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y first few training sessions with Kikpak did not go well, they did not go well at all. And if Lanaya is like unto the ensoulment of this ancient place, Kikpak was the physical embodiment of reality’s stark uncompromising face, the very lethality of the man lending an almost tangible feel of menace to the air. A reminder perhaps of what lay waiting for me far and away beyond the valley’s dreaming hills. The very sight of him armed and waiting, like some grim faced nemesis in dawn’s pale light; brought me to my senses like a sudden plunge into ice cold water.

It was then the dreaming fancy of Lanaya spiraled away like smoke on gusty winds. Days of idleness, the induced torpor of lazy golden hours were suddenly replaced by quickening blood surging through my veins, along with a hollow shriek of alarm echoing inside my skull like some final warning of imminent doom.

He stood silent as death, waiting. The rising sun bathed him in soft light throwing his shadow behind him. He looked undefeatable, implacable and grim. His very stance radiating menace. He is a hunter, I thought, a hunter of men. I swallowed nervously as what bravado yet clung to me evaporated between one breath and the next. A weight of stone fell down inside my gut, tendrils of fear tightening muscle. And I wondered then, for the first time in my life, I wondered then what manner of man I faced. Lanaya said Kikpak was to be feared. I could scarce believe I had scoffed at her words. And all that followed, that fateful morning of grey and rosy light, filled my head and my mouth with bitter ash and the pit of belly with knotty, cramping rage I was hard pressed to contain. And he, Kikpak, all the while looking on through emotionless eyes, as though he trained some backward, recalcitrant child. I wanted to kill him but I could not, I wanted to break his face down into a bloody ruin but I could not. For all I tried, for all my wicked intent, his mastery of weapons was beyond my ken beyond anything I dare dream of owning. At first that is, but I am a sometimes stubborn, tenacious man whilst yet embracing patience. Oh yes, I can be a patient man, enduring what may break another, for me, there is always later. Even so Kikpak was the single most formidable warrior I had ever faced. No, our first few training sessions did not go well at all.

Thorak had trained me for almost four years, yet I never considered or thought myself to be a warrior. Smaller than most Mohenjarrians, it was all just a game to me, a dangerous game to be sure, but a game nonetheless. And then one day, something of boyhood’s dreaming fell away when I allowed somnolent speed to waken and power my limbs, driving through the final warrior testing like a sudden wall of wind. And yet I had no mind to be a warrior, and so I became a student of sorts, studying this and that most every day for three years and more. And then something of circumstance had me elected War Leader, and something of circumstance nurtured a warrior seed lurking beneath my studious facade. Something of circumstance that led me to believe that whilst ever Mohenjarro blindly upheld tradition, the people I had sworn to protect would never know peace and had never known peace for almost a thousand years. Indeed, it was then when I finally began to understand something of Thorak’s ceaseless discontent, and later when I led troops towards an assignation with destiny, some followed and some did not. Even so I was not fool enough to think I had fought a battle. A skirmish no more than that. Yet did I think four years of blade training must surely count for something, I was wrong, it did not.

Kikpak came at me again, using point over edge; he lunged, his blade glittering like an evil eye as it drove towards my chest. The strike was easy enough to counter; any young blood could do that. Only, when I tried, my blade met air and the point of Kikpak’s sword once again pricked my throat.

And so it went on. Day after grinding, bloody day Kikpak made a mockery of my every move, counter move, feint, block, defence and attack Thorak had painstakingly drilled into me. As for thinking outside set patterns, it made no difference, Kikpak countered my every move, and the man was fluid, like water and as deadly as a striking snake. The style he used was unlike anything I had encountered before, except for my father whose blade skills were, I slowly realized, hauntingly familiar.

Kikpak rarely spoke, his moves baffling. Somewhat taciturn by nature, he simply stepped back, allowing me to catch my breath before continuing. Stunningly proficient he might be, sympathetic instructor he was not. At least that is how it seemed to me during those early humiliating days. Perhaps the thought of Lanaya still claimed my head, and he was waiting for it to clear, knowing little of use would be absorbed whilst ever thoughts, seemingly walked elsewhere.

And then one day fear chilled me to the bone.

Beneath a cloudless sky of deep, pure blue, Kikpak still favouring point over edge, disarmed me with a casual, almost contemptuous twist of his wrist, the point of his blade pressed against my throat, his almost luminous eyes blazing with sudden fire, his face tight and drawn, etched in fury, as though he wanted nothing more than to drive his blade through my throat. I feared he would kill me then. Sweat streaming down my face, my heart beating wildly, my guts hollow and fluttery as I faced the realisation that he could kill me before I even tried to move. Yet try I would, for all I was afeard, I’ll not stand quietly to be slaughtered like a pig. And maybe, just maybe I might be fast enough to deflect his blade before it ripped through my throat. If nothing else it was worth a try, I thought grimly.

And then suddenly the fire in his eyes dimmed. Venting a long, drawn out sigh, he lowered his blade, fury leaking out of him as though the very air absorbed the killing force that not a heartbeat ago roiled through the man like a storm. Stepping back and away from me, sunlight shadowing his face in planes and bars of light, he breathed in deep. Gaining control of himself he slammed his blade home in its sheath. Staring through me, he said in a cold, flat voice, “What is it with you? You wield a sword like an untrained infant. We play no game. I can teach you nothing,” he grated harshly, “whilst ever you think you have nothing to learn.” His eyes bored into mine. “You will die,” he spat out. “You will die Atan Hor’Ruath,” he smiled mirthlessly, “before even thou hast chance to fulfil thy oath. Oh yes, you will die,” he continued remorselessly, “with a sword in your gut the first time you face a veteran warrior, armed and eager to receive thee.”

“Tomorrow, mid morning” he snarled, spinning on his heel “I offer thee one final chance, take it or not,” he said dismissively, “it makes no difference to me, no difference at all. You,” he added contemptuously, “are nothing but a boy waving a stick at a hungry wolf, hoping it will go away. Hungry wolves never go away,” he almost shouted; “one chance,” he grated “one last chance to at least try. That is all I offer.”

He strode away without a backward glance, pushing through some few onlookers gathered about the edge of the training square.

Kikpak left me feeling foolish and ashamed, my face burning with the heat of my humiliation as I stood trembling in every limb, and faced the awful realisation that whatever skills I once thought I had owned, were no more than just a bit and piece of nothing in particular, and whilst ever  I allowed Lanaya to live inside my head I might never prevail. Kikpak was right, I acknowledged silently. And when you get right down to it, learn or die really isn’t much of any kind of choice at all.

Standing alone beneath the sun, I swallowed my pride, the valley quiet around me. It was then, when I first put Lanaya aside; not the dreaming you understand, but the want. I could not take her where I must go. I could not afford the attention needful to ensure her safety. I could not take her to Mohenjarro, else my own people be the death of her. No, I could not take her or any woman where I must go, not now, perhaps never.

Kikpak had made a fool of me and he was right to do so, but no more, I resolved stubbornly, no, never again. Suddenly I bellowed out, “TEACH ME, SHOW ME YOUR WAY.”

My voice echoed through the valley. Kikpak’s retreating figure stopped, turned and advanced towards me, his face devoid of expression, his eyes luminous with light. He stood a few paces in front of me. A small crowd gathered, curious to hear what he had to say. Only the old man, Isian, outranked Kikpak, and that I had sometimes thought was not certain. Should Kikpak refuse to train me, I knew with sudden certainty that I would no longer be welcome amongst these strange, secluded people. Descendants of an old race who now, in their turn were dying out. No, I would no longer be welcome here.

His sleek oiled flesh gleamed in the sun. Hollow cheeks stretched across high facial bones framed by long, silver-white hair lending his features an almost skeletal look, as he surveyed me through cool, grey eyes. Perhaps he sensed something of my resolve, perhaps he somehow divined the change in me, or maybe an ancient power spoke to him. Not that it matters other than to say sudden thoughts of my father filled my head like a light shining through. The feel of it moving me to remark, “Train me Kikpak,” I asked tersely, “tomorrow, mid morning, a new start.”

He remained silent. The crowd around us seemed not to draw breath. My fallen blade lay on the ground between us. Kikpak bent down, retrieved the blade and handed it to me hilt first. A thin feral smile hovered about his mouth, like a wolf intent on prey, I thought worriedly.

“You possess rare speed,” he voiced quietly, “perhaps more than I,” again that wolfish smile, “but you know not how to use it. Thorak trained you the best he knew how, but his way is a thousand years old, and is the way of the edge only, the use of it having more to do with height and muscle power than with any real skill. You are strong enough Atan, but you lack height. Its point and edge you must master, not simply edge alone” His eyes danced. “About all you have done so far is beat the air with a lump of iron.” The crowd chuckled. Kikpak added solemnly, “Yes, I will undertake to train thee Atan Hor’Ruath, even as one before me trained your father. Tomorrow we begin.” He added curtly as he stalked away, “tomorrow, Atan Hor’Ruath, we begin.”

And so what began badly, slowly turned round as I settled into practice a new way of blade craft, working at it seven days out of seven from dawn to dusk, stumbling to my bed numb from exhaustion.

I cannot claim Kikpak and I became friends, yet a bond of sorts gradually developed across the blades. And as I began to leave exhaustion behind, my skills improved, until finally Kikpak was hard pressed to defend himself. Of Lanaya I dared not to think at all.

And then one day, as the sun began to wane we sat for a while catching our breath. The valley benign and hushed as the sun slid down the western sky, the distant surface of the river all a shimmer in orange-gold light. Fields of grain swayed to a gentle breeze redolent with the scent of sage and rosemary. I wondered then why evil strives so hard to mar beauty, or otherwise make less what beauty rests upon.

Kikpak looked towards me as though divining my very thoughts, his face ruddy in the waning glow of the sun. He said, with a slight smile, “Lanaya speaks well of you.” He looked away, gazing across the valley, “The old man, Isian, he too thinks much of you,” adding, “another before me trained your father, perhaps it is fitting that I in my turn train the son.”

Prudently, I remained silent. “You will need extraordinary skills to survive when you leave the valley.” His quiet voice slipped through the air. “I will teach you what I can,” adding gruffly, “there’s little enough time remaining to teach you much of anything at all.”

Which was about as near an admission of friendship as the sombre warrior was ever likely to come.

Shifting slightly he turned towards me and with a thin, mirthless smile said, “It may be that another will come to offer you a certainty of skill,” his eyes narrowed, taking on a predatory look, that all but had me reaching for my blade. “Skill that I too possess, at least in part,” he admitted grudgingly, adding, that he was not permitted to reveal the way of such skill, saying only that the one who may or may not come held such authority.

Curious, I asked who this mysterious warrior might be. “One from amongst your war band perhaps?”

“No,” he replied with something of awe in his voice. “The one I speak of is known as Jamil. His people are also known by the same name. He however is The Jamil. He is both the martial and spiritual leader of his people, the way of both, uniquely their own. Sethians fear us,” he smiled grimly, “yet compared to us Jamil is their worst nightmare. Jamil never hunts the Sethians, yet he is prepared to kill them on sight. Jamil and his people are the deadliest warriors the world has known or will ever know. You might by some trick or other kill Jamil, but you will never defeat him. Death may claim Jamil, but it can never contain what it claims. Perhaps Jamil is the balance. No one knows,” Kikpak added softly, “only the Jamil know their purpose and of that I assure you they never speak. Balance perhaps and something more, something no one who is not Jamil might understand,” he mused reflectively.

Kikpak went on to say the origins of the Jamil were shrouded in mystery and as distant as the legendary ancestors of the Civilisers. Kikpak said that of all the races abounding before the Earth moved and the great world ocean flooded many lands, even then he related, the Jamil were regarded as an enigma. “They were there,” he said, “when humankind first began to explore their world, or maybe such talk is no more than a fabulous legend,” he shrugged expansively, a thin smile hovering about his mouth, “no one knows. No one has ever known much of anything where the Jamil are concerned. A small mystery that according to the old man, Isian, is not for us or anyone who is not Jamil to unriddle. Try, he said, and you will back yourself into a room of questions, for which there are no answers, no key to unlock the door; and there you might stay, endlessly pursuing some trivial thing for which there is no good answer. The trick is to know that some mysteries are best left alone and that there are indeed questions for which, as yet, no answers exist. Best to accept that the Jamil are a race apart and follow a destiny that is in some inexplicable way interwoven with who knows what. That is all I know,” Kikpak concluded lamely.

“What of their spiritual teachings,” I asked softly.

Kikpak shrugged, “such is not divisible from the martial and only Jamil may teach or speak of such to one who is not of his people.” He smiled wryly, “it isn’t that it is a secret, so much as that Jamil maintains only those he refers to as Guardians might understand its nature, and possess the spiritual fortitude necessary to bear its weight.” About then Kikpak climbed to his feet and walked away, calling back over his shoulder, “Tomorrow Atan Hor’Ruath, tomorrow. Be there. Think not your training draws to a close, it does not.”

And so it continued.

I trained beneath the blistering heat of the sun until my flesh throbbed with weariness and my bones ached with sullen fire. I trained in the mud and mire of winter until I could scarce lift my feet free of the earth’s sodden embrace. I trained naked, the blast of winter winds numbing my flesh. I trained from dawn to dusk and back again. Through summer heat and winter cold, seven days out of seven, again and again and again, I ate, breathed and slept training. It filled my head and ensorcelled my thoughts. For a while there was no beginning, no end, no in between. I thought of nothing else. I ran carrying weights strapped to my back. I ran cradling weights in my arms. I ran with weights strapped to my thighs, and I ran carrying sword, shield and axe. I absorbed blade patterns and techniques no Mohenjarrian had dreamed of. And through it all Kikpak urged me on, mocking my failures, taunting, goading me to stagger through just one more pattern. His eyes, cold and relentless, never let me go, his mocking voice followed me to my bed.

Weeks slid by as my body slowly, so very, very slowly began to respond. My arms and shoulders thickened. My belly became lean and hard like old dry wood. Muscles swelled adding such power to my blows that I like to think few warriors of Mohenjarro could match, a wishful conceit don’t you think. Kikpak taught me to coordinate my natural lightness of foot with an intricate dance of speed and power. He taught me to calculate a second move ere the first had begun, until now and then I outpaced thought, and came to a place within where thought may not trespass. And then one day Kikpak could scarce restrain me as I matched him move for move, blow for blow, my speed a telling edge. And yet for all I accomplished there was still no give in him, no give at all as he urged me to try just a little harder as our blades flashed in the sun. Sometimes having me repeat the same lesson over and over again until he was satisfied I had grasped the concept behind the move, not just the technique of the move itself.

“Any fool,” Kikpak hissed savagely, as he aimed a wicked blow at my head, “can train his body to respond to set patterns almost faster than thought, that is not what we do here,” he almost snarled. “Are you dim witted to learn so ill?” Easing off lowering his blade, he glared at me, sweat rolling down his face. His eyes looked right through me. “No,” he repeated, “that is not what we do here. Of course you must learn pattern and technique, but never,” he emphasised, “never allow yourself to be bound by either one, use them, adapt and change, flow through what you know and change it into something your opponent does not, something he has no counter for, no defence or method of attack. Think Atan Hor’Ruath until in combat at least you are able to set in motion a new pattern faster than you may think to do so. Intuitive coordination Atan, at least try,” he admonished, “to understand that if one is bound within pattern, one cannot think outside it. To such a one, should his opponents fighting style be something he has never encountered before he might very well die using a set, predictable pattern of moves.

Be fluid Atan, thought is like that, fluid in motion, harnessing, connecting to powers and energies few men dream exist. The Civilisers used such energies. Seemingly outside this valley, few are even aware such energies and powers exist at all. Your father knew, as did ancient Ahmon before him. It is something you must learn, Atan; if'n you’re wanting to survive what waits for you out there. Be fluid Atan and as sharp and deadly as a new honed blade. Think; work out moves to combat your opponent’s style and act as swift as thought. Then you might just live to walk away.” A thin, cold smile creased his face. “Never complacently assume your own martial way to be complete or superior to another’s. Such arrogance breeds defeat. Think, always think on how you can improve, or add new skills to your own. But then you know that now, do you not Atan Hor’Ruath?” His face creased in a wicked smile as he reminded me of our first few training sessions.

And why, I wondered, knowing Kikpak rarely spoke in jest, why then, I wondered, does he remind me of my once upon a time headstrong foolishness. Not that it mattered. Soon or late we all play the fool, the trick being not to repeat such foolishness. Kikpak rarely spoke in jest and it worried me why he chose to do so now.

Between the setting and the rising of the sun, I found out why, and in hindsight ever remain grateful to the somewhat taciturn warrior for reminding me of my earlier foolishness, otherwise I might very well have played the same fool’s part all over again.

That night, escaping from Isian’s relentless talk of ages past, I ambled away from the Great Hall, the sound of voices fading down behind me. The night blessedly cool and still with a now and then breeze ruffling through my hair. The moon rode high, frosting grass, suffusing the valley in ethereal white light, the distant river glimmered silver. A faint smell of lavender and sage hung on the cooling night air like the fragrant breath of angels, those lovely ones who leave no footprints behind and cast no shadow.

The faint sound of feet whispering through grass, turning to see Lanaya drifting towards me, her long hair white and glowing in the groaning light, cheeks hollow and dark with shadow. Lips parting in a small, shy smile; flesh lucent as alabaster, long gown thin and clinging, moulding breast and thigh. Slim was she, tall and elegant, eerily beautiful, as she drifted through the night towards me like an aching dream of want spreading through my flesh with sudden fire. My heart hammered, my mouth suddenly dry.

During my months of training I had but seen her passing by. Passion flared in my belly, igniting a quick fire in my groin. Breathlessly I reached out to embrace her, pulling her close, lips pressed against mine. Then suddenly, shockingly she pushed me away, her magnificent, dreamy eyes moist with tears. Words from an old, old song belled through my head, “I don’t want to love you but I think I might.”

I stared at her in silence; my passion ebbing as I finally faced the terrible certainty that I did indeed love this strange, exotic woman of the Valley of a Million Years. I loved her, yet I dare not love her, else love be the death of us both.

Tears spilled from her eyes, shimmering like drops of starlight as they trickled down her cheeks, dripping from the rim of her lips like liquid moonlight.

And if we acknowledged our love I might never leave the valley, and thereby unwittingly cause the fall of Mohenjarro and the death of all her people. How dare I be so selfish; how dare I to love, and be loved. Surely no love on earth is worth the price of a nation’s death.

Lanaya divined my very thoughts: the bloom of love and the pallor of its fate, the rise and fall of love, the grace of its pain. Moonlight poured down between us. Somewhere a restless night bird called out, the sound of its plaintive cry echoing, until faint with distance it fell down into the night.

A stray breath of wind fluttered her gown, tugging at her hair, blowing it every which way until the breath of it sighed on through and away from the valley. I stood in silence. Her pale compelling beauty, aching my throat, knowing if I voiced love, I could never reach out to claim it. Not now, not here in this valley. Her lost, wistful look wrenched at my heart, trembling my limbs, I don’t want to love you, but I think I might, played out its refrain inside my head.

This strange, beautiful woman, descendant of Civilisers said in a soft shaky voice, “Thy seed hath quickened me Atan Hor’Ruath. Know thy seed hath quickened me love.” She dropped her gaze, voice husking into the night. “I caught glimpse of thee slipping away, I but followed to say I love thee Atan Hor’Ruath,” she smiled then, “you came like a thief and stole my heart.”

Dear God, I thought, what am I to do. ‘End it now,’ a cold voice urged inside my head, ‘end it now, this woman is not for you. Love of her will kill you.’ I felt hot and cold, something of fear jittered up and down my spine, cold hands clenching my gut, I don’t want to love you but I think I might. Aloud I said, “Lanaya, where I go you cannot follow, nor dare I abide here with thee.”

She frowned at that. For all she knew our love could never prosper, she frowned and looked at me as though it were I, and I alone, who carried the doom of us both.

“Go then, no one chains thee here, certainly not I.”

“And the child,” I asked, “what will become of the child?”

“The child is mine, Atan Hor’Ruath. Do not concern yourself. The child will be Isian,” she asserted, “and of the father perhaps I will never speak.”

This is not how it should be, I thought to myself. We should not part like this, not like acrimonious lovers. Even so, of words that swelled my throat I did not utter, withholding love’s voice, with deliberate intent. What else was I to do, tell me that now, what else was I to do, no other choice opened to show me a way. I don’t want to love you but I think I might.

“Aye, it is best,” I gasped out hoarsely, “thou knowest I might never pass this way again.” I don’t want to love you but I think I might, drummed in my head.

Suddenly she wilted, reaching out towards me. “Is there nothing of love you might say to me,” she sobbed “nothing at all? Leave me not so cold,” she pleaded. “Leave me not so cold love, not so cold this night.” Her voice broke on a sob, “Thy seed is in my belly,” she moaned, “leave me something Atan Hor’Ruath, leave me something, some few parting words I might cherish and hold, If thou hast loved me, if only for a precious moment, leave me not,” she stammered, “.not like this.” Her voice throbbed, her luminous eyes beseeching me to speak, to at least say something. “Leave me not,” she pleaded, “leave me not so cold.”

She stood like a ghost in the moonlight. The tortured look on her face pierced me through and through, yet I dare not speak, else I doom us both, and Mohenjarro too. Yet how could I know this, how could I be so certain, it made no sense to me, no sense at all? And so I remained silent. Throat locked tight, razored with emotion. I don’t want to love you but I think I might, thundered in my head.

Lanaya, the proud daughter of an old, forgotten people I don’t really want to know. Custodians of arcane knowledge, that too I really don’t want to know. Not now, perhaps never, but certainly not now. Tomorrow, I thought, I return to the training field, and maybe that too I be wearied of. I never wanted to walk the warrior road; I never wanted to be what seemingly I have become. Then again maybe the stark truth is that I don’t mind, not really, not now and maybe I never did. About then something of my dreaming slipped away and never again came to stay. Perhaps that was the pivotal moment when I set my love and the way of my life in stone.

In silence I lost her. I lost Lanaya beneath the pale weirding light of a high, white moon. I lost her to a whisper of wind sighing through a valley. Sighing through The Valley of a Million Years like a dark wind out of Eden. I lost her to a haunt of restlessness inside me. Like a secret I can never share. I lost her to a thousand years of tradition, and an aching soul that burns for something I have no name for, Mohenjarro no more than a part of something else along the way. I lost her to a promise. In truth I lost what I never owned, I only thought I did, for a while that is, like iron drawn towards something it has no power to resist. Maybe I wept then. Maybe I wept and moaned inside. I don’t want to love you but I think I might.

She stared at me in horror, and then with a moaning sob tearing at her throat, she turned away from me and fled into the night.

I stood alone, the night wind blowing cool against my heated flesh, waning moonlight casting long shadows across the valley. The breath of angels fluttering inside my head like broken wings, as I stood in silence hating myself for what I had done. The valley seemed not so sacred then, not so full of manna. With the going of Lanaya something of magic went with her too. She took the stars, I think, trailing pools of moonlight and shadow. For good or ill I had turned her away, it was a thing that had to be done, though no comfort did I gain from knowing that. Knowing something is not to say one is comfortable with its presence.

Wanting no ones company I stood for awhile, gazing off towards some distant ruins standing silent and empty. Moonlight outlining massive walls and weed choked avenues of broken stone running straight as arrows towards who knows where. Ancient ruins, I thought with a trace of unease, brooding over past glories. Valley of a Million Years, I wasn’t sure, no, I wasn’t at all sure about that. Notion of it tempered by the very real doom that inexorably stalked its people. A dying race accepting their fate with equanimity, preferring to die, or so it seemed to me, rather than abandon their valley home. It made no sense, at least none that I could grasp. But then, perhaps the way of Mohenjarrians seemed senseless to the Isians.

Yet for all the valley somehow harboured death in its fold, one’s eyes perceived beauty, a veritable Eden of grain and plenty, a valley of eternal summer.

And yet, like a dark wind in Eden, nothing is perfect and for the Isians, extinction would be the final price paid for their sojourn in Eden, The Valley of a Million Years, wherein Lanaya and her unborn child will die before they are young. Rousing myself I moved on, walking slowly towards the Gathering Hall, voices muted now as many sought their beds, nor could I help but glance back towards the massive ruins backed up against the valley’s flank. Thinking not for the first time that Isian never did give me any good answer as to why neither he nor Isians before him occupied the ancient buildings, other than to say stone absorbs something of the nature of energies emanating from those who dwell within, pervading every nook and cranny he claimed. Perhaps he is right. Certainly there is a feel to many such places, as though some vestige, some tangible presence yet remains, a haunting echo of the ancient Civilisers who lived here, who shaped the valley and built in stone.

Civilisers fleeing their flooded homeland, passing on knowledge to some few tribes with uncensored authority. Did they, I wondered, view the lesser tribes of stone, flint and bronze from some lofty pinnacle upheld by their own past achievements? Were they haughty and distant?

That night my thoughts and feel for the haunted ruins was a far cry from the reverent awe the Isians accord their ancestors. Where did the Civilisers go? Why did they abandon the very people they purported to teach when so very much yet remained to be passed on? Why did they leave this land? Or did they?

Certainly the elder Isian remains adamant, claiming Seth and his followers did not drive them out or otherwise cull their numbers before Horus avenged the murder of his father. Perhaps the Civilisers yet remain in the valley, perhaps their bones lay in some secret place some hidden chamber, that one day in some undreamed of age to come, when they are no more than a will-o’-the-wisp legend, the chamber will be discovered. The embalmed corpses within finally revealed. The very physiognomy of the embalmed ones more than enough to evidentially prove that once upon a long time ago they did indeed exist. Proof positive that when the earth moved and the great ice sheets began to melt, a hitherto unknown, unguessed at branch of humanity with strange, exotic features did indeed walk this earth.

Maybe, I ruminated, Civiliser bones do lay here in the valley, and maybe that is why they named it the Valley of a Million Years. Would that I were around to see the faces of those distant ones destined to find their bones and no doubt the secret chamber of records, I thought with a smile. No doubt they might by then have need to rewrite the entire history of the human race. Oh yes, I would like to see that. The idea that only one branch of humankind descended on down through the ages in an orderly natural progression, marching through millions of years was at best somewhat flawed reasoning. Such skeletons as the Civiliser corpses might provide, not so much evidence of a missing link in humanity’s chain as they were evidence of the existence of a divergent specie of humankind, cousin if not brother to the one dominant specie now claiming lordship of the earth. What splendid morphological riddles might the Civilisers and their ancestors pose for all those learned ones yet to come. Oh yes, would that I were there to watch it all unfold; About then Isian wandered out from the Great Hall breaking my reverie, beckoning me to come in from the cold night.

I spoke not of Lanaya’s quickening, her fate is now her own. I cannot change it otherwise. Perhaps it is true what my father and Karnak once said, that for all I cavil, for all I claim otherwise I do indeed possess a warrior’s heart and abiding faith in the promise of our people. If’n I can free them that is, of the Sethian scourge and the rule of the moribund Councils, and of that I was none too sure. I will try, of course I will try, indeed what else is there for me to do? I, Atan Hor’Ruath who has but lately come to some bit and piece of knowledge, that if nothing else serves to show how little I know and how much there is to know of things we dream not of. Perhaps that is what I yearn to embrace, diversities of knowledge without need of a sword in my hand. Sometimes the spirit within me soars, like some grey winged hawk high in the sky. The very existence of this valley and all its secrets affording much to think on, for all I may reveal nothing of what I find. Perhaps I may speak of it one day. Then again perhaps not, who would listen, and who would care if I did? No one, no one at all. And so few realise any legend is not so legendary it might very well carry seeds of truth beneath its other more obviously fabulous facade. What then might I share of all I come to know before the last of my breathing days are done? What then might I share do you think? Maybe nothing of any lasting worth at all.
