusual 

only in that remote Crossroads didn’t often see such fine sword 

steel. 

In the one week that he had owned it, a vague sense of 

foreboding had grown in Damoth’s mind. Along with it came an 

unlikely feeling of comfort. The apprehension that deepened 

when he was away from the ingot gave way to inexplicable 

comfort when he held it in his hands. 

In the first couple of days after buying it, the ingot had 

gnawed at a corner of his mind, leaving him uneasy. Then, he 

found his mind going unbidden to it and leaving him edgy and 

discontented. Dark dreams had troubled him for the past two 

nights, and today, the ingot was distracting him from his work 

during daytime. 

Now, as he held it in his hands once again, the apprehension 

seemed to vanish, leaving relief and familiarity in its wake.  

Familiarity? How could something he had never before seen 

feel familiar? It was not his imagination as Niyah too had felt it 

when he had taken the ingot home. His wife of twenty years who 

shared every bit of his life could think of nothing that could have 

caused the familiarity. 

Now, Damoth’s brow furrowed as he bent his attention upon 

the ingot one last time before shutting shop for the day. After 

long minutes of futile staring and head scratching, he wrapped it 

back in its cloth, mounted a stool and returned it to its hiding 

place among miscellany on the loft. As soon as he did, the 

unsettled feeling returned. A light shiver ran through him, and he 

glanced out of the window. Late summer felt like autumn this 
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year. It was barely past Solstice Day, and the air was already 

getting colder and the days seemed to be shortening quicker than 

they should. 

His serious face was unusually pensive as he put away his 

tools and shut shop. Dark haired, standing a shade under six feet 

in thick-soled shoes and wearing a heavy leather apron that 

covered him from neck to knees, Damoth was Stone Hill’s only 

blacksmith and the only sword-maker for many miles around. 

Dusk had long fallen when he shed his apron, washed his 

hands and hurried home. As he passed the tavern, snippets of 

lively banter floated his way through the tavern’s large windows. 

Merriment seemed to have begun early today. He glanced in as 

he passed, and saw that a healthy crowd had gathered early. He 

craned his neck to see why, and caught sight of a couple of 

travellers and a trader at the centre of the crowd. They were 

talking about happenings north of Crossroads, beyond the places 

Stone Hill’s traders ventured. Damoth stopped and entered, eager 

to hear news from afar. 

“... travellers are easy prey in those parts,” the stout traveller 

was saying. “Gangs from Badlands roam free. There ain’t no law 

there.” 

“Why go as far as Badlands?” said the second traveller. “I’ve 

heard of men being waylaid near Crossroads.” 

“Bollocks!” piped in a voice, “I was there last week and I saw 

no bandits.” 

“That’s because you don’t wash, Mort,” shouted Yosh, 

Damoth’s assistant, from the fringes of the crowd. “That’s one 

way to keep them away! Smell is mightier than the sword!” 

The man called Mort shook his fist at Yosh, who covered his 

nose in mock fear, drawing guffaws from the crowd. 

“Seriously,” said the trader, a tall balding man, “it’s 

becoming more dangerous each passing month. Traders don't 

venture beyond Liguanea any longer. It’s much too risky – no 

sense in losing all your goods, even if you escape with your life. 

But closer home, I know of folks who were robbed near 

Crossroads.” 



DARK PURSUIT: THE LOST SHINMAHS 

Page 14 

“By the Mayor’s Guards, they say. Is that true, trader?” asked 

a weasel faced man. 

A frown creased the trader’s brow. “I don’t speculate on such 

matters, friend. You shouldn’t either, if you know what’s good 

for you.” 

But that didn’t stop the crowd’s speculations or banter. The 

trader shrugged and looked away as the group merrily talked on. 

Damoth caught his eye and called him aside. 

“Hello, Damoth. Your swords are making quite a reputation 

for themselves. Have any to sell?” 

“Not at the moment. I can make some if you wish.” 

“Three short swords, if you can. Few blades come from 

Liguanea now.” 

“You can have them in two weeks. How goes it in 

Liguanea?” 

“The usual I suppose, but they have grown cautious. They 

patrol their borders and turn folk back.” 

“Have they been getting trouble from the north?” 

“Depends on what you call trouble. Mostly small groups of 

bandits. None large enough to threaten Liguanea. But they 

continue to keep watch nevertheless.” 

“Any particular reason?” 

“Don’t want history repeating itself, I suppose. They don’t 

trust strangers. Liguanea isn’t foolish like Crossroads.” 

“What of Crossroads itself? It’s been sliding for a year.” 

The trader’s mouth became an oyster. He shifted uneasily in 

his chair and gave his drink far more attention than it deserved. 

He didn’t answer for a few moments. Then, he abruptly looked 

up and lowered his voice. 

“Look Damoth. I don’t want any trouble that I can avoid. 

Men who talk about the happenings at Crossroads seem to come 

to a sticky end. I am a peaceable man.” 

Damoth nodded. The trader lowered is voice to a whisper that 

was barely audible above the din in the tavern. 

“The old mayor is no longer running the town. His son will 

be appointed as the new mayor next week. His cadre of guards is 
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filled with thugs and thieves, and most of the veterans have gone 

away. Crossroads has fallen to corruption, Damoth. People now 

live in fear.” 

“What do they fear?” 

“All businesses and tradesmen must pay ruffians protection 

money. If they don't, something happens to their business. 

Customers stop coming, their shops get burgled, or even go up in 

flames.” 

Damoth frowned as dark memories stirred in his mind. 

“Don’t the Mayor’s Guards stop it?” 

“No.” The trader looked at Damoth with troubled eyes. “They 

are hand-in-glove.” 

“Déjà vu.” 

The trader nodded. “Déjà vu.” 

“Who is behind this? The same old ...?” 

The trader shrugged his shoulders. 

“I can’t say, but I can’t think of anyone else either. Why 

would he want to extend his arm so far south?” 

“It may be one of his agents he had let loose on the Plains 

during the war. Corruption is their way of life. That’s all they 

know.” 

“Maybe. But it’s bad now. Anything can be bought for a 

price. Honour and honesty have all but disappeared. Nobody can 

be trusted. Thugs calling themselves Mayor’s Guards do as they 

please – they rob townsfolk, ambush travellers and kidnap 

people for ransom. They would sell their own mothers if they 

could profit from it. Many dubious men have come to town. 

Decent folk are slowly leaving. Just like what happened in 

Furlong during the war.” 

Damoth’s mind went back to the bygone days as they drank 

their ale in silence. A sense of foreboding crept over him. Was 

history repeating itself? He hoped not, but he felt a prickling 

sensation at the back of his neck. He shook himself, rubbed his 

nape and called for refills. Once the mugs were refilled, the 

trader looked around and lowered his voice once more. 

“Something was stolen from the old mayor’s safe chest last 
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week. A block of priceless metal, they say. The North King had 

given it to the mayor before the war for safekeeping. They say it 

was cast by the masters of Yashin for forging into a blade of 

uncommon power.” 

Surprise leapt to Damoth’s face before he could help it, and 

his astute black eyes widened unwittingly. The trader was quick 

to notice. He nodded, took a healthy swig of ale and continued. 

“The son – our soon-to-be mayor – had a lady of dubious 

credentials in the palace for a few nights. She stole it and passed 

it to a merchant outside. As soon as the theft was discovered, the 

girl was killed and the merchant disappeared. No witnesses, no 

tongues to wag, yet there is rumour. Nobody knows where the 

stolen ingot is. The merchant may have sold it before he 

disappeared. The mayor’s son must be searching for it.” 

Damoth’s mind went back a few days as he recalled the 

chance meeting in Crossroads. 

“Want some good steel, blacksmith?” the merchant had 

asked, stepping out of shadows to show Damoth the tip of the 

ingot from a cloth bag. “It’s a bargain.” 

Damoth had taken it in his hands and turned it over, 

examining it closely. It was covered with dark wax that had 

become dirty and brittle with age, and had fallen off in one 

corner. He scratched the exposed metal with his nail a few times 

and knew at once that it was no ordinary ingot. 

“How much?” 

“Twenty five pieces of silver.” 

“Twenty five!” 

“It’s yours for twenty.” The merchant had misread Damoth’s 

surprise. 

Damoth kept his face straight. The merchant had no idea of 

what he was selling. The dark wax disguised the ingot’s true 

worth. 

“I may not have that much.” 

“How much do you have?” 

Damoth emptied his little money bag in his palm and counted 

the coins. 
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“Seventeen silver and some copper.” 

“Take it. Where are you from, blacksmith?” 

“Stone Hill.” 

Damoth had slipping the ingot into his bag as the merchant 

pocketed the coins and disappeared into the gathering dusk. 

Once he had returned to Stone Hill and melted away the wax 

covering, the ingot had begun playing on his mind. 

Damoth’s pulse was racing as he brought himself back to the 

present and looked around to see if they had been overheard. A 

cocktail of delight and trepidation flooded his mind, as he 

realised what the ingot really was. The mystery of the ingot’s 

strange foreboding and familiarity became clear, and old 

memories came flooding back. Fate had placed an extraordinary 

artefact in his hands, and he must be careful. What if the mayor’s 

son came after him? Should he keep a similar ingot in its place? 

The mayor’s son wouldn’t know the difference. 

Damoth returned his gaze to the trader and continued 

chatting, giving no hint that he had any further interest in the 

ingot. A few others joined them, and talk veered in various 

directions. As more ale went down throats and talk became 

disjointed, merriment reigned. Damoth wished the trader good 

night and slowly walked home. 

So, Niyah’s instincts had been right! 

 

*  *  * 

 

Across the village square from the tavern strolled Adoy and 

his two friends. Almost as tall as Damoth but not yet as well 

built, Adoy had taken his father’s serious face and darkish 

complexion, and his mother’s clear brown eyes. A mop of unruly 

black hair flew in the evening breeze over his lean face that was 

beginning to shed the look of childish innocence to the first tufts 

of facial hair. He had been an infant when Damoth and Niyah 

had come to Stone Hill fifteen years back, and had seen little 

outside the quiet village. 

Stone Hill was an unremarkable village in every way. Its 
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main activity was farming if one discounted the many hours of 

ale drinking and storytelling villagers indulged in every evening. 

They were content with the unchanging life it offered, and 

wished for nothing more. An occasional traveller or trader 

brought news of the outside world, which the villagers devoured 

and discussed threadbare for days. By any measure, it was a 

sleepy and unadventurous little village tucked away in a distant 

corner of Pangaea. 

Adoy bit into a juicy cob of roasted corn as they strolled 

away from the village square, busily wolfing down their 

favourite snack. He heard the boy to his right say something, but 

the sound of crunching corn in his own mouth drowned it. 

“What?” he asked, turning to his friend. 

“Nothing,” answered the boy shaking his head. 

“You said something.” 

The boy shook his head again, and Adoy turned to the friend 

to his left. 

“Did you say something?” 

He too shook his head and grinned. 

“Not again, Adoy?” he asked. 

“Hearing voices, pipsqueak?” said a new voice before Adoy 

could answer. 

It was a voice he detested. He turned towards it and glared at 

figures blocking the path. Four large-made louts stood grinning 

in the fading light of dusk, far too heavy for Adoy to consider 

confrontation. After glancing at the other three, his eyes settled 

on the speaker, a porcine youngster standing a head taller than 

Adoy, a good forty pounds heavier and a couple of years older. 

A dagger hung from his hip, and in his hand was a heavy new 

bow. Wahle. Adoy had become the village bully’s favourite new 

target. 

Seeing the four, Adoy’s friends backed away from the path, 

but he stayed where he was and stared at the louts. A part of him 

wanted to flee with his friends but another resisted – how long 

could he keep avoiding Wahle? He was growing tired of 

scurrying out of his way every time he ran into him. After a brief 
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struggle, his braver half prevailed today. He knew that he was no 

match for any of them if it came to a fight, but somewhere in a 

corner of his heart lurked a vague new confidence. 

Wahle handed his bow to the boy beside him and swaggered 

towards Adoy, who had to lift his head and look upwards to meet 

the bully’s eyes. He stood his ground, his heart thumping in his 

chest. 

“What did the voice say, squirt?” smirked Wahle. 

Adoy gazed back at the bigger boy, wondering what the smell 

coming from him was. He studied his face and noticed a streak 

of lard on his chin. Wahle seemed to have eaten something 

recently. 

“It said that you stole another chicken from Farmer More 

today.” 

Why he said it, or how the thought had come to him, he 

didn’t know. But as soon as he spoke, shock froze Wahle’s face 

for a moment, and Adoy saw guilt cross his face before ugly 

anger spurted. Wahle swiped his arm to knock the cob of corn 

out of Adoy’s hand, but Adoy saw it coming and jerked his hand 

away. Wahle lunged forward in anger, seized Adoy’s shirt collar 

with huge hands and lifted him off the ground, choking him. 

“Where were you hiding, worm?” he hissed into Adoy’s face. 

“I’ll break every bone in your body.” 

“They will then ask why you hit me,” croaked Adoy with 

strange courage that surprised both him and his assailant. “I will 

have to tell them what I told you.” 

Wahle glared into Adoy’s face for a few moments, his hot 

breath bringing sweat to Adoy’s face. Adoy knew that he had 

pushed Wahle as far as he dared, and now hoped that the bully 

wouldn’t resort to open violence so near the village square. After 

a few tense moments that seemed to last forever, Wahle slowly 

loosened his grip and set Adoy back on the ground. 

“You open your mouth Adoy, and that will be the last time 

you do,” he growled into his ear. 

He shoved Adoy aside and strode into the village square with 

his friends in tow. As he did, Adoy’s two friends materialised 
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and helped him up. 

“You mad?” asked one of them. “Saying that he stole Farmer 

More’s chicken!” 

“He did steal them,” croaked Adoy, rubbing his throat. 

“How do you know? You didn’t see him, did you?” 

Adoy shook his head. 

“Did someone tell you?” 

Adoy shook his head again. 

“Then?” 

“I ... I don't know how I knew. I just did ... and I was right.” 

“What did he say?” 

“That he would break every bone in my body.” 

“He will do it too. You really are mad, Adoy!” 

Adoy remained silent, trembling slightly as he rubbed his 

aching throat. The courage that had warmed his heart was gone 

now. He wondered what had given him the pluck to talk back to 

Wahle so. While he seldom ran away from the brute as others 

often did, he had never confronted him either. Something had 

suggested that Wahle wouldn’t hit him. He then wondered how 

he had guessed that Wahle had stolen chicken. The thought had 

popped into his mind as soon as Wahle had seized him. 

He felt a familiar throbbing in his head and neck. The awful 

headache was coming again. 

“I’m going home,” he said slowly. “My head is aching.” 

The three friends turned towards home, their corn no longer 

tasting good. 

“Saw the new bow Wahle was carrying?” asked one of 

Adoy’s friends as they walked back through the village square. 

“It’s a proper hunting bow.” 

“Flaming Grove!” exclaimed Adoy suddenly, as if something 

had fallen in place. “He is the one killing the animals!” 

Villagers had been seeing squirrels and birds lying dead in 

Flaming Grove for some days now with arrows skewering them. 

“How do you know?” 

“I ... I ... it’s obvious, isn't it?” 

“Because he has a new bow?” 
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“It’s just like him!” insisted Adoy. “It’s exactly the kind of 

thing he would do with a new bow.” 

“I am no friend of that brute, but this is farfetched. Others 

have such bows too.” 

“Let’s go to Flaming Grove tomorrow and see.” 

They walked silently till they reached Adoy’s house. Adoy 

turned into his gate, went up the narrow pathway and through the 

front door to see his mother looking at some books in the hall. 

She looked up and smiled as he entered. 

It was apparent at very first sight that soft-spoken Niyah was 

a lady of fine breeding. A few inches over five feet, she had dark 

hair that reached just below her shoulders, and framed a friendly 

face that was always ready to smile. Her clear brown eyes had a 

softness to them that suggested compassion born out of 

adversity. 

The village had no school when she had arrived there fifteen 

years back. She had leapt to the task and set up a one-room 

school for the village children. She knew that she fit the image of 

an erudite teacher well, and saw it as an opportunity to quickly 

blend into the village and shed the image of a newcomer. Soon, 

people forgot that she and Damoth were outsiders. 

The school took a fair bit of her time, but not all of it. She 

spent much of her time outside school with Adoy, teaching him a 

wide range of things. When he became old enough, she secretly 

taught him meditation and mental exercises that seemed 

incongruous in a sleepy village. 

“Have you seen Pa?” she asked. “He is late today.” 

“He was talking to someone in the tavern.” He winced as a 

spasm shot through his head. “The headache’s come again ... 

third time this week.”  

“Go to your room and meditate.” Niyah’s calmness eased his 

nerves. “You’ll feel better.” 

 

*  *  * 

 

“Sorry I’m late,” said Damoth as he walked in through the 
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front door and glanced at his wife’s pleasant, pacific face that 

seldom failed to comfort him after a long day. “I was talking to a 

trader.” 

“We know,” smiled Niyah in the candlelight that accentuated 

her delicate features. “Come, dinner is ready.” 

As soon as they sat down to dinner, Niyah noticed the bruise 

on Adoy’s throat. 

“How did it happen?” she asked. 

“That stupid Wahle!” replied Adoy, and went on to tell them 

about the encounter. 

“What made you confront him, Adoy? One swipe of his arm 

can knock you cold.” 

“We were near the village square, and there were people 

close by. Anyway ... I knew he wouldn’t hit me.” 

“How?” 

“Somehow ... I just knew.” 

“Be careful, Adoy. Don't invite trouble upon yourself. Wahle 

is no longer the boy he used to be. His kind grow up to be thugs. 

I believe he has got himself new weapons?” 

“A new bow and a dagger.” 

“He also bought a sword from me last week,” said Damoth. 

“When are you going to make me a sword, Pa? Are you going 

to use the ingot you were showing us?” 

Damoth froze at the mention of the ingot. After a moment’s 

pause, he spoke softly. 

“Have you spoken to your friends of the ingot?” he asked. 

“I think so. Why?” 

“Passing mention or ...” 

“Er ... they were asking how swords are made ... they wanted 

to see an ingot.” 

Damoth took a deep breath and wiped his brow. He now 

wished he hadn’t spoken to Adoy about the ingot. 

“Don't speak of it anymore. People shouldn’t know of the 

ingot.” 

Niyah’s eyes rested on her husband’s face for a moment 

before moving away. Though aware of her gaze, Damoth stared 
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resolutely at his dinner plate. 

Later that night, when they had retired to bed and the village 

was in darkness, Niyah came close to Damoth. 

“What was that thing about the ingot? Did you hear 

something?” 

Damoth slowly recounted the trader’s tale and added his own 

conclusion. 

“The ingot has waited forty years to reveal itself,” he said. 

“It’s no coincidence, Niyah – the ingot makes a Numen Sword.” 

“A second Numen Sword?” gasped Niyah in the darkness. 

“For whom?” 

“It can’t be for me. I have Verdil.” 

“Who then? ... Adoy?” 

“We can’t yet tell.” 

“But he is just a boy! He has a long, long way to go before he 

can wield any sword, let alone a Numen Sword.” 

“That is what troubles me. If the ingot has come to me by 

design, its forging cannot be far away. And if it’s for Adoy, he 

has so much to do before he can wield it.” 

“That means ...” Niyah stopped. 

“... something is stirring,” finished Damoth. “The shroud is 

lifting. We must be on our guard. An upheaval is imminent. The 

foreboding I felt was not out of place, nor was the familiarity. 

Though I haven’t seen the ingot before, it has a feel similar to 

Verdil.” 

“Should we remain cloaked?” 

Damoth considered for a long while before answering. 

“Let’s wait and see how things unfold. There is no immediate 

danger, but we should remain vigilant. We can’t risk exposing 

ourselves yet.” 

 

*  *  * 

 

They spoke no more of the matter but Damoth and Niyah 

became watchful the next day. The only visible change was in 

Niyah’s necklace, but that was not unusual in itself as she 
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changed her necklace every few weeks from the dozen or so she 

had in her collection. The one she chose to wear now had a white 

milky stone the size of a small grape, which hung on a thin silver 

chain. 

Niyah went to the school while Adoy spent the morning 

helping Damoth in the shop. Late in the afternoon, his friends 

came to the shop, and they set off towards Flaming Grove. The 

grove got its name from the ‘Flame of the Forest’ trees that 

painted it in patches of red, orange and yellow. At some times of 

the year, the grove looked as if it was ablaze with orange flames. 

They heard a murmur of voices ahead of them as they entered 

the grove. And sure enough, it came from Wahle and his mates. 

Wahle was wielding his powerful new bow and had a half empty 

quiver on his back. On the ground at a little distance lay a 

parakeet and a rabbit. 

“Stop it, Wahle!” called Adoy. “Don't kill these helpless 

creatures. What have they done to you?” 

Wahle grinned. “Then stop me, squirt!” he said, drawing an 

arrow and deliberately aiming at a squirrel gnawing at a nut on a 

nearby tree. 

Adoy spun towards the tree Wahle was aiming at. It was 

thirty paces away and the squirrel on it was the only animal in 

sight. Adoy knew that Wahle was too good a shot to miss the 

squirrel, and Adoy had only moments to save it. 

He lifted his crossbow, quickly sighted the tree and shot the 

quarrel a second before a slow and deliberate Wahle released his 

arrow. Adoy’s quarrel hit the tree a foot from the squirrel and 

sent a small shower of bark at it. Startled, the little creature leapt 

away into the safety of the foliage an instant before Wahle’s 

arrow thudded into the tree where it had just been. 

Furious, Wahle dropped his bow and rushed at Adoy, 

swinging his huge fists at him. Adoy avoided Wahle’s 

treacherous right fist, but the half-open left hand caught him in 

the face and sent him sprawling. Adoy collided with a tree and 

fell face down into a bush. 

When his dizziness receded, the first thing he saw after 
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tasting blood in his mouth was Wahle and his friends standing a 

few paces away, jeering at him. Uncharacteristic fury seized 

Adoy. In a rush of blood, he leapt up and charged at Wahle, 

unmindful of their physical mismatch. But just as he was about 

to leap at him, Wahle swooned and fell, and Adoy, still running, 

tripped over him and crashed into bushes beyond. 

Adoy rose immediately, but Wahle didn’t. 

“What happened?” he asked, looking down at Wahle in 

puzzlement as anger abated. “He fell before I touched him.” 

Wahle’s friends didn’t answer and slowly stepped away from 

Adoy with fear in their eyes. One of them rubbed his forehead. 

When they made no move to revive Wahle, Adoy’s friends 

brought water and sprinkled it on Wahle’s face. Wahle soon sat 

up and groaned, holding his head in both hands. 

“Oh, my head!” he croaked after a few moments, rocking 

back and forth. “What did you hit me with?” 

“I didn’t even touch you. Ask your friends.” 

Wahle turned towards his friends who nodded silently. Wahle 

stretched out his hands, and two of them helped him up. They 

picked up Wahle’s bow and turned away without a word. 

“What did you do to him?” asked one of Adoy’s friends when 

they had gone. 

“Nothing. You saw me. What did I do?” 

“Then how did he fall?” 

“No idea.” Adoy shook his head. “I was two or three paces 

from him when he fell.” 

“Let’s not talk about this in the village. Come, we better get 

back.” 

Adoy didn’t speak of it at home and neither did Wahle. 

Nobody mentioned the incident again, but Wahle stopped 

hunting at Flaming Grove, and avoided Adoy whenever he 

could. 

 

*  *  * 

 

A week later, Niyah took Adoy to the nearby woods to 
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practice archery at dusk. He practised in the fading light for as 

long as he could see the target, and once darkness came, they 

turned back. 

They could see little apart from dark silhouettes of trees and 

bushes, and the lighter soil that marked the forest path. Silent 

darkness began closing around them. It had become later than 

they had supposed. 

“It’s so dark that I wouldn’t see you but for your white 

dress,” said Adoy softly. 

“Let us go quickly, Adoy.” Niyah lengthened her stride. 

“Stay close to me.” 

She had never felt so edgy though she had often been in the 

forest after dark. Her unease only deepened as Adoy repeatedly 

turned his head to glance at her as if something was amiss. 

“It’s as if your dress is glowing,” he said in a little while. “It 

looks eerie in the dark.” 

“Don't be silly. There is nothing eerie here.” 

Nevertheless, she hastened. As they strode back towards the 

village in the deepening gloom, Adoy continued to glance 

repeatedly at her. 

“Your dress is glowing, Ma” he said with finality. “Maybe a 

firefly is under your collar?” 

“Is it?” She absentmindedly dusted her collar. “Is it gone?” 

“No. Let me remove it.” 

He lifted the collar but saw no firefly. 

“Nothing here. The glow is from under your blouse.” 

Hardly had he said it than Niyah stumbled in mid-stride. Her 

blood ran cold as she realised it was not the season for fireflies. 

The glow, if indeed there was one, was from something else. She 

broke into a run. 

They ran till they reached the village fence, and slowed to a 

fast walk inside the village till they reached their house. She 

quickly shut the front door and hurried to her room, shutting the 

door but not lighting the lamp. With trembling fingers, she undid 

the top of her blouse and pulled out her necklace. 

The stone in the necklace was faintly glowing! 
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Her knees turned weak and her whole body trembled. Her 

usual self-control deserted her, and panic took its place. Her head 

swam as long forgotten thoughts that had been buried deep rose 

unbidden in her mind. She sat at the edge of the bed, staring at 

the glowing stone and fighting the urge to run to Damoth. 

Feverish thoughts churned in her mind, and she lost track of 

time. 

She must have sat thus for several minutes when she dimly 

became aware of Adoy calling her through the closed door. 

“Ma! Are you all right?” He was worried. 

Niyah rose quickly and opened the door, her hand shaking. 

“I am fine. Is Pa back?” 

“No, but he is on his way. I can see him at a distance, 

speaking to someone. Are you sure you are fine, Ma? Your hand 

is trembling.” 

“Don't worry, Adoy.” Niyah forced a smile. “I didn’t hear 

you. That’s all.” 

She shut the door, removed the necklace and stared at the 

stone again. Her hands trembled again and her breath grew short 

as a stray hope vanished. There was no doubt that it was 

glowing. She opened her cupboard and thrust it under some 

clothes, out of sight. She then leaned her back on the closed 

door, slid down to the floor and sat there with her eyes closed. 

Gradually, with a conscious effort, she gathered her wits and 

regained control of her emotions. 

The change she had feared had arrived. 

She went into the kitchen and busied herself by preparing a 

quick dinner. Chores always helped her clarify her thoughts and 

calm her frayed nerves. Besides, she felt too weak to face Adoy 

now. He had seen the turmoil in her, and she didn’t want to 

alarm him further. She thought rapidly as her hands prepared 

dinner, and by the time she finished making it, she had regained 

her composure. 

Damoth returned home after what seemed to be an inordinate 

amount of time. Once they turned in for the night, Niyah shut the 

bedroom door and drew the curtains. She silently opened her 
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cupboard and drew the necklace from under the clothes. The 

glow was brighter now. She cupped the cool stone in her hands 

and showed it to Damoth. 

Damoth stared at it for a moment and picked up the stone 

with two fingers. He studied it for a long moment, and looked up 

to meet Niyah’s eyes in the glow of the stone. There was little to 

be said. In his eyes, Niyah saw the riot of emotions that had torn 

her earlier that evening. She held his hands. Once the storm had 

passed, she saw steely resolve slowly return to his eyes. Within 

half an hour, he made peace with his emotions, and was once 

again the pillar of strength she knew him to be. 

“The signal has come,” he whispered. “We must leave for 

Liguanea soon. I will leave the shop in Yosh’s care. Can Mrs 

More look after the school?” 

Niyah nodded. 

“What do we tell the villagers? Shall we say that we are 

going away for Adoy to learn new skills? Mrs More was asking 

me the other day. They all know that he is bright, and going to a 

big town would be natural.” 

“I think that will work. They wouldn’t expect us back for a 

couple of years, and will not be surprised if we didn’t return for 

several more.” 

“And Adoy?” Her voice trembled. 

“We will tell him the same thing for now.” He held her hands 

in his. “It’s not yet time for him to know. I know you hate 

misleading him. But this is a time when we must ... for his own 

good. Till we reach Liguanea.” 

“But what are we sending our child into? What horrors await 

him? Will he not be safer as a village boy?” 

A mother’s tears welled up.  

“No place will be safe for long, Niyah. Corruption has 

already taken Crossroads ... it won’t be long before it reaches 

Stone Hill. Liguanea is our best option. And Adoy’s best 

chance.” Damoth cupped her face in both hands. “We must go. 

For Adoy. For us. For everything we have strived for.” 

“But how can I send my child down a path that could lead to 
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his doom?” 

Emotions wrenched her heart, and she sat heavily on the bed. 

Old fears returned to haunt anew. 

“You haven’t groomed him all these years for him to remain 

a village boy.” 

“Yes, but still ...” her voice trailed off. “He is our son. Can 

we not remain in a corner of the world ...?” 

“We will not leave right away, Niyah. We need at least two 

weeks to wind up here. We will then spend many months, even 

years, in Liguanea. There will be ample time for you to gather 

courage.” 

Niyah smiled weakly, her face betraying the deep struggle 

within her. Damoth patted her shoulder and rose. 

“Let’s not speculate about an uncertain future neither of us 

can foresee. Let’s focus our attention on the tasks at hand. We 

have much to do.” 

They woke early after a fitful night’s sleep and threw 

themselves into preparing for their imminent departure. Damoth 

broke the news to Adoy soon after breakfast. 

“You are almost fifteen now, and have learnt all that this 

village can teach you. You still have much to learn. It’s time to 

go to better teachers in a bigger town. We must go to Liguanea.” 

Surprisingly, Adoy didn’t protest. His question was largely 

about the timing. 

“Earlier the better. Now that we have agreed, there is little 

sense in delaying. Your mother and I think two weeks from now 

would be sufficient.” 

Matters moved rapidly thereafter and they broke the news to 

the people of the village. After initial dismay, most folks agreed 

that it was best for Adoy to gain some formal training. 

“The shop is yours to run for at least a couple of years,” 

Damoth told a dismayed Yosh. “I have no doubt that you will 

run a tidy business. We can be partners again when I return.” 

Niyah had a similar conversation with Mrs More. 

“The school runs itself, really,” she said. “There are at least 

four or five others who will help you. You won’t miss me for an 



DARK PURSUIT: THE LOST SHINMAHS 

Page 30 

instant.” 

Mrs More vehemently disagreed with the last part, but unlike 

young Yosh, she saw the merit in the decision. 

The remaining arrangements quickly fell into place, and the 

last seven days before their departure saw parties each evening in 

one house or the other. Stone Hill had not seen such merriment 

for a long time. 

Adoy was impatient with excitement, and spouted an 

unending stream of questions about Liguanea and the world 

outside Stone Hill. 

The day before they were to leave, his parents came to 

Adoy’s room, locked the windows and drew the curtains. 

Damoth moved his cot aside and peeled off the rug to expose the 

floorboards. Using a crowbar, he pulled up several floorboards. 

In a shallow space under the floor were a small wooden casket 

and a long bundle of cloth and leather. The casket was locked, 

and Damoth made no attempt to open it. The bundle however, he 

laid on the floor and carefully opened. 

The first thing he took out was a magnificent grey bow over 

six feet long. With it came an exquisite quiver of black and 

silver. 

“This is Aavil, your mother’s bow.” 

Aavil was ash grey in colour, and gracefully curved from a 

thick contoured middle, to thin, delicate looking curved tips. The 

middle had four rings of silver that glinted dully as Niyah picked 

up the bow and caressed it. Her face suffused with joy as she 

rested one end on the floor and examined it. The unstrung bow 

stood a foot taller than her, and Adoy wondered how she could 

wield such a large bow that seemed heavier than even Wahle’s 

hunting bow. But Niyah handled it with ease as she turned it 

around a few times, looking for cracks in the wood. Satisfied, 

she pulled the bowstring with a sudden effort and strung the 

bow. She then she picked it up and plucked the string to listen to 

the familiar sound. 

As he watched her, Adoy saw a subtle change come over her 

at the sound of the bow. Her eyes widened slightly and became 
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watchful. Her knees bent a little and her stance changed. She 

began losing the air of a gentle village schoolteacher to become 

something far less innocuous. 

Damoth then took out an intricately carved dagger with a six-

inch hilt and an eleven inch curved blade. The blade had 

carvings near the hilt, and shone menacingly in the afternoon 

light filtering in through the curtains. Damoth called it Fang. It 

was a man’s weapon, and a fearsome one at that. Adoy had little 

doubt that it would live up to its name. 

It was what came last that really took Adoy’s breath away. 

It was the most magnificent sword his young eyes had ever 

rested on. It left him speechless. In the dark green and gold 

handle was fitted a silver blade nearly four feet long, bearing 

carvings along the spine that were similar to those on the dagger, 

but more intricate. The dull black metal guard was ten inches 

across and curved gently upwards at the tips. In the pommel was 

a large, deep green gem. 

With a soft exclamation, Damoth unsheathed it and swung it 

in an arc. As he held it in front, the sword hummed and cast a 

soft green glow. The gem in the pommel shone brightly, bathing 

the room in its green light. 

“That is Verdil,” whispered Niyah, her voice trembling ever 

so slightly. 

Adoy stared at his parents. He felt confused emotions course 

through his veins. How did such gentle folk who wished ill to 

nobody, come to possess such magnificent weapons? He asked 

his father. 

“The world beyond Crossroads is very different,” replied 

Damoth with his back to Adoy as he opened the casket just long 

enough to slip the ingot into it. “Men and women need to defend 

themselves from various perils. Everyone carries weapons. You 

too will learn to wield a sword.” 

“Are you going to make something like Verdil for me?” 

“When you prove yourself worthy of it.” Damoth still had his 

back to Adoy as he prepared to leave the room. Was he hiding 

the casket from Adoy? “You can’t begin with a sword like 
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Verdil.” 

Adoy felt his mother’s eyes on him and snapped his head 

around to look at her. For a moment, he saw deep anxiety in her 

eyes, but before he could be sure, it vanished, and she turned 

away. 

Why had they hidden the weapons for fifteen years? And not 

given the faintest indication of what lay under the floor of his 

bedroom? What else had they kept from him? His eyes searched 

their faces as they briefly glanced back at him from the door, but 

he knew that neither had the will to answer his questions that 

day. 

For a moment, he felt alone and betrayed. Yet he trembled 

with excitement at the turn of events so colossal that it made him 

numb. 
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II. Fangs in the Bamboo 

 

 

Adoy’s heart was torn as he sat between his parents and 

watched the forest go by. On the one hand, he was leaving home, 

unsure when he would return. On the other, his excitement knew 

no bounds as he looked forward to a whole new world outside 

Stone Hill. It was only the fourth memory he had of travelling 

out of Stone Hill, and he recalled the last occasion well. It had 

been a memorable adventure for a thirteen year old village boy – 

travelling through a forest, sleeping under the stars, and of 

course, the town of Crossroads. He had talked about it for weeks. 

It was not only leaving home that troubled him today. The 

sudden gloom that had enveloped home had taken him by 

surprise. His mother had changed from the day they had decided 

to leave Stone Hill. It seemed as if happiness had suddenly 

vanished from her life. She was tense and wary. And he 

remembered the look in her eyes last night. Something was 

troubling her, but she had refused to speak of it. 

“What kind of a place is Liguanea?” he asked her now.  

“It used to be beautiful place. I’m sure it still is.” 

“Is it much bigger than Crossroads?” 

“Very much. Crossroads is a town while Liguanea City is a ... 

city. It’s the capital of the realm of Liguanea.” 

“How long will it take us to reach there?” 

“Crossroads is two days from here. After spending a day 

there, we will continue the journey and should enter the realm of 

Liguanea in a day. We should reach Liguanea City in two to 

three more days. Even at a leisurely pace, it shouldn’t take more 

than a week.” 

“Where will we stop tonight?” 

“Same as the last time – by the river beyond this forest. It’s a 

nice place with enough grazing for the horses.” 

Adoy felt his spirits lift, and shed the last of his misgivings. 
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He looked forward to seeing Liguanea and all that lay on the 

way. They continued along the road as the day went by, chatting 

amongst themselves and occasionally exchanging greetings with 

travellers coming in the opposite direction. The day grew 

warmer as the sun rose in the sky, and they halted to eat lunch 

and give the horses some rest. 

The ground had steadily risen all morning, and they were now 

on top of a broad hill. Adoy gazed southwards to see if he could 

sight Stone Hill, but all he saw was a vast expanse of undulating 

green speckled with brown and red. The ground gently fell away 

to the north and a thin ribbon of water sparkled far away. 

“Is that where we stop for the night? It looks far away.” 

“Yes, that’s the river. We’ve made good time so far, and 

going downhill will be faster. We should be there before 

sundown.” 

They travelled downhill much faster, and Damoth negotiated 

a series of sharp bends as they descended to lower ground. They 

soon left the forest behind and made their way towards the river. 

The smell of moist earth from the riverbank reached them just as 

they sighted a narrow stone bridge at a distance. 

They crossed the bridge as the sun was dipping to the west, 

and turned right to move away from the road. Damoth drove the 

wagon along the river for half a mile and stopped at a flat piece 

of ground. The sun was low on the western horizon when he and 

Niyah lit a small fire and set up camp. Adoy took the horses to 

the river for them to drink and rest. Soon, the smell of fresh food 

wafted through the evening air. 

Adoy picked up Niyah’s bow as he waited for dinner, and 

turned it around in his hands, idly examining it. 

“You know Ma,” he said pensively. “I had the dream again 

last night ... the girl  ... a bow. Aavil looks like the bow she has. 

Hers is pale brown while yours is grey. They otherwise look 

alike. Hers has similar silver bands too.” He glanced up at Niyah. 

“Do you think it means something? It seemed so real ...” 

Niyah gazed at him thoughtfully. Was an old memory from 

his early childhood causing the dreams? Or was his imagination 
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playing tricks on him? Was his talking of the girl’s bow after 

seeing Aavil, a sign of the latter? 

“Did you see her bow for the first time last night?” 

“No. I saw it six months back. Don't you remember, I told 

you last winter? You had said that it sounded like a Mayilian 

longbow.” 

Niyah fell silent as she recalled the conversation. How had 

Adoy described a Mayilian longbow so accurately without ever 

having seen one? Was that a childhood memory too? But he had 

been only an infant then. She gazed at him for a moment and 

rose to check the food. 

After dinner, they took out their bedding rolls and settled 

down for a night under the stars. As they lay back, they failed to 

notice a large bird circling high above them. It flew gradually 

lower as darkness enveloped the travellers, gliding no more than 

a hundred feet above when the last vestiges of the sun’s 

illumination faded from the western sky. 

On its back sat a man clad in grey. He peered down at the 

travellers visible in the light of the campfire, sensing with means 

other than mere eyesight. He watched as they settled for the 

night, and then waved a crooked black staff before flying away. 

As he flew away, he reached out to his master by means 

ordinary men didn’t possess. 

“Greetings, Sire. I have found one of the kind you seek. I set 

the mark on him.” 

“Good, Cugir. Where?” Khomer sounded pleased. 

“Near Stone Hill.” 

“Where?” 

“Deep in the Southern Settlements. It’s a small village.” 

“So far south?” Khomer’s surprise was evident. “Are you 

sure? We have never found any there.” 

“I am sure, Sire.” 

 

*  *  * 

 

Meanwhile back in Stone Hill, a band of soldiers rode into 



DARK PURSUIT: THE LOST SHINMAHS 

Page 36 

the village. The slovenly men looked more like mercenaries than 

soldiers. A thin, frightened man rode in the centre of the group 

with his hands bound to the saddle horn. They made for the 

tavern and dismounted. As usual, the tavern was full with the 

men folk of the village, who fell nervously silent at the sight of 

the intruders. The soldiers entered the tavern and spread out in 

pairs, their hands on the sword hilts. Not a word they spoke. 

“Mayor’s Guards,” someone whispered. 

Nervousness turned to mild fear as the word spread in the 

tavern. Elsewhere in the village, frightened women and children 

closed their doors and windows at the sight of the ruffians. Some 

put off lights while others drew their curtains. 

A sergeant – a thin man wielding visible authority over his 

group – broke the silence in the tavern. 

“I want to see every man in the village. Three of you go and 

fetch any remaining men. Rest stay here.” 

Murmurs began in the tavern as three men closest to the door 

went out. What did these ruffians want? Why did they want to 

see all the men of the village? Villagers who carried swords or 

daggers furtively moved their hands close to their weapons. 

Soon, the three men returned with a few other villagers. 

By now, all women of the village had bolted their doors from 

inside. Some fell to their knees and began praying for their 

husbands and sons. Those near the tavern peeked through 

windows of darkened rooms. 

“Gather at that end of the tavern, all of you!” ordered the 

sergeant and waited for the crowd to shift to one side. “You will 

come one by one, say your name, stand for a few moments and 

go to the other end of the tavern. Understood?” 

The villagers nodded sullenly. 

“Alright!” called the sergeant to the villager closest to him. 

“You first.” 

The man walked up nervously and some villagers tightened 

grips on their swords as he approached the sergeant. He stopped 

in front of the sergeant and stammered his name. The sergeant 

turned to the prisoner who now stood next to him. The prisoner 
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studied the villager’s face and shook his head. 

“Go on!” barked the sergeant to the villager. “Next!” 

“They are looking for someone!” somebody whispered. 

One by one, villagers walked up to stand before the sergeant 

and the prisoner, and continued to the far end of the tavern after 

the prisoner shook his head. As the prisoner scrutinised villagers 

one by one and the remaining men grew fewer, he began 

sweating profusely. When there were no more villagers left to 

see in the tavern, the sergeant barked once again at the villagers. 

“Is there any other man in the village? If there is, and you 

don’t bring him here, some of you will die tonight!” The 

sergeant drew his sword.  

“All men are accounted for,” replied an elderly villager. “Tell 

us what you seek, and perhaps we can help you.” 

“A man from this village bought something from this 

merchant,” he jerked his thumb at the prisoner. “Something he 

shouldn’t have sold in the first place. I want it back. I mean no ill 

to the man who bought it, and will pay him the price he paid. 

Now, who bought anything from this merchant?” 

The sergeant looked around group of faces, but all of them 

shook their heads. The prisoner suddenly turned and whispered 

into the sergeant’s ear, and the sergeant nodded. 

“Who is the blacksmith here?” he asked.  

Yosh grew pale as some eyes darted towards him. 

“I ... I am,” he stammered. “But I didn’t buy anything from 

him. I have never seen him before.”  

The sergeant looked at the trembling merchant who shook his 

head again. 

“You wretch! You lied!” hissed the sergeant.  

“No! No! I swear. The man said he was from Stone Hill! He 

must have been in the wagon.” 

“What wagon?” 

“The one that made the tracks we saw at the village 

entrance.” 

“Is there another blacksmith in the village?” the sergeant 

asked the villagers. 
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The men in the tavern stared stonily but remained silent. The 

sergeant pressed the tip of his sword under Yosh’s chin.  

“Speak, or he dies.” 

Terror sprang to Yosh’s young face. The sergeant looked at 

the elderly villager silently. 

“There was,” said the villager with a sigh. “He left this 

morning.” 

“Where to?” 

The sword moved against Yosh’s throat, drawing a trickle of 

blood and a hiss of pain. 

“Crossroads.” 

The sergeant smiled as he sheathed his sword and turned to a 

group of six soldiers. 

“Moran, go after the wagon. It couldn’t have gone far. Find 

him and bring me the ingot.” 

 

*  *  * 

 

Far to the north, in a place the villagers of Stone Hill didn’t 

even know existed, a conversation was taking place in the 

bowels of a castle of stone and dark glass. The tyrant in the chair 

studied the small oval stone in his palm, while a weasel-faced 

man stood in front of him with folded hands and bowed head. 

“Where did you get this?” asked the tyrant. 

“From the prisoner, milord.” 

“What is it? Why have you brought it to me?” 

“Me not know what it be, milord. But the prisoner thinks it be 

of some worth. He be hiding it for some days now, and don't 

wish to part with it. Me seen it plenty times before, but it never 

glowed till some days back. The prisoner be mighty pleased 

when it did. He talked about it in his sleep too.” 

The man in the chair rolled the glowing grape-shaped stone 

between his fingers, studying it from different angles. 

“The vazir will know.” 

The tyrant dismissed his servant with a wave of a hand and 

continued studying the glowing stone. Shortly, he shrugged his 
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shoulders and rose to walk towards the vazir’s chamber, but 

stopped as fear turned his feet to lead. He swallowed hard and 

forced himself to walk again, but courage deserted him when he 

reached the large iron doors of the vazir’s chamber. He raised his 

hand to knock, but couldn’t. Fear came in the way. 

The doors suddenly opened by themselves and a voice spoke. 

“Enter!” 

The tyrant trembled but hurried into the dark chamber. He 

bowed low before the apparition in the throne-like chair and 

spoke without looking up. He quickly narrated what had 

happened and thrust his hand forward to show the vazir the 

glowing stone. 

The stone rose from the tyrant’s palm and floated in the air 

towards the vazir, where it hovered for a few moments. The 

vazir picked it out of midair with claw-like fingers and studied it. 

Slowly, his hideous lips contorted into a smile. 

“Long have I waited for something of this kind,” he hissed. 

“But how came white sorcery into this? ...ah! ... I will come to 

the dungeon tonight. Be gone.” 

The tyrant hurriedly retreated from the chamber, and the 

doors closed by themselves. 

Meanwhile, the prisoner in the dungeon was becoming 

increasingly desperate. The one secret he had kept from the vazir 

all these years was now at risk. Once the loathsome guard had 

stolen the glowing stone, it was only a matter of time before it 

reached the vazir. And once it reached the vazir, he would know 

where to look for the secret in the prisoner’s mind and how to 

extract it. The prisoner’s mental prowess that had kept the vazir 

at bay all these years wouldn’t suffice now. 

The prisoner hobbled feverishly in the large dungeon hall, 

going as far as his chains fastened to the floor allowed him, 

oblivious to the deep gashes the shackles made in his legs. He 

had to keep the secret from the vazir at any cost! And there was 

only one way to do it. 

He must die! 

He had to die before the vazir came to the dungeon. But there 
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was no way to die! The vazir had ensured that the guard wore no 

weapons. There were no walls or weapons within the prisoner’s 

reach. A snigger reached his ears. The guard had returned and 

was standing out of reach, gloating at him. 

“Me will get me reward tonight,” he said. “Milord be mighty 

pleased, and the vazir himself will reward me. You thought you 

could cheat me, eh? Me been watching you.” 

He continued boasting to the only person who would listen to 

him. 

“Me be in full uniform when the vazir comes tonight, and me 

look like a first class warrior. Who knows, the vazir may 

promote me to field duty from these filthy dungeons!” 

The loathsome figure swaggered away and a question rose in 

the prisoner’s mind as he watched him go. When the guard wore 

his full uniform tonight, would he wear his weapons too? The 

prisoner’s spirits lifted and he waited for evening to come. 

The guard returned a few hours later to boast once more to 

his captive audience. He was in full uniform now. He stood in 

front of the prisoner and strutted, showing off his new uniform, 

complete with a shiny leather belt, gleaming buckles and a 

polished scabbard. The prisoner’s eyes lit up as they settled on 

the gleaming hilt of the guard’s sword. Delighted, he watched for 

a moment and then made his move.  

“You will get no reward,” he mocked the guard in a tone 

calculated to aggravate him. “I shall yet get my revenge.” 

As he spoke, he used his mind to stoke anger in the guard’s 

mind. The guard’s temper flared. 

“You not cheat me of me reward!” he hissed. 

“You will see. I will repay you for all the misery you heaped 

on me.” 

The prisoner sniggered and continued to fan the flames in the 

guard’s mind with his own. Back and forth, the conversation 

continued for a few minutes and the guard became angrier and 

angrier with each exchange. Soon, anger turned to uncontrollable 

fury, and the prisoner prepared for his final push. 

“I will say that the tyrant found the stone, not you. He will 
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gladly take the credit.” 

With a supreme effort, the prisoner used the last vestiges of 

his mental strength to push the guard’s fury to an extent where it 

came in the way of reason. With a shriek, the guard drew his 

sword, rushed at the prisoner and stabbed him repeatedly. The 

prisoner’s last thought was of relief and triumph as darkness took 

him. 

Slowly, the guard’s fury abated and terror took its place. Just 

then, footsteps sounded in the stairwell. Among those who came 

to investigate the guard’s shriek was the tyrant. He stood 

transfixed as he saw what had happened. All blood drained from 

his face as terror struck his heart. The vazir was due any moment 

now, and the prisoner was dead! The vazir’s fury would be 

devastating. 

“Why?” croaked the bewildered tyrant. “How?” 

Before the guard could answer, a shape materialised in front 

of him. It was the vazir, clad in his black and orange cloak. He 

looked as if he was swathed in smoke and fire. He stared at the 

dead prisoner for a full minute in silence. He then turned to the 

guard and hissed. 

“Speak!” 

Terror struck the guard dumb. His tongue and lips refused to 

move. The vazir broke into the guard’s mind and extracted what 

his tongue couldn’t say. He then let out a roar that shook the 

castle and made the men in the dungeon cower in fear. 

He lifted his hand and pointed it at the guard. The guard’s 

skin blackened and shrivelled as if the flesh underneath was 

smouldering. A horrible scream emanated from his mouth, 

accompanied by grey smoke. The guard continued to scream till 

his body suddenly erupted in flames. The others shrank back in 

horror and the shrewd ones fled the dungeon. The vazir turned to 

the tyrant, his eyes shining red in fury. 

“My lord!” pleaded the tyrant. “The guard was under strict 

orders not to wear his weapons. He never did before. I don’t 

know why he wore them today. Have mercy, my lord!” 

He fell to his knees, beseeching the vazir. 
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“You shall pay nevertheless,” hissed the vazir. “You fool! 

The prisoner was a Shinmah. You should have known better. 

You have failed me for the last time.” 

He raised his hand. 

The tyrant and all the men in the dungeons suffered the same 

fate as the guard. Soon, a dozen charred bodies lay smouldering 

in the dungeon. The vazir vanished, leaving a trail of black mist 

where he stood. 

 

*  *  * 

 

The three travellers rose early the next morning and resumed 

their journey. The ground between the river and Crossroads was 

mostly flat, but heavily wooded in parts. They travelled through 

the forest for much of the morning and came to a wood that was 

composed entirely of bamboo trees and bushes. 

Tall clusters of brown-yellow bamboo joined vibrant green 

shoots of younger plants as bamboo from both sides merged 

overhead to form a continuous canopy over the forest road. They 

rode slowly under the cover of bamboo, taking time to enjoy the 

picturesque surroundings. 

“This is the best part of the road to Crossroads,” said Niyah. 

“Such a beautiful little place.” 

After they had travelled a mile or so, the horses drawing the 

wagon caught Damoth’s attention. They were becoming restless, 

and the white of their eyes were showing. They snorted, turning 

their heads from side to side, straining at the wagon as if they 

wanted to go faster. Something had frightened them. He looked 

around to see what it could be, but saw nothing. Niyah too 

noticed the change in the horses and sat up, scanning the bamboo 

woods. 

Adoy was at the back of the wagon, looking out from the rear 

and lazily watching the road and the bamboo woods go by. All 

of a sudden, a lone wolf appeared on the road a hundred yards 

behind the wagon. Startled, he froze for a moment before calling 

out to his father. 
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“There is a wolf behind us!” 

“Aavil, Niyah,” called Damoth. “Adoy, load your crossbow. 

The wolf must not get close.” 

Niyah picked up her bow and nocked an arrow in it as Adoy 

placed a quarrel in his crossbow and looked up. 

“Why is Pa alarmed? It’s only one wolf.” 

“Where there is one, there are more,” said Niyah, adjusting 

her quiver. “Wolves hunt in packs.” 

“What kind of packs?” 

“Packs of twenty, thirty or more. Enough to overwhelm any 

prey save an elephant or a rhinoceros. Two horses and a wagon 

would usually not pose a problem.” 

“Then how –” 

“Our weapons will make the difference. Focus your efforts on 

fighting the wolves, whatever be the odds. Don't let fear blunt 

your edge. But don't shoot unless they are in range. Make every 

quarrel count. We don’t have many.” 

Adoy nodded, licking his lips. New fear rose in his heart. 

The wolf followed them for a while and didn’t come close 

enough for them to shoot at it. Until two more wolves joined it. 

Slowly, the three wolves began closing the gap. Damoth flicked 

the reins and hastened the horses, which responded willingly. 

They went in silence, speaking little and watching the wolves 

that made no sound. The only sounds were the hoof beats of the 

horses, the rattling of the wagon and Adoy’s heart thudding in 

his chest. 

Suddenly, the wolves broke into a loping run and approached 

the wagon. Niyah's bowstring twanged and an arrow went 

straight to the wolf in the middle. It yelped as the arrow pierced 

its left shoulder, and fell away into the bamboo with the arrow 

still in its wound. 

“Good shot, Ma!” exulted Adoy. Then his voice lost warmth. 

“Did you have to it?” 

“They are here to kill us, Adoy,” replied his mother quietly, 

her eyes not leaving the two wolves following them. “This is no 

time to show kindness. This is no practice.” 
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The two wolves continued running towards the wagon, 

seeming to look directly at Adoy. He shot a quarrel at the wolf 

on the right, but missed it. The wolf almost seemed to see the 

arrow coming and avoided it. Then, Niyah shot the one on the 

left through its neck. But as it fell, three more wolves came out 

of the bamboo to join the remaining wolf. 

Adoy looked around in surprise, and saw more wolves among 

the bamboo, running silently alongside the road. His hair stood 

on its end at the eerie sight of savage wolves pursuing them in 

total silence. 

“Close the door!” said Niyah. “There are too many of them, 

and we can’t defend both the front and the rear. Your crossbow 

can shoot through the peephole. Keep watch through it. I’ll go to 

the front.” 

They swung the two halves of the rear door and bolted them 

from inside. Each door had a small peephole five inches square, 

through which Adoy kept watch. Niyah moved forward to stand 

beside Damoth with Aavil in her hand. 

A minute later, one of the wolves behind the wagon suddenly 

sprinted forward and came within thirty feet of the wagon. Adoy 

waited for it to come close and shot through a peephole to hit the 

wolf in its chest. The wolf uttered a pitiful wail and collapsed on 

the road, and the other wolves stayed back. But a number of 

wolves that were running beside the road joined their mates on 

the road, and soon there was a small pack chasing the wagon. 

They were intently watching the rear doors of the wagon. 

As soon as the pack behind the wagon swelled, more wolves 

leapt from the bamboo and attacked them in the front. Their 

target was the horses, but Niyah was quick to thwart them. 

Whenever a wolf came out of the foliage, it fell with an arrow in 

its hide. Not one arrow went wide despite the rocking of the 

wagon. 

The horses were galloping at a high speed by now, and 

demanded Damoth’s full attention. The wagon swayed 

dangerously from side to side and rattled noisily. Niyah 

struggled to keep her footing on the swaying platform, and had 
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to clutch the canopy from time to time. But she had a bigger 

worry. She was running out of arrows! 

“The wolves have become fewer,” she said. “Why have they 

not launched a full attack yet?” 

Hardly had she spoken when the last of the hidden wolves – 

over a dozen of them – sprang from the bamboo and pressed 

forward to attack the horses. The horses panicked and galloped 

wildly. 

“Adoy!” called Damoth. “Come to the front!” 

Adoy scrambled to the front of the wagon and stood to his 

father’s left, crossbow ready. Wolves attacked the horses from 

both sides, but a larger number came from the right. They ran 

alongside the horses, trying to bite them while avoiding their 

iron shod hoofs and the wagon’s wheels. 

“Concentrate on the wolves that come close to the horses, 

Adoy!” shouted Niyah. “Ignore the others. Only one of two can 

attack a horse at a time. The rest will wait for their chance.” 

While Adoy was not as quick as Niyah, he had fewer wolves 

to deal with than Niyah. One wolf that was trying to leap onto 

the left horse’s rump was less than two yards from him, and took 

his first quarrel. He killed two more and wounded the other two 

as they tried to leap on the left horse. Within two minutes, all 

five had fallen, and he turned to see that Niyah despatched all the 

wolves on her side, and was counting her few remaining arrows. 

Adoy glanced behind the wagon and saw that the pack had come 

closer. It became clear that they didn’t have enough arrows. 

Damoth's attention now was focussed on the wildly galloping 

horses, and his hands were full with steering the rocking wagon 

down the road. Unfortunately, they were coming to a sharp bend 

in the road. 

“Slow down!” shouted Niyah. “We are going too fast. We 

will be at their mercy if we overturn.” 

Damoth pulled the reins hard with both hands, forcing the 

frightened horses to slow down. After a few tense moments that 

seemed to last forever, the horses slowed down just in time to 

negotiate the bend without toppling the wagon over. But as soon 
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as they went around the bend, they received a shock. 

In the middle of the road was a gigantic wolf!  

It was as large as a pony, and was waiting for them. The 

monster wolf curled back its lips and growled loudly – an 

unearthly guttural sound that made Adoy’s blood run cold. He 

froze in horror and his clammy hands slipped from the canopy. 

With a supreme effort, Damoth stopped the horses and 

brought the wagon to a halt about thirty feet from the monster 

wolf. But the horses panicked as they stopped, and reared up on 

their hind legs, tilting the wagon at a steep angle. The wagon 

tipped dangerously to the left. Anticipating it, Niyah grabbed the 

canopy and called to Adoy to do likewise. But too late. Adoy fell 

off the wagon and came down hard on the road to lay there 

stunned, a little behind the wagon. They were now at the mercy 

of the wolves. 

Then, several things happened simultaneously. 

The wolves that were chasing the wagon came around the 

bend. They stopped on seeing the large wolf, turned tail and 

melted away into the foliage. 

Adoy, who had dropped his crossbow on falling from the 

wagon, sprawled unarmed on the road, immobilised by the 

monster wolf’s hypnotic stare. Strange sensations swept through 

his mind, and fear numbed him as he felt the wolf’s hostility and 

triumph. He was unable to move. 

The monster wolf glared at Adoy and began moving towards 

him. Its entire attention was on him as it approached its hapless 

prey with single-minded intent. Its three-inch long fangs were all 

too clearly visible under its curling lips, and terror seized Adoy’s 

heart. Out the corner of his eye, he saw his mother leap off the 

wagon. 

Throwing caution to the winds, Niyah leapt to her son’s aid. 

She had only five arrows left. As soon as her feet touched the 

ground, she drew an arrow and shot at the wolf in one fluid 

motion. But the arrow she had picked was a defective one. The 

arrowhead fell away as she shot, and the headless shaft bounced 

off the wolf’s hide leaving nothing more than a scratch. The wolf 
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ignored her and continued slowly towards Adoy. 

By the time Niyah nocked a second arrow, the wolf had 

moved a couple of paces closer to Adoy. It was now about 

fifteen feet from her and thirty feet from Adoy. Seeing that the 

wolf’s hide was its best defence, Niyah sent the next arrow into 

its left eye. 

The wolf howled and turned to counter the new threat, but 

immediately changed its mind and turned back towards Adoy as 

if something in its mind was irresistibly compelling it. Niyah’s 

arrow had cut off the wolf’s vision to its left. It swung its 

massive head from side to side to compensate for the loss of 

vision and charged at Adoy. 

Powerful hind legs propelled it forward as the first leap 

covered a third of the distance to Adoy. The second leap would 

have brought it within a few feet of its quarry had it not been for 

Niyah’s third arrow, which pierced its left hind leg and hit the 

bone. The leg buckled and broke. Yet, the shortened second leap 

made with three legs brought the wolf abreast with the horses, 

cutting it off from Niyah’s line of sight. She could no longer 

shoot at the wolf. 

Meanwhile, Damoth had calmed the horses to the extent 

possible in presence of a monster wolf, and had ducked into the 

wagon to retrieve his longsword. He drew Verdil and stood on 

the driving platform of the wagon. When the wolf limped past 

him, taking its final steps towards Adoy, he sprang. 

His leap carried him over the wolf when it was ten feet from a 

petrified Adoy. He descended onto the wolf’s back, gripping his 

sword with both hands with the blade pointed downwards. Just 

before landing on the wolf’s back, he stabbed the sword 

downward and backward, transferring his momentum to the 

sword. The blade cut through the wolf’s thick hide between its 

neck and shoulder, and ran backwards into its heart. The 

mortally wounded monster let out a terrible cry that shook the 

forest. 

With Verdil lodged to the hilt in the monstrous body, Damoth 

used the sword’s handle as a pivot and flipped over in the air to 
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land between Adoy and the wolf with Fang clenched in his hand. 

But there was no need for the dagger. With a sword through its 

neck and heart, the wolf staggered and fell to the ground at 

Damoth’s feet. As Damoth looked down upon it, the wolf’s eye 

glazed over and life left its broken body. 

Meanwhile, the horses bolted in fear on hearing the wolf’s 

terrible cry. Niyah grabbed the reins of the horse closer to her, 

ran alongside it and brought it under control just as the echoes of 

the wolf’s cry died down. She then ran around the wagon to look 

at Adoy and deal with any remaining wolves. Fortunately, there 

was none. 

Adoy scrambled to his feet beside his father who stood mute 

with relief. Niyah ran to Adoy and hugged him, her body 

trembling. They stood together in silence for a while and let the 

tension slowly ebb away. Damoth pulled Verdil out of the wolf’s 

body and wiped it on its hide. He then slashed some tender 

bamboo to remove the blood from the blade, and sheathed it. 

“Come,” he said tenderly, putting his arm around Adoy. “We 

must be on our way. Let’s leave this behind us.” 

He looked around as they climbed back into the wagon, 

searching for any returning wolves. Seeing none, he flicked the 

reins and sent the willing horses forward, his watchful eyes 

scanning the bamboo on both sides. 

Adoy gradually regained his composure as he sat silent and 

still inside the wagon, contemplating the rush of events. He 

gazed at his parents in wonder. How could they be so skilful 

with weapons? He had not seen this side of them all his life in 

Stone Hill. How much they had changed in a few short days! 

Gone were the gentle village blacksmith and the 

schoolteacher. Verdil now looked as if it belonged in Damoth’s 

hands. The village teacher had fallen away from Niyah like a 

cloak. She had killed over thirty wolves today – something he 

would never have dreamt possible. 

With a start, he realised how little he knew of his parents’ 

past. 
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III. Mayor’s Guards 

 

 

Khomer sauntered towards the hamlet at a distance, feeling 

no emotion at the task at hand. No undue pity for those who were 

to be his victims stirred his bosom. Nor did he take pleasure as 

his popular image would have suggested. It was merely a task to 

be done. Those who refused to do his bidding must visibly be 

punished in a manner that deterred others harbouring similar 

notions. 

His lean, hungry face with arched eyebrows over intense grey 

eyes knew no pity. The pointed black beard that adorned his 

narrow chin and his tall figure clad entirely in black completed 

the picture of the devil himself. His unhurried amble towards the 

men watching from among the bare buildings was calculated to 

amplify the fear his reputation and sudden appearance had 

already struck in their hearts. 

But as he approached the hamlet, he sensed Cugir trying to 

reach him. He stopped, made a connection with his henchman 

and listened in silence. 

“Killed the entire pack?” he asked in surprise. 

“All but a few that fled.” 

“What about my Khatamu?” 

“Slain, Sire. The man slew it as it went for the boy.” 

“Are the man and the woman what I seek?” 

“No, Sire.” 

“Then, why did you not slay them first? You let them kill my 

Khatamu!” 

Khomer’s simmering anger surged through the connection to 

Cugir. 

“I ... I was not sure, Sire. I didn’t know if you wanted them 

too. They are very skilled warriors, but the boy is special.” 

“Kill them, Cugir, and bring me the boy. You have let my 

Khatamu die. The loss will still be worthwhile if I get the boy. 
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Do not fail me again.” 

“Yes, Sire.” 

He broke the connection and turned towards the hamlet, his 

eyes flinty with anger. He dropped his casual demeanour and 

strode purposefully towards the men who awaited him. A dozen 

villagers stood at the entrance of the hamlet, wielding machetes, 

axes and clubs. Fearful women and children watched from 

behind half-closed windows of the rough mud houses. They took 

no heart that Khomer came alone and weaponless. They knew he 

needed none. 

Khomer stopped ten yards from the men and stared silently at 

them. He saw fear on their faces and in their minds. Seeing him 

at close quarters had struck such terror in them that all resolve 

melted. They now regretted crossing him. Such was their terror 

that they fell to their knees to beg for mercy. 

All but three. 

Khomer studied the three peasants who chose not to back 

down at the moment of reckoning. They stood there with fear in 

their hearts, weapons in their trembling hands, but with a brave 

facade. Fools! There was no turning back now. 

The three men suddenly erupted in flames and cried aloud in 

agony. Their friends begged for mercy on their behalf, but in 

vain. Khomer made an example out of the three men for the 

hamlet and nearby villages. They fell to the ground within half a 

minute, charred beyond recognition. Khomer had not moved an 

inch or lifted a finger. 

Without a second look at the smouldering corpses, he turned 

and walked unhurriedly towards the trees at a distance whence 

he had come, oblivious to the wailing of widows behind him. 

 

*  *  * 

 

Endless questions assaulted Damoth’s mind as he drove the 

wagon towards Crossroads. Why had the wolves pursued them 

so relentlessly? Where had they come from? Why had the 

monster wolf gone so single-mindedly for Adoy? Finding no 
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answers, he decided not to talk of it. 

“Let us find a place to rest,” he said instead. “We also need to 

eat soon.” 

They continued along the road, speaking little. After an hour, 

they came to an old white banyan tree where the road curved to 

the left. 

“This is the place,” said Damoth. “There is a clearing among 

the trees where we can rest.” 

He drove the wagon straight through the trees, and emerged 

into a large clearing. At the far end of the clearing was a sheer 

stone wall over fifty feet high, and to the right was a narrow 

gully at the bottom of which ran a stream. Trees of the forest 

bordered the rest of the clearing, which opened to the pale blue 

sky. It was a sharp drop of over fifteen feet from the clearing to 

the clear water of the stream, whose gurgling sound was music to 

their ears after the snarling of Khatamu. 

“What a lovely place!” whispered Niyah. 

“It’s delightful. We can rest and have a hot meal. I must also 

clean my sword and shoes. I can’t go into town looking like this. 

But first of all, we need a fire.” 

Adoy climbed down from the wagon and strolled around the 

clearing. He walked to the gully and stood there looking down at 

the stream. Many years of relentless running water had carved 

the gully such that its sides were almost vertical with no way to 

climb them. The swift waters turned frothy white as the stream 

gushed through the narrow gully. Adoy walked along the gully 

till he came to the stone wall worn smooth by the elements, and 

turned to walk pensively along the stone wall, his eyes seeing but 

not noticing. Confused thoughts churned his mind and distracted 

him from the soothing effects of the clearing that may have 

otherwise calmed his nerves. 

The journey that ought to have been pleasant had turned out 

to be perilous. So many lives lost and such needless violence. 

And he had been a party to the carnage. He felt dirty and soiled. 

Why was the monstrous wolf interested only in him? He had felt 

such hostility in it! Why had this happened? 
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“Come, Adoy,” said Damoth, interrupting his thoughts. 

“Let’s gather some firewood.” 

They gathered enough dry wood to keep a small fire going for 

a couple of hours and returned to the clearing. Damoth sheltered 

the firewood among some rocks close to the stone wall and 

kindled a small fire. Niyah meanwhile unhooked the horses and 

let them wander in the clearing before she took some vegetables, 

cheese and bread for their meal from the wagon. She also took 

out a small bucket and a length of rope, and called Adoy to help 

her draw water from the stream.  

“The fresh water of forest streams is good for making stew,” 

she said. “Try and get clear water from the middle of the 

stream.” 

While Adoy and Niyah were drawing water from the stream, 

Damoth removed his sword and shoes and sat down near the fire, 

leaning against the stone wall. Once he had cleaned his shoes, he 

picked up Verdil and began cleaning and polishing it. Niyah set 

the pot on the fire and went back to the wagon to rest while the 

food slowly stewed on the fire. Adoy picked up his crossbow and 

wandered off into the trees to explore, still pensive and a little 

dazed. 

A light afternoon breeze stirred the treetops. The musical 

sounds of the stream, chirping of birds and other sounds of 

nature calmed their frayed nerves and lulled them to drowsiness. 

Aroma of a hot meal drifted in the air and added to their 

weariness from an ordeal that had sapped their energy. Niyah 

was soon half asleep. 

Suddenly, a group of men burst into the clearing. Moran and 

his thugs. 

They had seen Damoth but not Niyah and Adoy. Hidden from 

view inside the wagon, Niyah snapped awake as she heard their 

footfalls and rose silently. She watched through partings in the 

wagon canopy and waited to see what the men's intentions were. 

Adoy too heard the men and hid behind a thick tree trunk to 

watch. 

As soon as Damoth saw the men, he hid Verdil under some 
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cloth beside him and rose as Moran walked up to him as if to 

question him. But as soon as he reached Damoth, Moran grabbed 

him by the throat and pinned him to the stone wall. 

“Who are you?” he growled. “What are you doing here?” 

“I am from Stone Hill, going to Crossroads,” croaked 

Damoth. 

“Blacksmith?” 

“Yes.”  

A wide grin split Moran’s face. 

“Why are you not on your way?” 

“I stopped for some rest and food. We can share it if you 

wish.” 

“I will take what I please. Horses, wagon and anything in it.” 

“You are welcome to share my meal, but not my wagon.” 

Damoth’s right hand disappeared behind his back. 

“No? And who will stop me?” sneered Moran and pulled out 

his sword. “You, blacksmith?” 

Moran’s sword had a short blade about two feet long. He 

drew back his right arm as if to stab Damoth while his heavy left 

hand pinned Damoth against the rock. Niyah quietly picked up 

Aavil, nocked an arrow in it and waited for the right moment to 

play her hand. She had only two arrows left, and had to be 

careful how she used them. 

Just outside the clearing, Adoy was becoming increasingly 

anxious. Seeing Moran draw his sword, he began to fear that 

Moran would stab his father and perhaps kill him. Terrified, he 

glanced uneasily from the crossbow in his hand to Moran’s back, 

but stood rooted to the ground. He felt a heady mix of anger and 

fear rise inside his head. 

Slowly, something began to change within him. 

When Moran drew back his arm as if to stab Damoth, panic 

welled up within Adoy. His mind and heart desperately sought a 

way to stop Moran. 

“No!” he shouted, and jumped out of the woods into the 

clearing. 

Briefly distracted, the men continued to jeer after a surprised 
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pause. Moran grinned at Adoy over his shoulder before turning 

his attention back to Damoth. 

As Adoy watched helplessly, a strange and unknown feeling 

overcame him. His eyes fell on the fire his father had lit. It was a 

yard or so behind Moran. He suddenly wished – with all the 

power he could summon – that the fire would rise and engulf 

Moran. Why he did it, he did not know. But something deep 

inside him urged him to. 

And to his great astonishment, the fire obeyed! 

The small cooking fire suddenly rose above the pot and 

became six feet high. It leapt towards Moran as if it were a living 

thing, and swathed him from head to toe, setting his clothes 

alight. 

Moran dropped his sword, released Damoth and screamed as 

the flames scorched his face and arms. The fire burned far more 

fiercely than it had when it was a cooking fire. The men stood 

frozen, stunned into inaction by the terrifying sight. The burning 

man, not seeing any other hope, rushed to the edge of the 

clearing and leapt into the gully, into the stream fifteen feet 

below. The rapidly flowing water quickly doused the fire and 

carried him downstream and out of sight. 

Adoy stood dumbstruck, not willing to believe that he had 

made the fire erupt and attack Moran. Niyah however, recovered 

quickly and took advantage of the sudden turn of events. 

As soon as Moran jumped into the stream, Niyah turned her 

attention to the five remaining men. Two of them near the stone 

wall were armed with swords, as was the man closest to Adoy. 

The other two men in the middle – one short and the other tall – 

were archers. The men were yet unaware of Niyah. 

The short archer was the first among them to recover. He 

nocked an arrow in his bow and aimed at Adoy. But Niyah was 

faster, and had the advantage of being unseen. Her arrow was 

already in her bow before the archer drew his. And before he 

could draw his bowstring back, hers was on its way. It travelled 

straight and true, and pierced him in his throat, killing him at 

once. 
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Though slower than his mother, Adoy was quicker than the 

men, and had the advantage of holding an already loaded 

crossbow in his hands. Realising that the archers were the 

immediate danger and Niyah had shot one of them, Adoy 

pointed his crossbow at the other archer. He shot at the man 

twenty paces away without consciously aiming, but instinctively 

willing the quarrel to hit the man’s throat as Niyah’s arrow had. 

The quarrel pierced the man’s throat just as Adoy had willed, 

and the man fell to the ground. 

Numbness overcame Adoy, and he felt as if he was in a 

trance. Something in his head rebelled at his taking a human life. 

He had killed a man! He had known that he might do so 

someday, but that had not prepared him for the moment it 

happened. The knowledge that he had done it in self defence was 

of no comfort either. Numbness turned to nausea when he 

recalled how his quarrel had torn the man’s throat and made 

blood gush forth. He groaned as he took in the gory sight and 

swayed unsteadily. 

Having shot the quarrel in his crossbow, Adoy was now 

unarmed and exposed. Seeing this, the swordsman near Adoy 

moved towards him, drawing his sword. Something in Adoy’s 

mind screamed an alarm and he opened his eyes with a great 

effort. His mind cleared when he saw the man approach him with 

a naked blade, and he prepared to defend himself with bare 

hands. He had no idea what he could do against a man with a 

sword. 

Meanwhile, the two swordsmen near Damoth came at him. 

The one closest to Damoth was a couple of yards ahead of his 

companion and rushed at Damoth with his sword drawn back, 

aiming to slice through Damoth's neck with one swift slash.  

Anticipating a sword fight, Damoth had drawn Verdil from 

under the cloth on the ground, and stood ready. When the 

onrushing man was a couple of yards from him, Damoth 

abruptly dropped to one knee. As the man's sword passed 

harmlessly above his head, Damoth thrust Verdil forward, 

running the blade through the man’s heart. The swordsman 
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collapsed and his sword fell from his fingers. 

But Damoth’s troubles were not over. The onrushing man's 

weight continued to push his body forward as he fell, making 

Damoth’s sword to go deeper into him and emerge behind him. 

He couldn’t extract his sword in time to defend himself against 

the second swordsman. 

Seeing Damoth down on his knee and his sword stuck, the 

second swordsman raised his sword with both hands, and 

brought it down in a powerful downward blow on Damoth’s bare 

head. 

Still on one knee, Damoth had seen Moran’s sword lying at 

his feet and had snatched it up with his left hand. As his second 

attacker's sword came down on him, he blocked the blow with 

Moran’s sword. Such was the force of the blow that the sword 

splintered and broke into several pieces, but its guard halted the 

descending blade. 

Meanwhile, Damoth had pulled Verdil out of the first 

swordsman's body as he blocked with Moran’s sword. As his 

grinning assailant prepared to deliver the next blow, Damoth 

lunged forward and thrust Verdil upward in a quick, smooth 

motion, taking full advantage of the longer sword. Surprise 

sprang to the man’s face as Damoth’s sword pierced him. 

Meanwhile, the last of the attackers had reached Adoy and 

lunged at him. Adoy saw it coming and leapt aside, making the 

sword pass to his right. Adoy felt as if he had known of the 

thrust beforehand. However, the man was too good a swordsman 

to be defeated by a side stepping boy. As he completed the 

thrust, he flicked the sword to the right in a horizontal arc. The 

tip of his sword cut Adoy’s shirt and left a thin red cut across his 

chest. Adoy gasped as the sword bit into his skin, and a red stain 

spread on his shirt. The man grinned. But, that was the last thing 

he would do. 

After killing the first archer, Niyah had rearmed her bow with 

the last arrow. And not a moment too soon! The last swordsman 

was lunging at Adoy! When the man stepped back to savour his 

first attack, Niyah released her arrow. She went for a certain kill. 
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The arrow pierced the man’s left temple as he stood grinning, 

and went straight into his head. 

In a few moments of frenzied fighting, a village blacksmith 

and his family had dispatched Moran and killed all his men. 

“Adoy!” called Niyah, leaping down from the wagon. “Show 

me your wound.” 

“It’s not bad ... just a scratch ... but bleeding a bit.” 

Niyah pulled off Adoy’s shirt and heaved a sigh of relief as 

she inspected the wound. “I feared I was late. Here, put this on 

the cut. The bleeding will stop soon.” 

She took a jar from the wagon and gave it to him. Adoy 

watched his mother’s anxious face for a few moments, 

wondering, not for the first time, what was troubling her so much 

from the day of the firefly incident. Something had changed in 

her that day, of which she refused to speak. Now after two 

attacks on the same day, gloom clouded her face. 

“We are not safe here,” said Damoth in a low voice. “We 

must leave right away.” 

“Our food?” asked Niyah. 

“Leave it behind, or take it with you if you must. These men 

will soon be missed, and the further we are from here, the better. 

Besides, the leader could still be alive.” 

Niyah nodded. “I’ll get the horses.” 

Damoth and Niyah began hitching the horses as Adoy 

hurriedly put the cooking pot into the wagon. He was far too 

hungry to leave without it. 

“They came looking for me,” said Damoth as they worked 

frantically. “I wonder why?” 

“Do you not know?” asked Niyah, glancing sideways at her 

husband. “He only knew that you were a blacksmith from Stone 

Hill. He didn’t even ask your name.” 

Damoth looked at her for a moment and then realisation 

dawned on him. 

“The ingot!” he whispered, “So, they know! They must have 

followed our tracks. More men may be on the way. We must 

leave quickly!” 
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They fled the clearing, hastening as much as they could 

without appearing to flee. A few more hours of daylight 

remained, and they wanted to get as far from the clearing as they 

could. They travelled rapidly for over an hour, watchful and 

silent. Adoy wanted to know why the men had attacked them. 

“Let’s not talk about it now,” said Niyah softly, her eyes wary 

and face taut. “We don’t want to be overheard even by accident.” 

After an hour or so, Damoth slowed down and called Adoy. 

“Come up and sit by me.” 

Adoy sat by his father and waited for him to speak. 

“How is your wound?” 

“It burns but has stopped bleeding. Ma bound it. Who were 

those men?” 

“The Mayor’s Guards from Crossroads. The mayor lets them 

do as they please, and they spread fear in and around Crossroads. 

It was not like this even a year back. The mayor too has turned 

bad.” 

“Too?” 

“Many people have been corrupted during the past two years, 

and have turned to things they wouldn’t have otherwise done. I 

don’t know how it’s happening, but corruption is spreading again 

as it had in the past.” 

“Surely, the road to Crossroads can’t be so dangerous. Many 

people use it every day.” 

“That is what your mother and I can’t understand. First the 

wolves, then the Mayor’s Guards.” 

“Why did they attack us?” 

“They wanted the ingot.” 

“The one you bought for making me a sword?” 

“Yes.” 

“All this for an ingot?” 

Damoth didn’t answer. 

“Why did you talk back to the man?” continued Adoy after a 

little while. “Wouldn’t it have been better to let him take it?” 

“No, Adoy. This ingot is special. I can’t let it go. Besides, 

once the men saw your mother, matters would have turned ugly. 
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I had to force their hand when their guard was down.” 

“But you were almost killed!” 

“Not quite,” smiled Damoth. “He was not going to kill me. 

He was merely having fun at my expense.” Still smiling, he 

turned to Adoy with steady, appraising eyes. “But you took 

matters into your hands, didn’t you?” 

They rode in silence as thoughts rushed through Adoy’s 

mind. 

“Tell me what happened with the fire,” said Damoth gently. 

“I don’t know. The fire suddenly erupted and engulfed the 

man.” 

“Did you have anything to do with it?” 

“I ... I don’t know ... how could I? ... it’s impossible.” 

“Tell me anyway.” 

“I remember wishing that the fire would swell and reach the 

man. That’s all. It must have been a coincidence.” 

Damoth was studying Adoy’s face intently. A fleeting look of 

triumph crossed his face as he replied with a smile. 

“Was it?” 

“I couldn’t have made the fire attack the man. It does not 

make sense!” 

“There are things that will not make sense now. Did anything 

else unexpected happen?” 

Adoy frowned as he replied haltingly. 

“I am not sure ... it too does not make sense. When the man 

lunged at me with his sword, I was prepared. I knew that he was 

going to attack me before he did. That’s how I was able to avoid 

the blade. Almost.” 

Adoy felt his mother’s eyes on him and turned to look at her. 

There was an unmistakable look of pride as she smiled at him. 

For the moment, happiness returned to her face and Adoy felt his 

mood lighten. He smiled back at her and turned to his father. 

“I don’t understand. You have never talked of these things 

before.” 

“There is much I have not spoken of, as Stone Hill was not 

the place for it,” said Damoth as they went over the crest of a 
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low hill. “I will tell you soon, but not now. We must get to safety 

first. I hope we don’t run into more trouble.” 

But they were out of luck. 

As they crested the hill, they saw a grey-clad man standing in 

the middle of the road, waving a crooked staff in his left hand. 

His face was pale, with thin lips and oversized eyes that seemed 

hypnotic. He was waiting for them with a crooked smile on his 

bloodless lips. 

Cugir. 

The travellers had no time to react to what came next. Just as 

Damoth pulled the reins to bring the wagon to a halt, a yellowish 

green mist formed around them. The foul vapours coalesced and 

swirled around the three, disorienting and enfeebling them. The 

world spun, and darkness descended upon them. Adoy 

succumbed first followed by Damoth, as the vapours were 

thickest around them. They slumped in their seats where they sat, 

senseless and immobile. 

Niyah, though immobilised inside the wagon, was not 

immediately overcome. She watched helplessly as Cugir lifted 

Adoy from the wagon and laid him on the forest road. He looked 

upward and made a sign to somebody or something she couldn’t 

see. Fear welled up in her as she watched him waiting and 

looking skywards. 

The sky suddenly darkened above the wagon. A huge red bird 

descended from the sky and picked Adoy up in its talons. Cugir 

leapt on to the bird’s back, and the bird flapped its gigantic 

wings and rose in the air.  

As the vapours finally overcame her, Niyah saw another man 

gallop into view on a large black horse. He too carried a staff but 

a straight, smooth one. He pointed it at the rising bird, and blue 

fire erupted from it, flying towards the bird that was already 

thirty feet above the trees. 

The last thing she saw was the blue fire hit the bird that was 

carrying her son. 

 

END OF SAMPLE 
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Shinmahs: Book II 

 

Zaihar 

 

The legendary Shinmah-turned-assassin is on the Lost 

Shinmahs’ trail. Word is that he has never failed. 

 

Meanwhile, the Second Great War is coming to Pangaea. 

Liguanea can no longer confront Yashin on its own, and must 

remake the old alliance. But the Liguanea Elder no longer enjoys 

the trust he once used to. 

 

Elsewhere, the Lost Shinmahs must wean away three key cities 

from Quatil’s iron grip if they are to stand a chance in the 

coming war. With an unprecedented price on Adoy’s head, they 

must go deep into Badlands with little other than their 

uncommon skills to fall back upon. 

 

And Zaihar is much closer than they think. 

. 
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End Notes 

 

 

Thank you for downloading and reading the sample chapters. If 

you enjoyed it, please consider buying it on Amazon (link 

below). 

 

If you have the time, I would like to hear from you. You can find 

me online at: 

 

Amazon: http://www.amazon.com/dp/B009PPG64K 

Web Site: http://shinmahs.wordpress.com/ 

Facebook: http://www.facebook.com/kevan.dinn 

Twitter: http://twitter.com/KevanDinn 

Goodreads: http://www.goodreads.com/book/show/16083255-

dark-pursuit 
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