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The Vagrant: Chapter Nine

The arrow hissed from the tower, severing the air. Both VaMir and Killuin reacted to the sound streaming to their ears. VaMir dropped to his knees, drew his sword and arched it towards the sky. The arrow struck VaMir’s sword and plunged into the fire, releasing embers and wood fragments on the opposite side. Killuin drew his sword and declared an alarm, calling attention to the tower.


Killuin swatted away the embers and took off towards the darkened tower. The other three towers lit up powerful spheres nestled in beds of mirrors. Killuin began up the ladder to the darkened tower as the neighboring towers began to glow. As he reached the top, with sword in hand, a body flew from the tower, colliding with him and sending both to the ground. A man jumped out the opposite side and landed smoothly as sand shot up around his feet. His legs quickly swept him to a nearby craft and his hands powered it up.

The spheres had come to full glow and now two powerful beams of light scoured the desert front. They searched the ground, like a hawk searching for its prey, until they caught the man and his craft in their gaze. Arrows shot through the air one after another, but none stopped their target; most didn’t even come close. They bolted from the bow, shattered the still air, and within inches of their destination, bounced away with a blue flash of light and darted off in another direction. Despite repeated failures, the archers continued firing as the craft revved its engines and sped away. A bird took off as it whizzed towards the horizon.

♦

“A Dirisoon spy,” Killuin said over breakfast the next morning.

“Or one of Genrah’s men,” Miran added in, and VaMir hid a bitter wince. Coward. Gutless backstabber.
“What reasons would Genrah have?”

“Personal reasons,” Sira shot back.

“I think that might be somewhat far-fetched, really,” Killuin said. “The attack might have been for personal reasons, but not likely from Genrah. He’s fallen off our scopes, completely. But not all of our enemies have; some still brood in the distance, in Dirisoon. It’s hard to say, though, who commissioned the attack since Rohtan, the tower guard, died just before sunrise. But what I can tell you is that the man you mutilated in Tyran Danya, VaMir, happens to rule Dirisoon and he has also been encroaching on our land for quite some time now.”

“So what do you suggest, then?” VaMir asked and Killuin smiled.

“I haven’t left this city in far too long, who’s up for a vacation?”

“A vacation?” Sirendi asked. “To Dirisoon?”

“The assailant took off in that direction as did his bird, it couldn’t hurt to try to follow them, could it?”

“The bird is mine. He’s an old Sendrican war bird; he’ll follow that man to the ends of the earth,” VaMir informed the group, “or until I call him back...so our hunt’s already began.”

“Now how by the Lurrah did you manage to get a Sendrican war bird to take orders from a lonely desert boy like you?” Killuin asked and VaMir shot him an unkind glance. “Yes, of course you’re not lonely,” Killuin laughed off, “just a little over ambitious is all.”

The group split up to get ready to leave. Cystan agreed to take Kirind back to Tyran Danya then meet up with the group in Dirisoon and the rest would pick up the assassin’s trail before mid-day.

♦

“Why do you have two bows with you?” Sira asked Killuin as they marched across the desert.

“It is my bound duty,” he replied.

“Your bound duty?”

“Yes.”

“But why?”

“Because when a member of the Sight is murdered, it is up to the current head of the sight to slay the murderer.”

“You are the head of the Sight of the Phoenix?”

“Yes.”

“Why you?”

“Because I can play a mean game of cards.”

“Really?”

Killuin gave her a curious glance and she resented her thoughtless reply.

“Well that still doesn’t explain why you have to carry his bow.”

“You’re right, it doesn’t.”

“Well are you going to tell me?”

“No.”

“I’m serious!” She demanded and Killuin laughed.

“Because the laws of the Order also state that the murderer must be put to death with the weapon of the murdered.”

“Oh, I see.”

“So, since I’ve answered your question, you get to answer mine,” he said and Sira nodded. “What’s with Mr. Long-Haired Lonely-Heart? What’s behind his gaudy veil of secrecy, his mystique?”

“It’s a mystery,” she said and Killuin laughed.

“Did he have some terrible, traumatic childhood?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well he’s remarkable adept with the sword, wouldn’t you agree?” Killuin asked rhetorically as he began to spill out tidbits of information for which he felt ever so proud. “And I’ve come to see over the years that it’s hard to come by such skill – especially for someone so young. I have, however, seen such skills rise from the determination of two kinds of people: the mad and the terribly traumatized. So what devious little skeletons does our boy have prattling around up in his head? What bony brutes beat that heart of his, huh?”

“I really don’t know, but you’re starting to seem a little mad yourself...truly,” she told him earnestly, but he only grinned. “And he’s not that young. He’s the same age as Miran and Ehren. They grew up together. They all learned from Jehn-te, the head of our village.”

“Truly?” He asked and Sira nodded. “Amazing.” Sira smiled; she liked this feeling of brotherly love. She wished she could have had a sibling during her younger years,

“How well do you know him?”

“Not very well actually...we only met for the first time the night we fought Genrah.”

“But aren’t you his sister?”

“How did you know?” She demanded.

“You two have the same feet,” he said and Sira looked down at hers. “There’s the bird he said, pointing to a wad of net and feathers off in the distance.

“Jïra!”

Sira and Sirendi ran over and freed him from his binds. The bird hobbled a few steps, and then stretched out his wings. They both caressed and straightened out his feathers. A barb protruded from his wing – a piece of the netting shot from a gun. Sirendi removed the barb and quickly washed the sand from the wound and Sira wrapped up his wing. VaMir came over and fed Jïra a small rodent from his pocket. Sira and Sirendi looked at VaMir strangely, but Jïra didn’t mind at all. VaMir caressed his head and gave him some water.

“Well I guess we’ve lost the trail then,” Sirendi said.

“Not at all,” Killuin said. “This more or less confirms that the man fled to Dirisoon. You see that ugly mound in the distance? That’s the city. I’m surprised though that it took him this long to notice your bird.”

“As am I,” VaMir agreed.

“A trap?” Ehren asked.

“I wouldn’t doubt it. How many Shey’ranti live here?”

“Well over two thousand,” Miran said, “But that’s nothing compared to the hundred thousand others – many who despise us.”

“We’ll still let them know we’re here,” Killuin said, drew a red arrow from his quiver, and shot it into the air. It screamed louder than a banshee forewarning the end times.

♦


Many bodies, maybe a hundred or more, scuttled around sloshing to and fro ordering drinks and small meager dishes. A loud clamor rattled the stale air stained with the pungent stench of liquor, sweat, and fried foods. Laborers, skilled workers, soldiers, police, even diplomats sat at bars and tables or stood against solitary pillars. Voices would spike at one end of the room, mugs would topple, some inappropriate remarks would escape intoxicated lips, laughter would burst from the scene, and the waitresses would instinctually usher over another round of drinks.

Everyone loved a good tavern. They served as the hubs of society: kept everything moving, kept everything in close connection, kept the lords’ ears at the lips of their subjects. You could learn nearly anything in the right tavern on the right night. Some of the most famous inventions and most devastating battles came about due to words exchanged between drunken bodies in bars. But Killuin did not take the group to this tavern on this night to learn of great machinery or military tactics; they sought to find friends.

Nearly every city in every country on the planet had Shey’ranti-run businesses. They looked and acted just like every other business, but they’d always have their doors open to fellow Shey’ranti. They occupied positions as janitors, sewage servicemen, bankers, smiths, politicians, diplomats, seamstresses, and so on. They filled any and all jobs; they were ordinary people but with the Shey’ranti heritage. Most people didn’t know who was or was not Shey’ranti. Most people didn’t care. They were just simple members of society doing their work to make it through each day.

“From the man there in the olive vest,” a waitress said as she set down a beer on the table and walked away.

This was the seventh offering Sira and Sirendi had received since they arrived less than an hour ago. Killuin picked up the mug, drank it all in one fellow swoop, hit the mug down on the table, and nodded at the man in the olive vest.

“It’s not often that beautiful young women come to bars like these,” Killuin said to Sira and Sirendi, “but I think I’m going to take you two with me more often. I haven’t gotten this many free drinks in ages...or ever!”

“Why did you choose this tavern?” Ehren asked.

“Because it seemed the dirtiest,” he said and ran his finger across the window, inspected the accumulated dirt, and smiled, “and it appears I was right.”

“Because this is where Killuin best fits in,” VaMir said with a smirk as he sipped some tea.

“How very perceptive of you, my sober soldier. We all actually fit in here better than anywhere else.”

“How do you mean?” Ehren demanded feeling a little insulted.

“I don’t know if your lot has been alerted to his or not, but word has it that tensions have been growing in Dirisoon. The government’s been failing for quite some time now – mostly because of the arrant amount corruption amongst the head-honchos.  To remedy this they’ve been angling the blame to land on the minorities of the area – mainly Shey’ranti. Over the past decade the piece-pushers of this little board game have been trying to make us out to seem like crooks. For the most part the people don’t believe a word of it – but some groups have been listening to the government’s gospel religiously. Overall those groups pose no threat to the Shey’ranti community, but I’d really rather not run into them in the next couple days. You see what I mean?”

“But if you want to avoid these groups, then why come to such a shady tavern? Wouldn’t that be counter-productive?” Miran asked.

“Not if the members of these groups sat behind tall walls next to warm fires in the fine homes of the better parts of town. We’re not avoiding street gangs and riley youngsters; we’re looking out for the high-ranking police officers and rule-writers. They’re the only ones who feel threatened by the Shey’ranti. They’re the ones who count their coins with crooked fingers.”

“Shey’ranti sympathizers I see,” a voice said sharply from behind Killuin and the startled group turned immediately. “Pleased to meet you,” the man said with a warming tone and he bowed to the group, “the names Yirin, I’m from the south eastern tribes.”

“Pleased to meet you, Yirin,” Miran said and offered the man a seat.

“So what brings you all to good-old Dirisoon?” Yirin asked.

“What makes you think we don’t live here?” Sirendi asked and Yirin laughed.

“Locals don’t speak of conspiracies with hushed voices in grim bars...they shout it loud and drunkenly. So ya’ passing through or here for a while?”

“Might be a while,” Killuin said.

“What about you?” VaMir asked. “Here for a while?”

“Yeah, for a couple years, my mentor lives here. We live a couple blocks just that’er way.”

“Who’s your mentor?”

“She’s just over there. I’ll go get her,” Yirin said.

He popped off his stool and snaked his way through the crowd to a well-dressed woman arguing with the bartender. Yirin whispered in her ear and she turned towards the group; she smiled and waved. The bartender took this opportunity to escape harassment and slipped away to serve other customers. She turned back around and raised a finger into the air, preparing to berate the bartender again only to find that he left. She shrugged and turned back towards the group – but halfway into the turn she froze, looking at a pillar next to the bar. She looked over at the group, squinted, and then tore a piece of paper off the pillar. She walked over to the group and slid the paper to VaMir.

“Hey, handsome,” She said to him, “we ought to get you out of here.”

VaMir looked down at the paper: a wanted poster – with his picture on it. The woman took VaMir’s hand and guided him around the table. VaMir pulled his hood up and hid his face.

“Yirin, take the rest of them back to the house in an hour or so. Until then just keep ordering drinks and chatting away, act natural. OH! And tell Louie he owes us three barrels of ale. I want them on my doorstep by tomorrow morning,” she said as she hooked her arm around VaMir’s and the two walked out like a couple fleeing to the endless possibilities of the night.

♦

“When are we going to leave?” Sirendi whispered to Ehren.

“Not just yet, we’ll wait a while more,” she replied and touched Sirendi’s face, “you don’t look too good. Are you feeling alright?”

Sirendi shook her head. She had drunk in the past, but never this much and never anything as strong as tonight. Killuin had been taking it down like water since they arrived. Sirendi didn’t know how he could do it; she had maybe one drink for every three or four of his and she could already feel the ground rolling beneath her seat. The warmth in her stomach initially felt good, relaxing, but now it just agitated the storm she felt churning down there.

“Go get some fresh air, dear,” Ehren told her and she complied.

Step after stumbling step she made it to the door. She shut her eyes to ease her nausea and pushed on the door, the massively heavy, door but it wouldn’t move even an inch. Sirendi pushed harder, leaned into it with all her weight. Nothing the wood didn’t even begin to bow under her weight.

She opened her eyes and looked up to find she was pushing on the wall. With a dopey grunt she stepped over and pushed hard on the actual door. It flew open and she fell through the doorway onto the street. She grunted again as she collided hard with the ground – luckily missing the stone walkway and landing in the dirt street.

The liquids – the toxins to be more precise – in her stomach lapped against the walls and threatened to spill out. Muscles spasms tore through her body from her gut up to the back of her throat. A small sample of the caustic substance swimming in her stomach bubbled up and leaked into her mouth. She weakly spat out the bitter bile in thick strings of saliva that stuck to her lips like paste.

Another convulsion sent tremors through her body and she knew the rest of the liquid was coming up. She sprang to her feet and ran into an alleyway. The liquors and acids surged through her throat and pushed at her tightly sealed lips. Her knees began to weaken and her arms desperately latched onto a wall. All her misery sprang from her mouth like a fountain with an utterly putrid retching noise. It exploded from between her lips, splattered against the wall, and puddled on the floor.

After the third or fourth fountaining, she coughed up the last couple stray chunks of muck and blinked the tears out of her eyes. She stayed in her vomiting position catching her breath and regaining her vision. Slowly her breath came back and her eyes came in to focus. A warm pile of partially digested food, sinister liquors, and stomach acids. A truly beautiful sight.

She straightened up, still leaning with one hand against the wall, and looked around the darkened alley. No one. Still breathing heavily she walked down the alley, trying to avoid looking at or smelling the vomit. Nothing makes you want to vomit like the sight, smell, and sound of vomit.

Around the corner she saw a vehicle. A hovercraft maybe. She had never seen one close up but always wanted to ride one. A single-seater motorcycle style. She dreamed of owning her own ever since Sira told her about the ones she’d seen in her hometown. She ran her hands across the engine; it was warm and it was dusty – really dusty. Most of the bike was covered by a tarp but the exposed part seemed to be rather unwashed and poorly kept.

She looked around, but couldn’t see or hear anything other than muffled noises from in the tavern. She pulled back the tarp and examined the rest of the bike. There was a gun holster on the side – and it still had a gun in it. She had never seen a gun like this before. It seemed highly sophisticated. Definitely nothing standard for any army; it was a personal weapon. She wondered who would leave a gun on their bike in an alley as she walked around to the other side. The holster on the other side was empty, but three broken-off arrows stuck out of it. They were Shey’ranti arrows; they were the Sight’s arrows. This was the craft they were looking for. Sirendi quickly turned to run back and tell the others.

As she wrapped around the corner an arm shot out and knocked her across the chest. She lost her footing, her feet flew out from underneath her and she landed on her back. A hand slid over her mouth and a gun pointed at her face as she lay there with all wind knocked from her chest.

“Shhhhh,” the gun-wielding man whispered, “you don’t want to wake the neighbors.”

Sirendi quickly unsheathed a knife  tucked under her wrist bracers – a gift from VaMir – and stabbed at the man. He tried to move, but the blade caught his arm – stuck right into the bone. He grunted and his gun discharged. Sirendi felt a blunt force slam against her chest and a tingling sensation radiated across her body. Her muscles seized up and she quickly lost consciousness without a word.

