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Prologue:


 


Something wasn’t right.


It wasn’t just the unnatural stillness of the forest. It wasn’t
the uneasiness of the horses. It was another sense that welled deep within L’iam’s
being that told him that something was very wrong.


He raised a hand to his companions, indicating that they should
come to a halt. The soldiers all reined in their horses and looked to their
young monarch with questioning expressions.


The L’avan king scanned the trees with his sharp, golden eyes. The
flecks of pale metallic green that swam in the gold of his eyes expanded and
swirled, lending them a strange glow. Within his mind he reached out to the
spirit realm and connected with the power that set his people, the L’avan,
apart from the rest of the human race—the power that was sometimes called
“magic” by others, but was known as vyala to the L’avan.


L’iam’s gifts could be used for a number of purposes, but his
current concern was to scan the surrounding area for enemies.


Nothing.


It was as if there was some kind of void where his sense should
be, and that alone warned of great danger. Even if there were no enemies in the
vicinity, there shouldn’t be nothing.


The small movement he glimpsed out of the corner of his eye was
his only warning. He barely had time to shout to his companions before they
were under attack. L’iam drew his sword and prepared to fight. The others
quickly followed his lead.


First came the rain of arrows. L’iam watched in horror as a deadly
shaft struck one of his oldest friends in the heart. A’asil barely had time to
look surprised before he slumped and slowly slid off his horse.


Cries of pain pierced the young king’s ears as two more of his
soldiers fell to the ground.


L’iam and the three remaining men sprang into action, drawing
swords and preparing their vyala for a counterattack. Ri’sle, eyes
glowing orange, sent out a magical wave of force that knocked the arrows off of
their path. At that point, however, his actions didn’t seem to matter. The
arrows stopped and several shadowy figures emerged from behind the trees.


“Your men need not die, King of the L’avan. Surrender yourself and
we will spare their lives.”


The form who spoke wore a pendant with a blood red stone, and
L’iam could sense that the pendant was the source of the void he had felt
earlier. For whatever reason, the talisman shielded the figures from his vyala.


That was a dangerous weapon in the hands of enemies.


“Surrender yourself,” repeated the shadowy speaker, “or you will
all die.”


L’iam hardly knew how to reply. He looked at the hardened faces of
his friends and knew that his response wouldn’t make any difference. They would
fight as long as there was life left in their bodies.


The figures did not seem interested in his answer—either that or
they already knew what it would be.


The enemies of the L’avan moved forward with startling speed and
attacked.


L’iam raised his sword and began fighting back. He had been
trained by the finest swordmasters among the L’avan, and while he had never
attained the same level of skill as his brother, he was still a warrior of
renown.


He used his magic to add energy to his natural strength, and he
flicked his blade at the nearest opponent. L’iam knew that he needed speed to
match his enemies, and he did not waste movements by trying to hack at them.


The young king tried to maneuver his horse as he slashed at his
adversaries, but there were too many of them and he was their target.


Two of L’iam’s foes held on to the bridle of his horse, while three
more pulled him to the ground. His sword was wrenched from his hand, and a
numbing blow disabled his arm.


The L’avan king refused to give up, and he continued to struggle
until all went black.











Chapter One: The Queen


 


Adesina swept her long hair away from her forehead. The black
locks around her face were damp with sweat and refused to stay out of her eyes.
The rest of her hair was a lustrous silver in color, and the slight breeze
stirred it from behind. She paused from moving supplies from the wagon to the
nearby tent so she could tie the unruly tresses into a knot at the base of her
neck.


“Would you like to rest, your Majesty? You have been working hard
all morning.”


She looked up at the scarred face of K’eb, her assistant. He set
down the ledger he was holding in his one hand and searched his pockets to
offer her a handkerchief.


His eyes were slightly averted as she took the square of cloth with
a smile. Even though it had been years since he had lost his other arm, he was
still self-conscious.


“We are almost finished here,” she replied. “There is no point in
stopping now.”


He smiled. “Exactly, your Majesty. We are almost finished. Why not
go get something to eat and rest for a while? There will be plenty of work
later this afternoon.”


Adesina was about to protest, but she saw the shadowy figure of
Ravi, her guardian, appear in the trees. He had been away all night, and she
was anxious to speak to him.


“Very well.”


Her assistant nodded in satisfaction and immediately set to work,
showing her that she was indeed free to leave. She hid an amused grin as she
walked away.


K’eb had not been able to serve as a Protector anymore after the
battle with the Shimat—the mortal enemies of their people, the L’avan—and it
had been very difficult for him to adjust. L’iam had suggested that Adesina ask
K’eb to assist her in training the younger generation of soldiers. It wasn’t
long before K’eb’s job as assistant had carried over into most of Adesina’s
life. She didn’t know if she could get along without him anymore, especially
since her marriage and subsequent elevation in rank.


Over the years, the young queen had become very fond of K’eb, and
sometimes he felt more like a brother than an assistant.


All thoughts fell away as she approached her guardian. Ravi bore
the form of an enormous feline, with his head almost the same height as
Adesina’s chest. His fur was a glossy black, and his build was sleek and
strong. Adesina had mistaken him for a wild beast when they had first met, but
she soon learned that he could speak as well as any human and was more
intelligent than most.


He sat back on his haunches in a seemingly relaxed position as he
waited for her to draw nearer, but his golden eyes were tense.


Adesina didn’t waste time. “What is it, Ravi?”


His rich voice rumbled from deep within his chest. “A Dream.”


Visions in the form of Dreams were not uncommon among Ravi’s race,
the Rashad. The expression on his face told her that what he had seen boded
ill.


“What did you see?” she asked softly, glancing around to make sure
that there were no L’avan passing by close enough to hear.


His large golden eyes were pained as he looked at her, conveying
empathy for the distress she would soon feel. “I saw L’iam on his way home from
his latest diplomatic mission.” He hesitated before going on. “They were under
attack.”


The cold fingers of fear gripped Adesina’s heart. “Was he…?” She
couldn’t bring herself to ask the question that was in the front of her mind.


Ravi quickly shook his head. “I did not see him die. However…”


She nodded bleakly. “He still may not have survived.”


“Dreams can be symbolic rather than literal,” he reminded her.


Even with this reassurance, Adesina was filled with anxiety. She
studied the bustling camp before her, wondering if it would be wise to leave
her people for a time. If she rode hard enough she could meet up with her
husband in a couple of days. L’iam would probably chide her for being silly,
but her heart would be at rest knowing that he was safe.


She shook her head as she made her way across the compound. The
L’avan would be fearful without the presence of at least one of their leaders,
and they were uneasy enough without adding to their concerns.


Her people had suffered a devastating attack five years earlier
from an army of mercenaries hired by the Shimat. The battle had drastically
reduced the population of the L’avan—which had never been great—and destroyed
their homeland. L’iam’s father and elder brother had been killed during the
conflict, casting the crown upon the younger son of the royal family.


L’iam was now the only member of his family living, and he had the
daunting task of leading his people as they struggled to rebuild their lives
from the rubble.


It had been decided early on that the L’avan would be divided.
Two-thirds of the remaining population would stay in Pevothem, their homeland,
and begin rebuilding with the help of the Rashad. Adesina’s father, Me’shan,
had been given the title of governor and was instructed to stay and help with
the process of rebuilding. L’iam and Adesina had gone with the remaining third
as they ventured to the outside world to find some empty land on which they
could found a second L’avan city. Their hope was to create positive relations
with the rest of the human race and to dispel the distrust that had been
percolating for generations.


The L’avan pioneers had not expected to be greeted with open arms,
but they had been surprised at the undisguised aggression of the local farmers
and villagers. Lands that had been abandoned for a century were suddenly
claimed by nearby villages, and threats were issued if the L’avan set up camp
too close to any settlement. Only the nomadic Northern Tribes were willing to
trade with them, and the tribe members were limited in what they could offer.


The L’avan had finally come across a piece of land that no farmers
or villagers wanted. It was the ruins of an ancient city that was said to be
haunted by evil spirits. The neighboring communities raised no objections when
the L’avan decided to clear away the remains and settle there. In fact, many of
them hoped that the “evil spirits” would rid the world of the group of
magic-users. 


Adesina smiled sadly to herself. She knew that the trust of others
would be hard to earn—the enemies of the L’avan had seen to that. Still, she
had not anticipated such widespread hostility. She missed her home, and she
missed her father. Knowing the importance of what they were doing only helped a
little to ease those feelings.


Ravi seemed to sense her thoughts. “The paths we choose are not
always easy, but what you have set out to accomplish will change the world.”


“I am not certain that makes me feel any better,” she said wryly.
She felt the weight of her responsibility very keenly, and it didn’t help to be
reminded of how many people were looking to her for guidance.


The L’avan believed that Adesina was the Threshold Child—a
fulfillment of the prophecy given by the founder of their race. She had first
learned of the prophecy when she was seventeen years old, and the pressure of
the role was no less intimidating now that she was twenty-two. The words still
rang clearly in her mind.


 


Look, therefore, to
the advent of the Threshold Child.


One who is of this
people yet not of this people.


One who bears all
gifts, Dreams as friends,


sees as the enemy and
shall be called the bird of prey.


This is the one who
stands on the Threshold of a New World.


This is the one who
will save my children


from the slow
destruction of their atrophy


and lead them back to
the light of their purpose.


 


Adesina had promised to do her very best in helping the L’avan to
flourish in the outside world, but that was all she could do. She couldn’t
promise to change the world or to lead the L’avan to find their greater
purpose.


“Do not worry, dear one,” Ravi spoke gently. “If you are true to
yourself and act accordingly, all will fall into place. You must not think that
you must make the future happen.”


“And how will I know if I am being true to myself?” she asked.


“I will tell you,” he replied with a feline grin.


She gave a small laugh and began walking towards the royal tent.
Cor’a, her personal maid, would probably have a hot meal waiting for her. The
spritely young woman had a knack for knowing exactly when Adesina would be
returning, and it wasn’t even part of her vyala.


The young queen never found out if she was correct. Long before
she reached her tent, she heard a small voice calling her name. She turned to
see a plump toddler running toward her.


“Auntie Adi! Auntie Adi!”


Her nephew was a small replica of his father, but with round
cheeks and metallic red eyes. He launched himself at her legs, and Adesina
stooped to pick him up.


“Hello, En’ver. Where is your mother?”


The boy pointed, and Adesina could see Wren’na making her way
through the crowded camp, holding her one-year-old daughter.


The two women greeted each other warmly with an embrace.


“We have been taking lunch to E’nes,” explained Wren’na, “and now
we are headed home to have our own. Have you eaten?”


Adesina shook her head. “I was just about to do so.”


“Eat with us,” demanded En’ver, as he struggled to get back on the
ground.


The two women laughed, but Wren’na nodded.


“Yes, please do.”


Adesina set her nephew down and watched as he ran in circles
around them. “That would be lovely.” 


They set of in a new direction, towards the tent that was occupied
by Wren’na’s family.


“Where is E’nes today?”


The queen’s brother had taken on many tasks since leaving
Pevothem. Adesina teased him that he was never found doing the same thing two
days in a row. His actual job was to train young soldiers, but all members of
the military were deferring their duties until the settlement was more
established.


“He is helping sort the useable materials from the rubble.”


“Brubble, brubble, brubble,” sang En’ver, and his running turned
into a dance.


The two adults chuckled at his antics, and Adesina felt a longing
that was becoming more familiar with each passing day. 


She had never considered having children of her own until she fell
in love with L’iam. They had been married for two years now, and he never
pressured her about producing an heir. Instead he simply treated her with the
love and understanding that he always had, knowing that she would broach the
subject when she was ready.


Adesina wouldn’t go so far as to say that she felt ready for a
baby now, but she was beginning to feel a void in her life—one that always grew
stronger when she heard the laughter of children or held a tiny hand in her
own.


Perhaps she would talk to L’iam when he returned.


Wren’na and E’nes had a tent near the edge of the settlement. En’ver
ran ahead when the temporary lodging came into sight, and his mother hurried
after him. Adesina started to follow, but slowed to a stop.


“What is it, Ma’eve?” asked Ravi, calling her by the name that she
would have had if she had been born among the L’avan.


She pointed toward the southern border of the L’avan camp, where a
ragged figure could be seen in the distance.


Adesina used her vyala to enhance her vision, and she
immediately recognized her uncle. “Ri’sel!”


The young queen and her guardian sprinted towards her kindred,
barely reaching him in time to catch him as he fell out of his saddle. He had
been severely beaten and was on the verge of unconsciousness. Had it not been
for her vyala, she would not have recognized his swollen and mottled
face.


“Ri’sel, what happened to you?”


“L’iam,” he gasped, “they have him.”


“Who?” asked Adesina quickly. Her heart pounded in her chest and
her hands gripped Ri’sel’s tattered clothing tightly.


Part of Adesina felt that she knew the answer before he gave it,
and she was not certain that she could bear to hear the fatal words.


Her uncle took several pained breaths before he could answer her.


“The Shimat.”
















Chapter Two: An Unexpected Guest


 


Ri’sel was taken to the nearest medical tent, and then Adesina
retreated to her own for some undisturbed thinking. Her heart was pounding and
her mind was racing. She could hardly keep her expression free from the rage
and fear that coursed through her entire being.


She knew she would have to act quickly, for the news of her
husband’s capture would spread through the L’avan camp like wildfire. For now,
she had to focus on getting herself under control.


It was frightening how strongly she had been affected by those few
words. The Shimat, Ri’sel had said—the most secret and deadly
organization of assassins; the society in which she had been raised, and to
which she had been loyal until she had been shown their true colors; the group
of people responsible for the massacre of her people only five short years ago.
The Shimat were continuing in their attempts to wipe the L’avan from the earth,
and they had captured L’iam in the process.


Adesina felt the flaring heat of anger shoot outward from her
chest, and it overpowered every other emotion. The Shimat had taken so much
from her already, and she wasn’t about to let them take anymore.


Her strongest inclination was to jump on a horse and race off to
rescue her husband. Every moment was of great importance when it came to such
formidable enemies.


The young queen shook her head and paced back and forth in her
tent.


The first thing she had to do was reassure her people. She was
their leader now, and they would turn to her for some sense of comfort. She had
only been queen for a short time, but they trusted her with their lives. L’iam
always said that they had to put the needs of their people above their own. He
had taught her that being a true leader meant sacrificing on behalf of those
being led. Adesina would do her part and make sure that the L’avan were safe
and prepared for any danger that may arise.


Once that was done, she was going after her husband.


Ravi entered her tent with a gentle expression on his face. He
could see that she was torn between the urge to leave immediately and the
knowledge of her responsibilities. 


“We will find him, Ma’eve, but we must take precautions before
leaving. Taking time to do that does not slow your mission—it raises your
chances of success.”


She nodded, knowing he was right. There was a clear plan in her
mind, and her heart settled from her frenzied need for action to cool
determination.


Adesina would make the Shimat pay for what they had done.


She strode from the tent, her guardian following close behind. A
crowd of L’avan was already forming just outside, and they followed her as she
made her way through the camp.


“Your Majesty, is it true?”


“Has the king been captured by the Shimat?”


“What are we to do?”


Adesina held up a hand to silence them and spoke calmly, not
breaking her stride. “I will be addressing our people on the green in ten
minutes. Spread the word, please.”


The crowd instantly dispersed, running to gather together the
L’avan. Wren’na stayed at Adesina’s side, and Adesina placed a hand on her arm.


“I need to speak to E’nes immediately. Could you run and fetch
him?”


She nodded and hurried away, leaving Adesina with Ravi.


The Rashad turned his large feline eyes on the young queen as they
continued walking towards the open area where the L’avan held large gatherings.
“You cannot rescue L’iam on your own, dear one.”


“I will not be alone. You are always with me.”


He shook his head. “That is not enough for what is coming.”


Adesina gave him a sharp glance. “Have you had a vision of the future?”


“No,” he replied softly, “but that does not mean I cannot see
where this path will take you.”


She clenched her jaw and spoke stiffly, keeping a tight reign on
her emotions. “The last time I went up against the Shimat, half of those with
me died. I will not make that same mistake.”


“If you go alone you will die, and L’iam will be lost forever,”
Ravi said flatly.


Adesina’s head whipped around to stare at her guardian, and she
felt a wave of icy fear douse her angry determination. She had not considered
what might happen if she failed. “I will consider your words,” she said
reluctantly.


A crowd was already forming when she arrived on the green. Her
subjects kept a respectful distance from her, knowing that she would address
them when she was ready. Adesina walked over to the roughly constructed
platform that stood at the far end and sat on the edge, waiting for the rest of
her people to assemble.


Within a few minutes she saw E’nes running toward her, and she
stood to meet him.


“Wren’na told me that L’iam has been captured! Is it true?”


Adesina spoke in a quiet voice. “Yes, it is true.”


Her brother paled, with an expression of dismay on his face. “What
are we going to do?”


The young queen clenched her fists as she replied, “We will get
him back.”


E’nes nodded, but he looked troubled. “How? We do not know where
he has been taken. Surely they would not imprison him in the Shimat
fortress—not after we have successfully rescued our people from there before.”


Adesina frowned. “No, I do not think they would do something so
predictable. They will probably keep him on the move, making it difficult for
us to track him.”


He studied her eyes, seeing the resolve there. “You are going
after him personally.”


There was a hint of question in his voice, and Adesina nodded to
confirm his suspicion.


“What about our people? What about this settlement?”


She placed a hand on her brother’s arm. “That is why I need your
help. I need you to act as regent while I am gone.”


E’nes snorted at the idea. “Adesina, I have never been a statesman.
I am a simple soldier.”


“K’eb could help you,” she insisted. “He knows as much about
running things around here as I do. Besides, the people trust you and they will
listen to what you say.”


“I would much rather come with you,” he said stubbornly.


She smiled fondly. “I know you would, but I need you here.”


E’nes had come to trust his sister implicitly, even if she was
five years younger than him. He wanted to argue, but he simply nodded. “I will
stay here and help our people… on one condition.”


Adesina quirked an eyebrow at him, giving him a slight warning.
“Oh?”


He smiled broadly. “You have to promise to take five men of my
choosing with you.”


“Ha!” she barked. “Absolutely not.”


“Four men,” he bargained.


“Two,” she said flatly.


“Three men,” E’nes countered.


Adesina shook her head. “I will take two men of your choosing. No
more, E’nes.”


“I would accept her offer, E’nes,” advised Ravi. “She told me she
would think about taking someone with her.”


“Very well,” said E’nes quickly. “Two men.”


She gave both of them a sharp glance as she stepped onto the
platform. “We will work out the details later.”


Her brother folded his arms across his chest. “If you think you
can talk me out of it, you are sadly mistaken.”


Adesina hid a soft smile at her brother’s concern and turned to
face the crowd of L’avan. She connected with her vyala and used it to
manipulate her voice so that it sounded as if she was standing directly in
front of each listener.


“Children of L’avan, I am afraid that I have some very troubling
news. My uncle returned from a diplomatic mission less than an hour ago, and
reported that King L’iam was taken by the Shimat.”


Alarmed murmurs ran through the crowd, but the gathered people
waited for her to continue.


“I know you can all understand how frightened that makes me feel.
No one knows better than I what the Shimat are capable of doing.” She paused to
take a deep breath and calm her emotions. “In spite of our fear, we must not
lose hope. King L’iam is a warrior—strong in body, mind, and heart. He will not
give up until he has returned to us, and neither shall we!”


Tears ran down many faces, but they all looked up at her with
trust and belief in their eyes.


“I will lead a small party to track his location and rescue him
from our enemies. My brother, E’nes, will act as regent in my absence. You will
continue with your duties in building up this settlement, and we will contact
the Governor of Yavar to request more military support. I will not allow our
enemies to destroy our new home or terrorize us with their plots. I will rescue
our king, and you will create a stronghold from which he can lead our people.
We shall continue in our attempts to reach out to the rest of humanity, and we
will stand united against the evils of the Shimat!”


A small cheer erupted from the crowd, and the air was filled with
their determination.


“I will meet with my counselors in my tent after this assembly,
and we will work out the details of the plan. By tomorrow morning we will send
out news of our decisions, and we will put them into action. For now, go back
to your tents and pray for our king.”


The L’avan slowly dispersed, except for the handful of people that
served as her counselors. Adesina hopped down from the platform and began
walking to her tent. Ravi, E’nes, and the advisors all followed her.


Cor’a, her maid, had everything in her tent set up for a meeting
by the time they arrived. She gave a quick curtsey and left without a word.
Once again, Adesina marveled at the efficient young woman. She had even found
time to lay out refreshments for the queen and her guests.


Adesina took her place at the head of the table and waited for the
others to be seated. There was no chair directly to her right, and that was
where Ravi settled himself.


“You should eat something, dear one,” her guardian said quietly,
his eyes on the food and drink set out by Cor’a.


The young queen shook her head. “Not now.”


“You will need your strength,” he reminded her.


“I know,” she replied. “I will eat later.”


The advisors seemed just as eager to begin the conference, and the
refreshments went untouched. They all sat on the edge of their seats, anxious
for their queen to speak. It was traditional—but not necessary—that the leader
speak first.


Adesina took a small breath and steeled herself against the opposition
she anticipated from the conservative council members. “I know that many of you
disagree with my decision to go after the king personally. Let us begin by
getting those arguments out of the way.”


There were several wry smiles, but they didn’t pretend that she
was incorrect.


“Your Majesty,” started a white-haired woman, “our people have
been through many grievous trials over the last several years. They were only
just beginning to feel secure again. Now we have had this terrible news about
King L’iam, and once again we feel the fear and uncertainty that comes from
losing a beloved leader.”


“L’iam is not lost,” snapped Adesina. “He has been captured, and
we will bring him home.”


The woman inclined her head. “I know that is your intent, your
Majesty, but the people are still afraid. I could see it on their faces.”


The queen could not deny it. She had seen the same expressions of
alarm and despair in their eyes.


The aged counselor went on. “The L’avan need to feel that sense of
security again. They need to know that the monarchy will be preserved through
this tragedy. King L’iam is the last of the previous royal family, and you are
the only tangible tie the people have of him right now. If you leave, the
L’avan will lose hope.”


Another advisor interjected. “And what will happen if both of you
die? Who will become the leader of the L’avan? King L’iam’s cousins died in the
same battle that killed King L’unn and Crown Prince L’on.”


Adesina didn’t have an answer to that question, but one of the
other counselors did.


“King L’unn’s sister, Lady L’elia, is still living in Yavar.
Although, I doubt she would be willing to take the throne. There are the
children of King L’iam’s cousins, but they are still very young. And there are
also a number of second cousins to King L’iam. King L’unn’s father had
several—”


“Stop!” Adesina felt anger boiling up inside her chest. Her
husband had only been captured a few days ago, and they were already talking
about finding his heir. “I will hear no more of such talk.”


Her advisors had the grace to look ashamed, but one spoke up
quietly. “It is your decision that makes such talk necessary, your Majesty. If
you stay, we know who our leader is. If you go, we must prepare for the worst.”


The young queen took a moment to calm herself and unclench her
fists, but her tone was still rather stiff. “I understand your concerns, but
you must see that my choice is the best one. I was trained by the Shimat, so I
am the most logical person to lead the rescue mission. I am King L’iam’s best
chance for survival. E’nes has agreed to act as regent in my absence, and he
will have the help and support of all of you.”


“But the monarchy—” began one of the counselors.


“The monarchy will survive,” cut off Adesina. “As you mentioned
earlier, there are many worthy candidates. However, I intend for King L’iam to
have a long and prosperous reign.”


“There is more than the monarchy to consider,” inserted the oldest
of the advisors. “You are the Threshold Child, and the people know it. You are
meant to lead the L’avan to our golden age of prosperity. Will you take away
your people’s faith as well as their security?”


Ravi spoke for the first time since the meeting began. “The
prophecy of the Threshold Child says nothing about a golden age. It promises
that we will be led back to the path of our true purpose, and that will happen
one way or another. If the queen is the Threshold Child, she will be the one to
lead. If she is not, then the true Threshold Child will take that place. It is
not for us to make the prophecy happen.”


“But, the people—” sputtered the old man.


“The people trust me,” stated Adesina simply, “and you should,
too. I have given them a purpose during my absence, and I will rely on all of
you to keep their focus on accomplishing all that they can. They will not be
afraid if they feel they are building our future.”


“What will you do?” asked E’nes quietly.


She sighed and leaned forward. “It seems to me that we have few
options. I will talk to Ri’sel and find out where they were when King L’iam was
captured. I will go to that location and see if I can pick up the trail. Ravi
can help me to track them.”


“Surely you will take a party with you, your Majesty.” It was half
question, half statement.


“I have agreed to take two soldiers with me,” she replied.


“Only two?”


“But, your Majesty—”


“I really must object.”


The queen held up a hand and waited for silence.


“I know that you all find such a small force worrisome. Please
believe me when I say that it is for the best. A small group will travel faster
and attract less attention. Also, I do not plan on engaging the enemy directly.
All I want to do is free King L’iam and return home.”


There was a thoughtful silence as the counselors considered the
queen’s words. Adesina could see by their expressions that they were trying to
think up convincing arguments of why she should stay or why she should take a
small army.


“Which soldiers will you be taking with you, your Majesty?”


She glanced at her brother. “E’nes has offered to choose them for
me.”


He cleared his throat. “I will ask Than’os and Mar’sal to
accompany her. They are free to refuse, of course, but I do not think that they
will. They are both very intelligent and excellent warriors. I firmly believe
that they are the best candidates for this mission to free our king.”


Adesina was relieved that she approved of his decision. She had
trained both men personally, and she had worked with them before. She trusted
them, and she would be glad to have their assistance on this mission.


“How much time will this mission require, your Majesty?”


Adesina frowned thoughtfully. “A lot of that depends on what type
of force kidnapped the king. We will be at least a week’s distance behind, and
that is a considerable disadvantage. If they are a larger group, they will move
slower and we can catch up without too many problems. If they are a small
group, it will be much more difficult. I would assume that it will take at
least two or three months. Quite possibly more.”


One of the younger advisors spoke haltingly, as if reluctant to
bring up his concern. “How will we know if your mission has…failed?”


Communication was always the most difficult part of any journey.
Adesina wasn’t sure how to solve such a problem.


“The Rashad,” answered Ravi.


The queen turned to her guardian. “What do you mean?”


“I will ask that a Rashad be sent to this settlement, and we can
communicate through our Dreams. I can also communicate with our leader in
Yavar, so all of the L’avan will know how the mission is progressing.”


Adesina smiled broadly. “That is a wonderful idea, Ravi. Then we
can also know how things are going here in the settlement.” She got to her feet
and everyone followed her suit. “We shall set out tomorrow morning, as soon as
supplies can be gathered. With any luck, King L’iam will be home again before
the autumn.”


“If you wish to save your king, you will need my aid,” said a deep
voice from the entrance of the tent.


All eyes whipped to the figures that had gone unnoticed until that
moment. Both newcomers wore black cloaks with the cowls drawn. One appeared to
be female, due to the short stature and slight build. The other was clearly
male, with broad shoulders and a sword strapped to his back.


“Who are you?” demanded Adesina.


The male figure reached up and drew back his cowl to shed light
upon his face. She immediately recognized the dark, serious eyes and handsome
features of the man before her. Thousands of memories flashed through her mind,
and all of the emotions that accompanied those recollections sent her heart
racing. 


His was a face that she knew well—a face she had never imagined to
see again.


She felt her chest tighten in a mixture of anger and regret, and
it took her several moments to find her voice.


“Kendan.”











Chapter Three: The Tracker


 


Adesina paced the length of her tent, her eyes fixed on her boots.
Her mind swarmed with a dozen different emotions, and she didn’t know which one
was the strongest.


She felt anger at the audacity of this man to walk back into her
life as if he had a right to be there. She was vividly reminded of the pain of
Kendan’s betrayal. She felt sorrow for all that had been stolen by the Shimat
and by those loyal to the organization. Also, she was confused by the strength
of all of her emotions. After all, she had believed that she had put her past
behind her.


Kendan and the other cloaked figure remained by the entrance, and
Ravi sat to the side. All of the queen’s counselors had exited the tent moments
before at their monarch’s command.


Kendan looked as though he wanted to say something, but he knew it
would be best to wait until Adesina was ready. He felt it best not to rush his
former pupil.


Several minutes passed before Adesina felt calm enough speak.
“What are you doing here, Kendan?”


He cleared his throat quietly and spoke in a reasonable tone. “I
told you, I want to help you find your king.”


“Why would you want to do that?” she shot back acidly.


There was a brief pause before he replied, and his eyes were full
of meaning. “Not everything you know about me is a lie, Adesina.”


She stiffened. “The Shimat perception of truth is always
convenient to their purposes.”


He flinched at her hate-filled words, but he said nothing in
return.


Adesina stopped pacing and faced the man before her. “So, how
would rescuing my husband benefit you?” She emphasized the word, gauging
his response.


Kendan didn’t even flicker an eyelid. He had heard reports of her
marriage less than a week after it had taken place. “From a very young age I
have known more about the Shimat organization than most of its members. My aunt
has trained me with the intention that I will someday—far in the future, of
course—take her place as Sharifal. I have not always felt easy with the
knowledge I have been given, and my misgivings have grown significantly over the
past several years.”


There was a hesitant pause and Adesina stared at him, hardly
believing her ears.


The Shimat organization taught its members unquestioning loyalty
from childhood. It was almost unheard of for there to be dissenters—Adesina
herself being the only example that readily came to mind.


The young queen urged Kendan on. “What are you saying?”


He took a deep breath before continuing. “I am saying that I can
no longer be a part of the Shimat.”


Adesina was speechless. She stood frozen in place, unable to
decide how to react.


Kendan passed a hand over his eyes and his other fist clenched in
growing agitation. “My aunt kept telling me that changes were about to be made,
and that I would help shape the future of the Shimat. I thought that I could
turn it into the kind of organization that we tell the students it is.” He
shook his head. “I know now that such changes will never take place. My aunt
was using me, just as she uses everyone else.”


The tent was silent. No one knew what to say after such a momentous
declaration.


Ravi was the first to recover. “Does the Sharifal know that you
have broken with them?”


Adesina’s former teacher gave a small smile. “No. The members of
that organization do not treat traitors kindly, and I have no desire to lose my
life.”


The queen’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Then how do we know we
can trust what you say?”


“My aunt will know soon enough that I am not returning to her
service.” He gestured to the figure standing next to him, “I have taken their
Tracker without permission. Once that is discovered, they will know.”


Adesina and Ravi looked at the person with questioning
expressions, and Kendan gave a short command in a language that the queen
didn’t understand.


The Tracker reached up and pulled back her cowl, exposing an
exotic face. Her light tan skin had golden undertones, and she had
almond-shaped eyes. Her shining black hair was in a long braid that rested on
her slender shoulder. Her face was delicate, but her expression was stony and
cold. Her brown eyes were fixed on the ground, and she refused to acknowledge
the existence of the others in the tent.


“This is Maizah,” introduced Kendan. “She is the Tracker for the
Shimat.”


“What does that mean?” asked Adesina.


“She can track down magic-users,” he replied simply.


Surprisingly, Ravi was the one to give a detailed explanation.
“She has a very rudimentary ability to connect to her vyala, and she
senses a sympathy in those who can do the same. Someone with your abilities
would shine like a beacon to her, Ma’eve.”


Kendan studied the Rashad with a curious expression on his face.
He had only met Ravi briefly five years ago—during the rescue mission at the
Shimat fortress—and he was very interested in learning more about Adesina’s
guardian. “How do you know about her?”


Ravi gave him a level, measuring stare. “The eyes of my people see
more than what is immediately apparent.”


Adesina smothered the urge to smile as Kendan began to shift
uncomfortably. She kept her voice brisk and cool. “Tell me, Maizah, why do you
wish to aid me in my search?”


The young woman was silent.


“She cannot answer you,” said Kendan quietly.


The queen repeated the question in the Shimat language, but there
was still no response.


“I did not mean that she does not understand the common tongue.
She cannot answer you because she cannot speak. She is mute.”


“How convenient that she cannot corroborate your story.” Her words
dripped with sarcasm.


His expression darkened. “Why not use your magic to read her
mind?” he quipped.


Adesina knew he wasn’t serious, but it brought an idea into her
thoughts. “Very well.”


She connected to her vyala and focused on the part of her
mind that turned her vision a light green. Adesina was unique among her people
in that she could use every type of gift—which outsiders called magic—instead
of just one or two. Her usually purple eyes swirled with a light metallic
green, indicating that she was now able to sense the intentions and emotions of
those around her.


She purposefully avoided Kendan—something deep within her warned
that she was not prepared to face what she would find there—and turned all of
her attention to the young woman standing next to him. Maizah didn’t move, but
she stiffened as she sensed a surge of magical ability.


Adesina spoke gently. “Do not be afraid, Maizah. I mean you no
harm.”


The haze of orange that surrounded the Tracker’s core flared with
anxiety. She didn’t believe her.


“I was once a Shimat, but I left that way of life years ago. Now I
strive to live a life of peace.”


Tendrils of yellowish green crept through the orange. She was
cautious, but curious to learn more.


“Six years ago I met a man who taught me the truth about my
history. He showed me the value of kindness and honesty and trust. I learned
that I could be so much more than a weapon or a tool of fear.”


The orange aura around Maizah’s core faded to a sorrowful grey.
She knew all too much about being used for the purposes of others.


“That man saved my life. Or, rather, he gave me back my life.”
Adesina paused to study the exotic face before her. There was no hint of
emotion, but she could see past the habitual mask of indifference. “That man
has been taken by my enemies. If I cannot find a way to rescue him, he will
meet a fate worse than death.”


The grey turned to a firm brown, showing determination.


The young queen smiled. “Will you help me find him?”


Maizah gave a single nod, and Kendan looked amazed.


“I have never seen her respond beyond obeying a command.”


“Have you ever even tried to truly communicate with her?” asked
Ravi.


Kendan did not answer, but he looked distinctly uncomfortable.
Adesina turned to face her former teacher, and her purple and gold eyes took on
a determined gleam.


“Very well. You may come with us to rescue my husband, but listen
to me carefully. I do not trust you, nor do my people. If there is even the
slightest sign that you are betraying us, I will personally see to it that you
never have another opportunity.”


He saw the dangerous expression on her face, and he knew that she
was not exaggerating. Still, he gave a sardonic smile. “I do not doubt it.”


Her head dipped a fraction of an inch towards her guardian, and
Ravi nodded in return. “I will show you to your quarters for the night, and I
will stay with you until we leave in the morning.”


The Shimat looked uneasy. “I do not feel that is necessary.”


“But we do,” was the short reply.


Maizah followed without question, and the three of them left the
young queen on her own. However, she didn’t remain in her solitude for long.


News of her imminent departure had spread throughout the camp, and
there were many people who had requests or concerns to bring to her before she
left. She sent a message for K’eb and E’nes to join her, and the three of them
spent the next several hours going over rations and military support and
assignments for the construction of the settlement.


There were many L’avan that came to her tent to wish her well on
her journey and give her a parting gift. Most of the gifts were of food or
other useful supplies, since there was so little in the camp that could be
spared. Every single well-wisher insisted that their offering was insignificant
and that they could easily spare it. Adesina knew better, and her heart swelled
with gratitude for their sacrifice.


She spent the last few hours before dawn preparing for the
journey. She was glad that Ravi wasn’t there to scold her about pressing
herself too hard. She wouldn’t have been able to sleep even if she had tried.


Cor’a appeared before first light with a hearty breakfast and news
that her horse was ready. Adesina ate what she could, but her worry made
everything taste like sand. Her maid started to pull out a travelling gown for
her to wear, but Adesina raised a hand to stop the young woman.


The queen had been putting off changing her clothes because she
knew what she had to do, and she dreaded it.


She walked over to her trunk and opened it slowly. Wrapped in a
cloth at the very bottom were the black garments of her Shimat uniform. Her
chest constricted at the sight of them, as if they embodied everything that
tainted her former life.


Adesina chided herself silently.


They were only clothes, and they were the most practical choice
for the task that was before her.


She did not allow Cor’a to help her dress, feeling as though it
was a burden that she had to take of her own accord.


The black leather vest—which served as a light armor—fit more
snugly than she remembered, but everything else felt the same. The knee-high
boots were still supple and soundless; the black gloves still seemed like part
of her skin rather than a hindrance to her dexterity. Instead of donning the
black blouse that was worn underneath the vest, though, she substituted a white
one. It made her feel better about wearing the uniform that represented her
enemies.


Adesina held the soft tube of cloth that served as a hood and the
long scarf that was usually wrapped around it. She had no intention of wearing
the Shimat mask, but she wondered if she should take it with her anyway. The
white blouse she wore would make stealth extremely difficult—if not
impossible—so why bother hiding her face?


She tossed the scarf and hood back into the trunk, and pulled out
her dark riding cloak. She trusted Cor’a to be discreet, but she didn’t want
anyone else seeing her wear the clothing of the Shimat. Adesina had made this
choice because she knew she couldn’t do all that would be necessary on this
mission while wearing a dress, and she didn’t own any other suitable trousers.
The L’avan all knew of her past, though, and it wouldn’t do for them to assume
she was reverting to her former self.


Adesina gave her young maid’s hand a squeeze in thanks and
farewell, and then she stepped out into the chill morning air. Summer was
approaching, but the pre-dawn still felt very much like spring. The early rays
of light were appearing on the horizon, and it looked like the day would be
warm and fair.


Most of the L’avan were standing silently by the entrances to
their tents, watching their young queen depart from the settlement. There was
no fanfare, no ceremony, but they all wanted to see her off as she went to
restore their hopes for the future.


Her companions were waiting for her at the edge of the settlement.
Mar’sal and Than’os were speaking quietly to E’nes, and Ravi kept his place at
Kendan’s side. Maizah was already sitting on her horse, waiting patiently to
depart.


Adesina noted with a glance that her own grey mare was nowhere to
be seen. She paused in shock when she recognized the glossy black stallion with
a white star on his forehead.


“Torith!”


It was the horse that L’iam had given her after her first visit to
Yavar, the capital city of Pevothem. Adesina had been forced to leave him
behind during the escape from the Shimat fortress five years ago.


She moved forward to touch his face, and he nuzzled her hand in
greeting. Adesina was pleased that he remembered her after such a short time
together. “How did you get here?” she asked the horse with a smile.


“I brought him with me,” answered Kendan. “The Shimat who were
guarding the gate when you were last at the fortress told me that you had
ridden up on him, and I could see that he was no ordinary stallion. I claimed
him as my own after things quieted down, and I promised him that I would return
him to you.”


The smile faded from her face as she turned to her former teacher.
“Thank you.”


“That is not all,” Kendan continued. “There is one more thing that
I claimed that night, and I promised myself to return it to you.”


He unbuckled the sword that was strapped to his back, and he
offered it to her with a hesitant expression on his face.


Adesina knew what it was immediately. She stared at the sword for
several moments, uncertain if she wanted it or not. Finally, she accepted it
and held it gently. It was still as perfectly balanced as she remembered, and
it still felt like it belonged in her hands. The simple sheath bore the image
of a diving falcon—the codename by which she had been known as a Shimat. The
young queen drew the blade and studied the exquisite workmanship and the
intricate designs that had been etched along its slender length.


It was her Blood Sword. The weapon that had been infused with a
few drops of her own blood, and given to her upon her graduation from Shimat
training.


Kendan could see the conflict on her face. “Zadok learned to be a
blacksmith in a land across the sea. He said that it was common practice to
make Blood Weapons, and that it was believed that it created a bond of loyalty
between a warrior and his weapon. The Shimat may have forged your sword, but it
only belongs to you.”


Adesina nodded slowly and replaced it in its sheath. “Again, thank
you.”


He shook his head and turned away, as if denying his worthiness of
her gratitude.


E’nes approached his younger sister with tears in his eyes. He
embraced her gently and whispered into her hair, “I almost cannot bear to see
you go. Who will protect you and keep you out of trouble?”


She smiled as she hugged him back. There had been a time when she
could not imagine having a brother, but now she could not imagine being without
him. E’nes had become a steadying and strengthening force in her life, and she
already missed him fiercely.


“Ravi will keep an extra eye on me on your behalf.”


He gave a small laugh. “I suppose he will.”


Adesina looked up at her brother’s loving face and her heart was
filled with warmth. “Thank you for taking care of me, E’nes. I would have been
lost without you.”


“That sounds too much like a final goodbye,” he said with a frown.


“Is that not what one says when leaving?”


“No. We shall say farewell until we meet again.”


She chuckled at his insistence. “Very well. Farewell until we meet
again.”


E’nes nodded in satisfaction. “Do not do anything foolish, little
sister.”


“I never do,” she claimed as she mounted Torith.











Chapter Four: Lake Breezes


 


They rode directly east from the L’avan settlement, which caused
Adesina to frown in suspicion. Ri’sel’s report had indicated that they would
pick up L’iam’s trail if they went south. She studied Maizah’s aura, and could
see no indication that she was using her special skills to track the captured
king.


With each passing league, Adesina grew more impatient with the
apparent waste of time and energy. Than’os and Mar’sal glanced at her with
questions in their eyes at the direction they were riding, and Adesina had no
reassurance to give.


When they stopped for a break at midday, she confronted Kendan.
“You are not searching for my husband. We are nowhere near where L’iam was
taken, and Maizah is not tracking anyone.”


“You are correct,” was Kendan’s simple reply.


The young queen felt her temper flaring up. “Then where are we
going?” she demanded.


A hint of a smile pulled at the corner of his mouth, and Adesina
could tell that he was toying with the idea of goading her further. Her temper
had always been a weakness, and his attempts to teach her control had been in
vain. He decided against it after a moment, however, and gave a direct answer.
“There is one more person that we need in our party before we have any chance
of success in rescuing L’iam.”


“Whom might that be?” asked Ravi as he settled on his haunches
next to Adesina.


Kendan’s expression became carefully neutral. “There is a small
post in a village where we can find someone with unique expertise.”


Adesina rolled her eyes. “Very specific.”


Ravi studied him narrowly. “A small post? Do you mean a Shimat
post?”


There was a slight pause. “Yes.”


The Rashad’s eyes flashed dangerously. “And you are only telling
us now?”


He shrugged casually, but his expression was uncomfortable. “You
asked for my aid, and I am giving it. I did not deem it necessary to share
every single detail.”


Adesina folded her arms across her chest and glared. “No, you offered
your help and we agreed to let you come along.”


Ravi was more concerned with other things. “Our intention was to
rescue King L’iam without engaging the Shimat directly. How do you expect us to
walk into a Shimat post without any confrontation?”


“There is no need for worry. I have a plan,” insisted Kendan.


“I disagree,” returned the large feline. “A reckless plan is worse
than no plan at all.”


Kendan’s dark eyes became hard, and his handsome features looked
as if they had been chiseled from a block of ice. “If you do not wish to come
with me, I am quite willing to part ways here.”


The man got to his feet and walked away, leaving the young queen
and her guardian to stare after him. Adesina had rarely seen him with his
emotions so close to the surface, and she was surprised to see it now. It was
clear that there was something bothering him, but she was tempted to call his
behavior petulant.


She turned to her guardian and spoke quietly. “Should we go pick
up L’iam’s trail on our own or trust in Kendan’s plan?”


Ravi frowned thoughtfully. “I would feel better about making such
a decision if I knew what that plan entailed.”


“Well, he seems to be intent on keeping it a mystery for now.”


“Which makes his plan seem suspicious,” pointed out Ravi. “I am
not feeling very trusting of him in general, and this does not help the
situation.”


Adesina gave a frustrated sigh. “I suppose I can understand the
decision, even if I do not agree with it. He has been a Shimat for a long time,
and it is difficult to let such practices go.”


Ravi was silent for several moments as he considered their
options. “I feel that Maizah will be very important in our search, and I doubt
that she would leave Kendan without a direct order from him.”


The young queen nodded thoughtfully. “I believe that you are
right. However, we will need a plan of our own, in the event that things do not
go as we would hope.”


Her guardian gave a small grunt, and the two of them walked over
to where Kendan was preparing his horse to leave again.


“We will go with you for now,” announced Adesina, “but know that
we will not hesitate to leave your company if your plan proves to be too
dangerous.”


Her former teacher’s expression remained cold. “You may do as you
please.”


The group continued to ride east, with very little deviation.
Kendan was silent and withdrawn, and the others made no effort to draw him out.
The L’avan didn’t trust his intentions, and he did nothing to assuage their
concerns.


They saw a number of farming communities and small villages, but
they kept a wide berth from civilization in general. After a while they began
angling south, toward two large lakes that could be seen far in the distance. 


On their fifth day of steady riding, the L’avan noticed they were
headed for a group of buildings that might have been large enough to be called
a town. It was situated on the banks of the smaller of the two lakes, not far
from the river that fed both bodies of water. Kendan made no effort to alter
their course, so it was assumed by the other travelers that this was their
destination.


Adesina spoke quietly to her guardian. “Ravi, perhaps it would be
wise for you to become invisible while we are in town.”


He nodded. “I agree.”


Kendan glanced over at them and asked in a casual voice, “So…you
can become invisible whenever you wish?”


The Rashad’s tone became slightly stiff, but he answered. “It is a
gift of my race. We can choose who sees us and who does not.”


“How is that possible?”


“Magic,” stated the large feline.


It was clear that Ravi did not wish to discuss it further, so
Kendan stopped asking questions. Still, his eyes kept darting back to the
Rashad, as if hoping to see for himself how it worked.


They reached the town just as the sun was beginning to set, and Kendan
led the group to a modest inn. The proprietor was a robust woman with coppery
hair and a wide grin. Distrust flashed through her blue eyes as she spotted the
L’avan and her smile faded, but she greeted them politely.


“Welcome to Lake Breezes, the best inn in the whole of Sister
Lakes. How may I assist you?”


“We would like a warm meal and some rooms, if there are any
available,” said Kendan calmly. He gave a small smile, and the innkeeper found
herself staring at his handsome face.


“Of course,” she blurted. “Please be seated, and I will bring it
to you myself.”


Than’os and Mar’sal sat on either side of Adesina, their eyes
searching the room for any signs of danger. Ravi—now invisible to anyone
outside of their party—sat in a corner, where he would not be inadvertently
stepped on, and kept an eye on Kendan to make sure he did nothing to jeopardize
the mission. Maizah stared at the floor with no expression on her face, and
Kendan continued to ignore his companions.


The innkeeper brought heaping plates of venison and fried
potatoes, for which they thanked her sincerely. None of them were especially
talented cooks, and living off of traveler’s bread and dried provisions quickly
lost appeal.


Than’os fixed his piercing eyes on their guide as soon as they
were left alone. “So? Is our mysterious ally in this town?”


Kendan placed a piece of potato in his mouth and chewed it slowly
before answering. “I have reliable information that indicates so.”


Than’os had rather sharp features, but his look of incredulity
made them look even more pinched. “You mean you do not know for certain?”


Mar’sal pulled at his large nose in agitation. “We will have
wasted the better part of two weeks for nothing if you are wrong about this,
Shimat.”


Kendan continued to eat his meal methodically. “I am aware of
that, magic-user. But I doubt that I am wrong.”


“What if you are?” asked Adesina.


His frigid black eyes wavered for the first time as he looked at
her youthful face. “Then I will turn Maizah over to your care and cease to
interfere.”


Mar’sal muttered to himself, “In that case, I hope you are
wrong.”


Than’os gave a fierce grin and chuckled softly in agreement.
Adesina, on the other hand, wore a worried frown. She wasn’t sure she trusted
Kendan, but it would be incredibly valuable to have his help for this mission. 


It had been more than six years since she had been given proper
Shimat training, and three years since she had taken part in any regular
military training at all. She had been an integral part of reforming the L’avan
military training program, but after she had finished teaching all of the
instructors she had become preoccupied by other matters—namely her wedding and
all of the duties that came with being queen.


She had done her best to stay physically fit, but if it came to any
sort of confrontation with the Shimat, she would need every bit of help she
could get. Especially if that help had Shimat training as well.


Adesina took a deep breath. “What is the next step in the plan?”


“I will go out tomorrow and contact the Shimat who are posted
here. Any additional information we need can be found through them.”


“Will they be hostile towards us?”


“No,” Kendan replied coolly, “because you are not going with me.”


Three sets of L’avan eyes locked on him.


“That is out of the question,” hissed Mar’sal. “The last thing we
need is for you to use your fellow assassins to set a trap for us.”


Kendan gave him a withering look. “If I was going to set a trap, I
would have done it before coming to your camp.”


The young woman shook her head decisively. “I am not letting you
out of my sight while we are here.”


“You would risk the entire mission by parading your L’avan
features all over town? It is dangerous enough that we have been seen at this
inn.”


“I have no intention of parading anything,” she answered
shortly. “There are ways to disguise the way I look.”


“Using magic?” he inquired.


Adesina gave a single nod. “I can create an illusion around myself
to change how I appear to others.”


His expression became skeptical. “If your people have this ability,
then why do they not use it every time they deal with those that distrust
magic-users?”


Than’os answered, his eyes fixed on his queen in apprehension.
“Because it is difficult to do for more than a few minutes. Those that wish to
sustain it must focus all of their attention on doing so. They cannot use their
vyala for any other purpose while they maintain the illusion.”


She waved a hand impatiently. “I am sure I can maintain the
illusion without any problem.”


“But you can only do so for yourself,” pointed out Than’os. He
gestured to his own metallic, dark red eyes with a ring of dark green near the
iris, and then to Mar’sal’s dark blue eyes with a wedge of pale yellow.
“Neither of us have that ability, and it would be too great a strain for you to
give all of us different appearances.”


“Then I will go with Kendan and the rest of you will stay here.”


Mar’sal’s boyish face twisted in anxiety. “Adesina,” he said
quietly, knowing better than to use her royal title while on a mission, “your
brother made us swear an oath to stay with you and protect you.”


She chuckled fondly. “I do not doubt that he did. That does not
change our situation, though. Kendan cannot go alone, and I can only disguise
myself.”


“I will go with Ma’eve and Kendan,” said Ravi, “and the two of you
will stay here with Maizah. You will wait two hours for us. If we do not return
in that time, you will take the Tracker and continue the search for L’iam.”


“What if she refuses to follow our instructions?” asked Than’os.


“Kendan will order her to do so,” was the simple reply.


Adesina studied her former teacher. “Will you?”


She could see his mind working out the advantages and
disadvantages of this plan by the flash in his dark eyes. He hesitated for only
a moment before nodding once.


“Very well.”


No one seemed completely satisfied with the arrangement, but it
was a compromise that they could all agree to. They finished their meal in
silence, and then followed the innkeeper to their rooms.


Adesina and Maizah shared a room, and the men shared another. The
young queen was grateful for a silent companion. She was not feeling very
sociable, and it was a relief to simply go to bed and try to organize the chaos
in her troubled mind. 


Adesina removed her boots and let down her hair, thinking over the
past few days. It had not been too long ago that her primary concerns were
about building materials and sugar rations. Now those domestic affairs were far
from her thoughts.


Perhaps it was too much to hope for a normal life—even for a short
period of time.


She knew that her future would be filled with conflict and
sacrifice—after all, she had accepted the role of Threshold Child, and that
would not be an easy path. Still, her heart longed for a reprieve.


L’iam had promised her that someday they would live in peace and
prosperity. He had spoken of an end to the Shimat and the thriving of the
L’avan. Most of all, he had painted a picture in her mind of the happy days
they would share together, basking in the love that continued to grow between
them.


Adesina sighed deeply and closed her eyes.


She prayed that such dreams were still possible.
















Chapter Five: Liberation


 


Adesina was waiting in the common room when Kendan
came down the next morning. He spotted her sitting quietly by the fireplace and
walked over.


“I was not going to sneak out,” he said with a hint
of annoyance.


The night before, she had told Than’os to move his
bed in front of the window so that no one could open it without his knowledge.
And that morning she had awoken well before dawn so that she would be able to
watch the front door. Ravi was prowling around the outside of the inn just in
case Kendan got past the L’avan.


“It is better to take precautions than to live with
regrets,” she answered with a smile. “The Shimat taught me that.”


“You have to start trusting me,” Kendan said softly, “or this
mission will fail.”


She gave him a measured look. “Trust does not grow overnight.
Especially when it has been broken before.”


Adesina detected a slight flush in his cheeks as he busied himself
with putting on his cloak. “Well, we should probably go before the sun rises. I
do not want to attract the eyes of onlookers.”


She nodded and donned her own cloak. She connected with her vyala,
manipulating the light around her to create an illusion. She gave her face the
appearance of Hestia, the leader of one of the Northern Tribes and one of her
dear friends. The Ojuri—Hestia’s people—often traded with the L’avan, and they
had developed a close bond between the two groups.


Adesina’s shimmering silver hair turned black with streaks of
grey. Her purple and gold eyes became a rich brown, and her face became
careworn and regal. Even Hestia’s children wouldn’t have been able to tell them
apart at first glance. Those who knew the Ojuri leader would notice that the
mannerisms were different, but that didn’t matter for Adesina’s purposes.


Kendan stared at her in fascination. “Amazing! There is no sign of
the illusion, even when you move.”


She tried not to look smug. “That is the idea. It does take a fair
amount of concentration, though, so I will not be very interactive.”


He waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “That does not matter.
I will be doing the talking.”


They walked out onto the street, and Ravi was waiting for them. He
took in Adesina’s appearance with a glance and smiled.


“Hestia?”


The young queen shrugged. “There are only a handful of non-L’avan,
non-Shimat faces that I know well enough to duplicate.”


He nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, I suppose it would be easier to
mimic a face rather than create a new one.”


Kendan led them down the dim streets with barely a hesitation.
They left the main thoroughfare near the center of town, and made their way
down a small alley between two shops. The door where they stopped seemed to
lead to an apartment above the mercantile. He rapped his knuckles on the wooden
planks and then stepped back.


Adesina found herself holding her breath as she waited for an
answer. It took all of her training to keep her face neutral.


The door opened, and a wizened man in a nightshirt peered at them
in confusion. His wispy white hair was disheveled, and his eyes were bleary
with sleep.


“Yes?”


Kendan spoke quietly, but with confidence. “I am lost, and I was
hoping you might give me some directions.”


The old man frowned. “It is a strange time of day for a traveler to
be out and about.”


“I prefer to start early.”


“Hmph! Well, I suppose I can help you. Where are you trying to
go?”


“Bellflower Street.”


The man scratched his head with a bemused expression on his
wrinkled face. “I have never heard of a street by that name. Not in this town,
at least. Do you mean Flowervale Square?”


Kendan shook his head. “No, I am certain it is Bellflower Street.”


“There are not many streets in this town, young man, and none of
them bear names like that. You must be in the wrong town all together.”


He gave a small bow. “Perhaps you are right. I apologize for the
inconvenience.”


The old man shut the door, muttering to himself about strangers
and their lack of consideration for decent hours.


Adesina watched the exchange silently, attempting to puzzle out
the code that they must have been using. When Kendan started to walk away, she
followed closely.


“Well?” she asked in a low voice. “What did he say?”


“There is a secret entrance. Someone will be waiting for us.”


They stayed in the narrow paths between the buildings, using the
shadows to hide their passing. A small hatch in the back of the smithy swung
open at their approach, and a hawkish looking stranger waved them down the
rickety stairs.


The man was clearly a Shimat—Adesina could tell by the way he
moved. He closed the hatch and then turned on them with a knife drawn.
“Identify yourselves.”


“I am Shimat Shrike, personal assistant to the Sharifal,” stated
Kendan. “I am here for the alchemist.”


“Do you have proof of your identity?”


“I gave the appropriate codes for one of my rank,” he responded
coldly.


The man hesitated, and then nodded. “I apologize, Shimat Shrike.
We were not expecting anyone for another week.”


Kendan pulled out a sealed document. “Here are your new orders.”


The man broke the seal and scanned the words carefully. Adesina
prayed that it was a good enough forgery to pass such a close inspection. After
a moment, he walked over to the nearest lamp and burned the paper. “Follow me,”
he instructed.


They walked down two flights of stairs, and through a gloomy
passageway. The air was stale and oppressive, causing Adesina’s nose to wrinkle
in distaste. A wooden door stood at the end, with a sturdy lock on the latch.
The Shimat searched through his keys and then opened the cell.


There was another Shimat sitting on a stool by the door. She
looked up at their entrance and quirked an eyebrow questioningly.


“Change of plans,” the man said briefly. “These two will be taking
the alchemist with them.”


On the far side of the room, the prisoner lifted her bedraggled
head to look at her new captors. She was alarmingly thin, with a gaunt face and
haunted eyes. Her hair was dingy, but it looked to be a shade of auburn, and
her eyes were a vibrant green. It took Adesina several moments to recognize the
face of Mistress Faryl, a woman she had known years ago in the High City.


Adesina’s mind filled with questions, but she kept her expression
passive. They would have time to talk later, if they could escape without
arousing the suspicions of the Shimat.


The woman guarding the prisoner walked over to unlock the shackles
binding Faryl to the wall. The former apothecary shop owner got to her feet
shakily, and tried to hold her head with dignity.


“Just this one?” asked the male Shimat.


Kendan nodded once. “Yes.”


“Do you want any of her work, or shall I send that back to the
fortress?”


“Her notes will suffice,” he replied. “Send the supplies back.”


The man went to fetch the notes, while the woman wrapped a thin
cloak around Faryl’s stooped shoulders.


“This will help avoid suspicion while you leave town,” she
explained.


In the corridor a small bell rang twice and fell silent. The
Shimat woman glanced in its direction with surprise. “It seems we have more
company on the way.”


Adesina felt a spike of panic. Had they been discovered?


Kendan cleared his throat and tried to keep his voice casual. “We
have no other business here, so we shall be going.”


Adesina thought that Kendan’s voice was a little too insistent to
be natural, and she was not the only one. The Shimat woman studied him
carefully.


“What if it is a messenger with updated orders?”


His expression became haughty. “I have my orders from the Sharifal
herself. I doubt she would have changed her mind the moment I left.”


She didn’t respond, but continued to watch them closely.


Adesina made an imperious gesture to Faryl, and the prisoner
obediently walked over to stand at her side.


Kendan sniffed in disdain and spun to march out of the room. The
male Shimat was exiting a room just ahead, and he fell into step with them.


He handed Kendan a sheaf of papers. “Here are her notes, Shimat
Shrike. I will see you out.”


Adesina could feel her heartbeat speeding up with each step and
she strained to keep her breath steady. Her muscles tensed in automatic
preparation for a physical attack. There was no way to know who was heading
toward them, and they needed to leave with Faryl before that happened.


The tinkling of the bell could be heard once more, and the Shimat
glanced towards the hatch with a furrowed brow. “Someone is fast approaching. It
would be best for you to wait here while I let them in.”


Kendan knew that protesting would appear suspicious, so he nodded
and walked into the shadowed alcove indicated.


The man opened the hatch and waved in a cloaked figure. Then, as
he had with Kendan and Adesina, he pulled out his knife in a threatening
gesture.


“Identify yourself.”


“I am Shimat Fox, I am here for a prisoner transfer.”


A chill ran through Adesina as she recognized a voice she had
hoped to never hear again.


It belonged to her lifelong enemy, Basha.


Basha had trained as a Shimat with Adesina, and they had never
liked each other. Their rivalry wouldn’t have been a problem in itself, but
Basha had spent years attempting to injure or even kill Adesina while making it
look like a training accident. The last time they had met, Adesina had been an
acknowledged enemy of the Shimat and Basha had tried to kill her in
earnest—tried and failed. That failure would only have fueled the hatred that
already burned in Basha’s chest.


Adesina reached over and gripped Kendan’s wrist, and she could
tell by the grim expression on his face that he also recognized the danger. She
leaned down so her mouth was next to Ravi’s ear, and she whispered as softly as
she could, “Go warn the others that we need to leave immediately. I will use my
vyala to get us out of here, and I will catch up as soon as possible.”


Ravi wasn’t pleased with the idea of leaving her side, but he
nodded once and then disappeared from sight.


Faryl looked at her supposed captors with a trace of suspicious
confusion. Adesina knew that they were not acting as they should, but she just
hoped that the prisoner woman would do nothing to compromise their escape.


Basha’s voice could be heard from just around the corner. “I have
orders from the Sharifal.”


Kendan swore under his breath. “I fear we will have to fight our
way out of town.”


He moved to grasp the rope dart he kept in a pouch on his belt,
but Adesina laid a hand on his arm to stop him. She released the illusion that
altered her appearance and she created one that shrouded all three of them in
complete darkness.


Adesina motioned for them to move towards the exit, and she wove
the shadows to cover the light of the opening hatch.


Kendan exited first, making sure there was no one waiting for them
on the other side. He was followed by Faryl, who knew by now that something was
afoot but obeyed without question. Adesina was the last to leave the Shimat
post, using her vyala to cover their escape. She used her senses to find
the room where Faryl had been conducting her work and sent a flash of pure
energy to start a fire there. Then she set up a mirage around the entrance of
the hideout, making it look like a solid wall. Finally, she fused the hatch to
the ground, which would make it impossible to open without breaking it. That
would buy them enough time to escape their pursuers.


She could sense Kendan and Faryl waiting just around the corner,
and she hurried to catch up to them.


The former apothecary gasped when the young woman came into sight.
“Adrie! What are you doing here?”


It had been years since anyone had called Adesina by the alias she
had used while in the High City. Hearing it brought back a flood of memories
and a stab of regret.


“There will be time for explanations later,” she said shortly.
“For now, we need to leave town as quickly as possible.”











Chapter Six: Betrayal


 


Mar’sal and Maizah were waiting outside of the inn when they
arrived. Adesina gave the soldier a questioning look.


“Where is Than’os?”


Mar’sal’s expression was instantly apologetic. “We do not have
enough coin to cover our bill. He promised to stay within sight of the
innkeeper while we waited for you to settle our account.”


“I will go,” volunteered Kendan. “Make certain our horses are
ready.”


They rushed to the stable, where their mounts were waiting.
Adesina slipped the groom an extra coin in thanks, and helped Faryl into
Torith’s saddle. She climbed up behind the emaciated woman and waited anxiously
for their missing party members.


Than’os and Kendan wasted no time in joining them, and they all
rode out of town as quickly as they could without attracting attention. The
streets of the city were beginning to fill with vendors and customers alike.
Adesina’s eyes darted from face to face, searching for any sign that someone
might be taking too much interest in their departure.


The young L’avan queen breathed easier once they left the bounds
of the village.


The group headed east towards the river, breaking into a gallop as
soon as they were far enough away from civilization. 


Adesina turned to Than’os, who was riding beside her. “Cover our
tracks,” she ordered, as she used her own powers to create an illusion to
shield them from onlookers. The illusion blanketed the group of travelers with
the appearance of the surrounding terrain, so anyone looking in their direction
would see only grassland.


Than’os obeyed immediately, the dark red of his eyes glowing with
a metallic sheen. The indentations of the horse hooves in the soft ground
behind them rose back to its original state, as if the riders had not passed
that way at all.


When they reached the edge of the river, they turned south and
followed the water to the lake. They stopped briefly to rest their horses, but
they knew they had to keep moving if they wanted to escape the Shimat.


The danger seemed much less pressing now that they were away from
the village, and the rescued prisoner began to ask questions.


“Why did you rescue me?” asked Faryl as they continued southward.
“And who are you really?”


“My name is Adesina,” explained the young queen. “The reason I
left the High City all those years ago was to rejoin my people. We had nothing
to do with the attack on the city.”


“I know you did not,” Faryl replied in a voice that was both
matter-of-fact and pained. “The Shimat attacked the city.”


Adesina frowned. “How can you be certain?”


Faryl’s fists clenched in controlled anger. “I saw them. There may
be those who would not recognize the shadows that infested the city that
night…but I did. It was during that attack that the Shimat retrieved
me,” she said bitterly. “The Shimat always have many purposes behind a single
action, but one of the reasons for the destruction of the High City was to make
an example of me. I was proof that no one can escape from the Shimat. No one
can hide from them. And they will make anyone who causes them trouble pay
dearly.”


Adesina could not see Faryl’s face as she spoke, but she could
sense the depth of her pain. Adesina had felt that same pain many times in her
own life. “But you are not Shimat,” she stated, confused as to why an
organization of assassins would care about an apothecary.


“No,” Faryl admitted, “but I am a useful tool to them.”


“I am sorry,” Adesina said quietly, and she meant it with every
fiber of her being. She knew all too well what it was like to be hunted by the
Shimat. She had spent the last five years feeling as though she was mere
moments away from a Shimat attack. She did her best to be prepared and to
prepare those around her, but there was always a nagging doubt that it was not
enough.


“I am surprised that a L’avan would have ties to such an
organization.”


Adesina felt a surge of surprise at the other woman’s statement.
It had been a long time since Adesina had trained as a Shimat, and she did not
feel that bore any resemblance to them anymore. “How could you know that I do?”


The middle-aged woman nodded in Kendan’s direction. “I know that
he is a Shimat. He is the one that arranged for my ‘probation’ at the post
where you just rescued me.”


“Why?”


“I am very skilled at what I do,” she explained softly. “That is
why the Shimat have not simply killed me. I was imprisoned after they
re-captured me from the High City, and I grew close to my cellmate. They were
torturing him mercilessly, seemingly without any real purpose. Finally, Breyen
said that they would stop hurting my friend if I agreed to continue my work for
them and never try to escape again. Kendan arranged for me to be transferred.”
Faryl trailed off, her voice overcome with the pain of the memories.


There was something familiar about Faryl’s story. Adesina frowned
thoughtfully as she tried to recall what it was.


The High City had been destroyed around the time that Adesina had
mounted the rescue mission at the Shimat fortress. That meant that Faryl would
have been a prisoner at the same time as Me’shan, Adesina’s father.


The L’avan queen suddenly remembered a statement made by her
father as they had tried to escape. He had mentioned Faryl by name, and
insisted that they rescue her as well. However, they had been unable to find
her, and they had been forced to leave her behind.


“You sacrificed your freedom for my father’s sake?” Adesina asked
quietly.


Faryl’s head whipped around. Her green eyes were wide with shock
and her jaw dropped. “Your father?” she gasped.


Adesina nodded. “Me’shan is my father.”


Faryl’s voice filled with urgency. “Is he still alive? Did they
keep their promise?”


“We rescued him, probably no more than a few hours after you left
the fortress.”


The former apothecary stiffened. “Are you saying,” she said
slowly, “that I have been a prisoner to honor a promise that became void before
I even left Shimat lands?”


Adesina didn’t know what to say. There was no comfort that she
could give this woman who had sacrificed so much for a lie.


Kendan slowed his horse, and the others did the same. Adesina was
glad for the distraction from her conversation with Faryl. She needed time to
consider what she could say to help the rescued prisoner overcome the pain and
sorrow of the last five years.


“We will rest here for a while,” said Kendan.


There were two large hills that provided cover for them—one to the
north and one to the south. The twin lakes sat on the east, which meant that
their position was accessible only from the west. 


The travelers began caring for the horses and preparing a midday
meal. Kendan and Adesina climbed the northern hill to keep watch. As they
reached the summit, they crawled on their hands and knees to avoid being seen
from a distance.


Adesina settled onto her stomach and began scanning the north and
east. The lakes took up the majority of her field of view, which made it easier
to focus on the land that remained. Kendan faced the opposite direction and
watched the south and west.


Adesina could not help wondering about her former teacher. Kendan
had done so much to prove his loyalty to the Shimat organization, and yet there
were inconsistencies in his behavior.


After a handful of minutes she asked, “Why did you arrange for
Faryl to leave the fortress?”


He glanced at his former student out of the corner of his eye.
“She was Breyen’s responsibility. I only followed his orders.”


There was a brief pause.


“Why did you not tell me your plan for retrieving her? Allies are
more effective if they are allowed to help.”


He snorted. “Are you disappointed to have missed an opportunity to
argue?”


She frowned. “No, Kendan. I am disappointed that because of your
pride we missed an opportunity to rescue Faryl without alerting the Shimat.”


“My pride?” he sputtered. “I was giving you the chance to
show a little faith in me. To show that you could look past my former weakness
and that we could work together as a team. Instead, you have proven that you
are too stubborn to forgive and too narrow-minded to believe that you might be
wrong.”


“Purposefully hiding your plans is not working as a team,” she
hissed.


Warning bells sounded in the back of Adesina’s mind.


Kendan must have sensed it, too, because there was an abrupt
change in his expression. His indignation froze, and he quickly began searching
for what was wrong. He pulled out his Blood Weapon—a meteor hammer—in
preparation. The finely wrought steel braid was almost twenty feet long, with a
throwing knife attached to one end and a lemon-sized metal ball attached to the
other.


Adesina’s eyes intuitively turned towards the lake, and she
spotted a small boat resting on the banks.


It had not been there before.


She silently cursed her negligence. Why hadn’t she been watching
the water as well as the land?


“Kendan,” she half-shouted as she pointed in the direction of the
boat and scrambled to her feet. Adrenaline began pumping through her veins and
she sprinted back towards the others.


With an ear-splitting crack, the ground erupted beneath her,
sending her flying into the air. Clods of grass and dirt confused her vision,
and it took her a moment to reorient herself and to react accordingly.


Adesina’s instincts kicked in, and she used her vyala to
land softly on the ground. Her eyes darted over the scene before her.


The other members of their party were lying on the ground,
unconscious. Even the horses were on their sides. The dark figure of a Shimat
in full uniform moved towards Faryl’s unmoving body, a dagger in hand.


Kendan flashed past her, his meteor hammer spinning. He held the
knife in his left hand, with the steel braid wrapped around his wrist three
times. Using his right hand, he whipped the ball in circles and prepared to
send it flying at the assassin.


Adesina reached out with her powers to locate the other enemy.
There was a magic-user somewhere close by that had caused that explosion.


There. On the far side of the hill.


She ran up the slope, knowing that she would need height for what
she was about to do.


Adesina leapt off of the apex, letting her body glide through the
air. She ignited the energy at her fingertips and sent the bullets of fire
raining down on the opposite side of the hill, where her opponent was hiding.


The muscular build of her enemy betrayed his gender, but that was
all that she could surmise from his appearance. He was completely covered in
black robes and a strange grey mask that had a slightly wolfish appearance. 


He dove out of the way of the fire, extending his gloved hand in a
commanding gesture. Adesina could feel energy being drawn out of her, causing
her to curse under her breath.


She touched down on the ground and began running. It would not do
to give him an easy target. The earth around her feet exploded in a wave of
shattered stone and pulverized sod. She hardened her skin against the flying
debris, but not before several shards of rock pierced her legs and feet.


She gave a sharp cry of pain, but allowed the force of the rupture
to take her into the air, where she hovered to regain her bearings. She
redirected the flying dirt and stones back towards her attacker with an
enormous push of force. One of the fist-sized rocks slammed the magic-user in
the face, cracking the mask in two. The pieces fell to the ground, revealing
the face of her enemy.


It was L’iam.


Adesina’s heart stopped. Her stomach felt as though it was filled
with weights and she struggled to draw breath. Her mind refused to process what
her eyes were seeing. Why was her husband attacking her?


He was already on the move. He vaporized the remaining debris with
a wave of pure energy, and he reached up to the sky. The smell of ozone
permeated Adesina’s nose, and dozens of bolts of lightning struck the ground
haphazardly. Adesina called on all the energy she had left to protect her
friends as well as herself by casting a magical barrier over them.


“L’iam, stop!”


Her entire body trembled with emotion that threatened to overpower
her. L’iam had never even raised his voice to her, let alone made her feel
unsafe. She had never seen him use his powers to such a magnitude, and she
never would have guessed that her gentle husband had such destructive ability
within him.


“L’iam!”


The L’avan king didn’t respond to her shouts. He continued to throw
everything he had at her, as if intent on seeing her obliterated. Adesina, on
the other hand, stopped attacking and focused all of her power on defense. She
would not hurt her husband if she could help it.


“Please, stop,” she begged. “Something is wrong with you. You are
not yourself.”


L’iam continued to hurl his magic in her direction with dangerous
perseverance.


Her voice started to break, and tears blurred her vision. “L’iam,
it is Adesina. Your wife!”


Still no response.


Her mind was overwhelmed with desperation. How could she bring him
back to himself? There had to be a way to save him from whatever had been done.


Out of the corner of one eye, Adesina could see the Shimat that
Kendan had been fighting limping away as quickly as possible. Her hood and scarf
had been removed, and the young queen could recognize the hateful face of
Basha.


The Shimat gestured to L’iam, and he instantly ceased his attacks.
He paused to pick up the pieces of his mask, and then he followed Adesina’s
greatest enemy as they made their escape.


Adesina struggled to call upon her vyala, but she was far
too weak. She had expended all of her powers in the struggle with her husband,
and she could barely keep herself from collapsing. The plant life around them
had died, due to the extreme drain of its life force. She could feel the grass
crackling as she sunk down in a heap.


Blackness slowly covered her vision, as she gave one more futile
attempt to chase after the man she loved.


Adesina tried to get to her feet, but her legs refused to respond.
She held out a shaking hand to his retreating form.


“L’iam…”











Chapter Seven: Deeds of the Alchemist


 


As Adesina slowly returned to consciousness, every detail of her
battle returned to her with heartbreaking clarity. She wished she could erase
it from her memory.


“Adesina?” came a soft voice.


She opened her eyes and saw Kendan’s concerned face hovering above
her own.


“How do you feel?”


The young woman did an assessment of her physical well-being. The
pain in her legs and feet was completely gone. She was still exhausted, but she
knew that she could go on.


As for her emotional well-being…


Tears sprang to her eyes before she could stop them.


What had happened to her beloved L’iam? It did not seem possible
that he could ever do something so violent—especially against her. She was so
confused, and her heart felt as though it had been ravaged.


She wanted to deny L’iam’s involvement in the attack. She wanted
to preserve him as a figure of unchangeable loyalty and integrity. She wanted
to pretend that none of it had happened…and yet, she knew she couldn’t.


If Kendan noticed the tears in her eyes, he allowed her the
dignity of pretending not to see them. Adesina knew she shouldn’t care what her
former teacher thought, but her pain was too deeply personal for her to wish
for anyone to see it.


He helped her to sit up, and she saw Mar’sal slumped at her feet.
His eyes were barely open.


“What happened to him?” she asked, rushing forward to feel his
pulse.


“I gave him a stimulant to awaken him, because he needed to heal
you.”


“You could have killed him,” she snapped. 


She connected to her vyala and searched the surrounding
area. The ground and air around them was dangerously low in energy. She had
used too much in her fight with L’iam, and the balance had been disturbed. 


Adesina reached further out, towards the lake and the land beyond
the hills. She used the energy found there to restore some of the balance of
the land she had drained. The grass did not return to its previous shade of
green, but it was still alive. It would grow back in time.


She then revived all of the members of their party, including the
horses. She didn’t use enough to bring them to full strength, but they would
recover after a full night’s sleep.


Ravi was clearly unhappy about being rendered unconscious and
unable to protect Adesina during the fight. He kept close to her side, as if
determined that it should never happen again.


“Ma’eve, are you hurt?” asked her guardian.


She gestured to the recovering Mar’sal. “I have been healed. Do
not worry, my friend. It was my fault for not spotting the danger sooner.”


Adesina turned back to Kendan, and she could see the anger in his
eyes from her previous accusation. She knew that he had only wanted to save her
life. He had attacked Basha, forever branding himself as a traitor in the eyes
of the Shimat. He had offered to help them rescue L’iam with no request for
reward. He did not deserve her rudeness.


“I am sorry, Kendan.”


“I was very careful in the amount of herbs I gave him,” he said
stiffly.


She shook her head. “I do not doubt it. However, our powers use
our life force, and we can die if we use too much.”


Understanding dawned in his eyes, and regret tinged his
expression. “I did not know that.”


Than’os shakily got to his feet. “What happened?”


“We were attacked,” explained Adesina. “There was a magic-user
that rendered you all unconscious.”


“A magic-user?” asked Mar’sal, his wan face filled with
incredulity. “How is that possible?”


Kendan glanced at Adesina before making a casual gesture with his
hands. “The L’avan are not the only magic-users in the world.”


Maizah, who was sitting quietly by the resting horses, nodded in
support of Kendan’s statement.


It appeared that Kendan was giving Adesina a way out of the truth,
and part of her wanted to take it. It pained her to do anything that would
alter the way the others viewed her husband.


She shook her head. It was not right to lie to her companions.
They deserved to know the truth, even if it hurt her to admit it. 


“But it was a L’avan. It was L’iam.”


The words were like poison in her mouth, but she knew that she had
to say them.


Ravi stiffened visibly, his golden eyes searching her face to read
her emotions. Than’os and Mar’sal stared at her, dumbfounded.


“That is impossible.”


“Why would he attack us?”


Adesina took note of Kendan’s careful expression, and she turned
to confront him. “You knew about this. You knew that Basha had taken him.”


“I considered it very likely,” he replied evasively.


A wave of anger swept over her, and she took several deep breaths
in order to stay calm. “Why did you not tell me?”


“My position in the Shimat order exposed me to hundreds of rumors
every single day. Plots, intrigues, alliances, conspiracies—most of which have
no real substance. Do you expect me to tell you everything I have ever heard
concerning the L’avan?”


Adesina clenched her fists tightly at her side, restraining
herself from punching Kendan in the face. “I would think that a rumor
concerning my husband might be worth sharing.”


Faryl had gone pale listening to this exchange. “Was he following
the orders of a Shimat?”


All eyes turned to the frail woman.


Adesina sensed that she was about to receive some very bad news,
and she was not certain she was prepared for it. “Yes,” she said quietly.


Kendan indicated that they should all sit down. “Faryl, please
tell these people about your work for the Shimat order.”


The former apothecary studied her twisting hands as if she were
trying to decide where to begin.


“The Shimat have always craved power. It was not enough that they
overthrew the monarchy in this land or that they influence the leaders of every
city. They want to be invincible. Their attention was soon drawn to magic, and
they wanted to make it their power alone.”


Mar’sal snorted. “That is impossible. No one can hoard vyala.”


She inclined her head. “That does not mean that the Shimat are not
willing to try. At first they tried recruiting magic-users, but their overtures
were rebuffed. There was a moral code inherent in the magic-users of the day,
and they would have nothing to do with such an organization.”


Adesina nodded. She had heard a similar story when she had been
told the history of her people. It was because of this decision that the Shimat
had gone to such lengths to make others fear the L’avan.


“After that, they began their studies of magic. They wanted to
understand everything about it, so they could discover how to create their
own.”


“Artificial magic?” asked Ravi.


“Yes,” Faryl said. “They have been studying magic and conducting
experiments for generations. Some attempts have come close, but none have been
enough to satisfy the Shimat.”


She took a deep breath. “They have found that magic is a trait
that is passed through bloodlines, and so they began to attempt to breed Shimat
magic-users.”


Adesina felt nauseated by the implication. “Do you mean…?”


“The children born from a L’avan father had no indication of any
magical ability, but the children born from a L’avan mother showed signs of
potential.” Faryl lowered her eyes in shame. “I am one of those children.”


All of the L’avan were clearly shocked and sickened. There were
several moments of silence as they all composed themselves.


“What does this have to do with our king?” asked Than’os.


Faryl finally looked up, her vibrant green eyes glittering in the
light. “I have never been able to use magic, strictly speaking. However, I have
a deep understanding of nature and the elements. I know how to combine herbs
precisely to obtain rare results. This is what made me an exceptional
apothecary. Unfortunately, my intuition also made me an invaluable asset
to the Shimat.


“I could do things with their experiments that they could not have
imagined. My results were unique and powerful. They believed that if I were
given the proper materials, I could create anything. That is why they began
calling me an alchemist.”


Ravi’s brow furrowed thoughtfully. “Given those circumstances, I
am surprised that you ever escaped.”


“More than two decades ago, the breeding experiment came to an
end. They captured a full-blooded L’avan infant, and a new experiment began. I
was still developing my skills, so I was considered less important back then.”


All gazes flickered in Adesina’s direction, and she felt her chest
constrict. She had been that infant, and her whole life had changed its course
on that tragic day.


Faryl took note of the shift in emotion, but she did not know its
significance. She did not know the details of Adesina’s past. Maizah also
seemed aware of the change, but her eyes remained fixed on the ground in
habitual subservience.


The former apothecary continued her narration. “I found that if I
dropped certain herbs on the ground, the fumes released when stepped upon would
render the closest people unconscious. I also found that if I chewed a
different herb, I would remain alert despite breathing in those same fumes. I
used this knowledge to escape my captors, and I did everything in my power to
hide from the Shimat. I settled in the High City after moving constantly for
five years. I didn’t intend to stay for long, but it seemed that I would be
safe there. I grew careless over time, and I was discovered.”


“And that is when you were recaptured,” concluded Adesina.


She inclined her head. “Yes, but that is not the end of this
story, I am afraid. As I told you before, I bargained for the life of Me’shan
and I agreed to continue my work for the Shimat. I had honed my abilities quite
well during my time in the High City, and they were impressed by my research
notes. They set me to work on various experiments, and soon I was given access
to all of their most valuable resources.”


Here she hesitated, reluctant to go on.


“I was given two vials of L’avan blood with which to
experiment—the only blood to have ever been given willingly.”


Adesina leaned forward. “Why would that make a difference?”


“The magic in the blood is more potent when given of free will.
Blood taken by force is muted, at best.”


The young queen’s pulse began to race and a feeling of dread
filled her mind. She was almost afraid to ask the question that came next.
“What did you do with that blood?”


Faryl took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “I created a potion
that erases the mind of the one who drinks it. They are bound to the giver of
the potion, and must follow their every command.”


The color drained from Adesina’s face and she struggled to find
her voice. “Why would you do such a thing?”


“I created many terrible things during my imprisonment,” the
alchemist whispered. “It was just one more assignment.”


“Basha has forced your king to take that potion,” Kendan explained
unnecessarily. 


“It was your blood in the vial,” Faryl said suddenly, her gaze on
Adesina. 


The queen nodded numbly.


“And that means that you were the L’avan child that was captured
all those years ago,” she continued.


“Yes.”


Kendan appeared to be the only one to have known all of the pieces
of the story beforehand. He spoke quietly, but with conviction. “I knew that
Basha would try to kill Faryl, since she is the one who created the potion. That
is why Basha was at that Shimat post, and that is why she followed us.”


“Why does that matter?” asked Mar’sal.


“Because,” Kendan replied with emphasis, “Faryl created the
potion. Therefore, she can create an antidote.”











Chapter Eight: Doubt


 


After a full night’s rest, the group was ready to begin traveling
again. They were at least a day behind Basha and L’iam, and so they were eager
to leave in the morning.


Maizah sat upon her horse with her eyes closed, gathering L’iam’s
magical “scent” in her mind and memorizing it. After several minutes, she
pointed southeast and began riding.


The others followed her without hesitation. Kendan and
Adesina—with Faryl sharing Torith’s saddle—rode immediately behind the Tracker,
with Than’os and Mar’sal bringing up the rear. Ravi scouted around them,
appearing occasionally to indicate that there was nothing out of the ordinary.


They made their way down and around the lakes, following the river
that drained out of it. Kendan told them that there was a bridge across the river
to the south, so they agreed to head in that direction.


Faryl was recovering rapidly from her ordeal. She was still very
thin, but the color was returning to her cheeks. Her eyes had lost their
deadened appearance, and she was regaining her fiery personality. She and
Than’os had several lively discussions about the merits of different plants and
which would serve better in certain situations.


“Wolfwort roots are the more obvious choice for treating skin
irritation,” said Faryl in a dismissive tone, “but they are not the best one.”


“What could be better?” argued Than’os. “It serves as a soothing
element as well as a healing one.”


“Fairyfeather leaves are much better for any skin malady.”


The L’avan snorted. “That is all well and good, if you happen to live
near an ancient forest with temperate weather all year. Fairyfeather plants are
too delicate to grow anywhere else. Wolfwort is a hearty plant that will grow
under any condition. That is more valuable for common use.”


“We are not discussing common use,” Faryl replied loftily. “We are
discussing the superior remedy, which would be fairyfeather leaves.”


Mar’sal chuckled as Than’os glowered. “I am afraid you are out of
your ability in arguing with this one, old friend.”


Than’os refused to give up so easily. “A remedy that is
practically impossible to find can hardly be called a remedy at all.”


“What would you call it, then?” she asked in exasperation.


“A waste of time,” he snapped back.


The others laughed at the two debaters, and the subject was
discreetly changed. Adesina hadn’t known Than’os to be such an avid botanist.


In spite of these active moments, Faryl was still prone to heavy
silence when left to her own thoughts. She would cast bleak glances at Adesina
and Kendan, as if there was something terribly wrong.


On their fourth day of travel, Adesina finally approached the
woman after their evening meal. They camped near a copse of trees, and the
darkening sky was clear and already brilliant with appearing stars. It would
have been natural for anyone to sit alone and gaze at the heavens, but Faryl’s
solitude appeared much less pleasant.


“What is it, Faryl? There is clearly something on your mind.”


She shook her head at first, declining to explain, but the young
queen settled down next to her with a determined look on her face.


“I am concerned that Kendan may be placing too much faith in my
abilities.”


Adesina felt a cold fist close around her heart. Her hopes of
rescuing L’iam were tied to Faryl’s abilities as an alchemist, and even a hint
of doubt filled Adesina with dread. “What do you mean?” she asked quietly.


The alchemist fiddled with a stray piece of grass between her
fingers, as if struggling to find the right words. “I have never been required
to reverse anything I have made. In the High City I made medicine, and
the Shimat were never interested in undoing what they had done.” She paused
briefly. “I am not certain I can make an antidote to the potion.”


Adesina’s fear of the situation surrounding L’iam’s capture had
been replaced by a firm resolution to move forward with their plan to cure him
of the effects of the potion Basha had given him. Now that fear came creeping
back into her mind. “Why not?”


“I do not even know where to begin. I do not know the ingredients
I would need or the process of combining them…”


Adesina cast her thoughts around, searching for something that
could return Faryl’s confidence in their plan. “But…surely you have created
anti-venoms for snake bites or the like.”


Faryl sighed softly. “Yes, I have.”


“Would it not be the same principle?”


She raised a hand in a helpless gesture. “Even with an anti-venom
you must know exactly what you are working with in order for it to be
effective.”


The young woman frowned. “You created the potion. How can you be
uncertain of its ingredients?”


“Artificial magic is unpredictable,” the alchemist explained. “We
are still learning the essential nature of magic, so I do not always know how
it will affect other components. It could react in a manner that is completely
unique to the person who ingested the potion. For all I know, it could be
altered by the person who administered the potion.”


Adesina was dumbstruck. She felt as though her stomach dropped
away, and she was suddenly ill. All of her hopes for successfully rescuing her
husband abruptly seemed remote. 


After a moment of collecting herself, she asked in a shaking
voice, “Are you saying that our efforts are futile?”


The middle-aged woman placed a thin hand on her companion’s. Her
eyes were filled with sorrow and sympathy. “I am saying that we must be
prepared for the worst.”


There was something in her gaze that anchored Adesina’s reeling
mind, and her thoughts began to clear.


What if it was impossible to reverse the effects of the potion?
Would that change her determination to rescue her husband from Basha?


Of course not!


Adesina loved L’iam very dearly, and she would never abandon him.
It didn’t matter if he knew who she was or not. She would never, ever stop
looking for him.


And what if killing him was the only way to release him from the
prison of his own mind?


She was not prepared to consider that. She had to believe that
there was a way to save him. Had she not been taught that anything was
possible, as long as she worked hard enough for it?


Adesina gave Faryl’s hand a gentle squeeze. “Thank you for telling
me this.”


The former apothecary looked astonished at her calm reply. “Are
you all right?”


She nodded slowly. “I will keep searching for him and I will help
him to escape Basha’s control. I will do whatever it takes to free him.”


She got to her feet and walked over to her bedroll. The fear in
Adesina’s heart had not disappeared, but her resolve had returned. She did not
know what the future held—she was incredibly anxious when she considered
L’iam’s possible fate—but she did know that she could not afford to give up.


Ravi settled down next to her as she prepared to go to sleep.


“Faryl told you of her doubts?”


Adesina gave a small smile. “How did you know?”


“Simple observation, dear one. She has been dejected ever since
Kendan asserted that she could make an antidote to the potion.”


“Oh, so you did not read her mind?” she asked in a teasing voice.


“No, I did not,” he replied serenely.


There was a pause.


“So, what are you going to do?” inquired her guardian.


Adesina stared up at the sky, watching the bats dart in the
twilight. She could hear the distant call of crickets, and feel the shift in
life as the daytime creatures prepared to sleep and the nighttime creatures
began to wake.


She was always amazed at how powerful the rhythm of life was. No matter
what happened, life always continued onward. The L’avan were a deeply religious
people, and they attributed all of this to the Creator. Adesina was still
overcoming her tendency towards skepticism, but she believed in the power of
life. 


Life always moved forward, and so must she.


“We will rescue L’iam, and we will find a way to cure him. There
has to be a way to free him from the potion. There has to be!”


Ravi made a satisfied noise that rumbled deep in his chest. “I
believe that you are right.”


She propped herself up on one elbow. “What makes you say that?”


The enormous feline’s expression became thoughtful. “All creatures
have very few things that are truly their own, but one of those things is free
will. Without our ability to make choices, we are nothing.”


Adesina nodded in agreement.


He continued, “It seems to me that to take someone’s free will—to
erase who they are—is to create an unnatural state of being. In order for there
to be harmony, he needs to be returned to his natural frame of mind.”


“Yes, but how do we do that?” she asked in a faint whisper.


“I do not know, dear one,” Ravi answered. “I only know that true
power is found in harmony. If this potion has forced L’iam out of harmony with
his very being, then there is greater magic that can overcome it.”


Faryl was obviously very gifted at what she could do as an
alchemist, and Ravi was confident that a solution could be found. It wasn’t a
concrete plan, but it dispelled the doubts that had been lurking in Adesina’s
heart.


They would find a way to release L’iam from the effects of the
potion. But first they needed to find him and separate him from Basha.


She was able to get a solid night’s sleep, and she awoke with
renewed determination. The others seemed to notice her resolve, and they took
strength from it. They sat a little straighter, and their heads were a little
higher. The entire group of travelers moved with more alacrity and energy.


They finally arrived at the bridge across the river and the small
village that sat on the banks. The party paused only to buy supplies before
continuing on their journey.


Maizah led them east, angling slightly to the south. Adesina had
never been to this part of the country, and she found the topography very
interesting. There were very few trees and no forests at all. The grass grew
tall in this area, and there were a number of rivers and streams. It was hilly
terrain, which required them to take a winding path to reach their destination.


Each day bolstered Adesina’s resolve as she was able to cope with
her personal fears. She had been faced with numerous challenges throughout her
life, yet she had always come through. Remembering this helped her to feel more
positive about the task that was ahead.


When they had been traveling for almost two weeks, Adesina caught
a familiar scent on the wind. It was the salty, invigorating smell of the
ocean.


She turned to Kendan. “Are you certain that Maizah is on the right
trail? She is still leading us east, but we will soon run out of land in that
direction.”


Her former teacher spoke a few words to the Tracker in her native
tongue, and he received a few communicative gestures in reply. He had a grim
expression on his face as he answered Adesina’s question. “She is on the right
trail,” he confirmed. “Basha is taking L’iam across the sea.”











Chapter Nine: Within the Dream World


 


L’iam opened his eyes and found himself in the woods that surround
Yavar, the city where he was born. The sun was shining warmly and the air was
filled with the sounds of summer. He smiled as he watched the life around him
thriving.


A soft step sounded behind him, and he turned to see his father
approaching. Something in the back of his mind told him that this couldn’t be
real, but he quickly dismissed it. He moved to greet his father, and was
surprised to receive an embrace. King L’unn was rarely affectionate.


“I had the strangest dream, Father.”


A gentle smile touched L’unn’s normally strong face. “Oh?”


“I dreamed that I was standing in front of Adesina, but I could
not control my own body. I did the most extraordinary and terrible things with
my vyala, and yet it was not me doing them. Adesina was shouting at me
and I wanted to answer her, but I could not respond. I could only watch as my
body moved of its own accord.” L’iam shuddered at the thought of being so
completely out of control.


L’unn placed a hand on his son’s shoulder. “Are you certain it was
a dream?”


The young man stopped short and stared at his father in rising
apprehension. “What else could it be?” he asked cautiously, not wanting to
believe that it could possibly be true.


“Do you recall how you met Adesina?” asked his father quietly.


L’iam frowned in concentration. He remembered his wife very
clearly, but the details of their life together were vague. They had always
been together, hadn’t they? No, that couldn’t be right.


“I…I am not sure, Father. My mind feels rather fuzzy.”


L’unn made a gesture with his hand, and the two of them began
walking at a leisurely pace. “What is your earliest memory of Adesina?”


L’iam thought hard for a moment. “Our wedding. She looked so
beautiful wearing her mother’s dress. No…wait…I knew her before then.”


Memories of the past few years began leeching into L’iam’s mind.
They came in flashes of color and emotion.


He saw Adesina, wrinkling her forehead as she concentrated on
connecting to her vyala. She was so stubborn, and teaching her had been
a challenge. Her eyes would gleam in defiance when L’avan teachings came into
conflict with her Shimat training. He loved her then, even though she only saw
him as a comrade and instructor.


He saw Adesina wielding powers that she should not have been able
to use. He vividly recalled the shock that had stopped him in his tracks when
he saw her eyes change color. L’iam was amazed all over again at the pure
potential in his fiery wife.


He gazed on the bodies of friends and family, sprawled in
unnatural positions and empty of life. The beautiful lands of Pevothem had been
stained with the blood of the L’avan, and he wondered if the taint could ever
be cleansed. He could feel his heart breaking anew.


He witnessed his mother draw her last breath, and felt guilty
relief that she was free from any more suffering.


All of these things and millions of other moments came crashing
back to him, and he turned to his father with tears in his eyes. His heart felt
as though it might burst from reliving the emotions of the past six years.


L’iam looked at his father’s face—still so strong and lined with
the years of leadership. The keen expression in L’unn’s eyes and the
understated smile were just as L’iam remembered. The young man had not thought
that he would ever see his father again in this life, and he felt a surge of
joy at being given the opportunity.


“I have missed you so much.”


The two men embraced, painfully aware that the last time they had
seen each other they had not said farewell in a manner befitting family. It had
been the cold words of public ceremony, and L’iam regretted not having the
courage to say more in the presence of others.


“How is this possible?” asked L’iam. “I am not a Dreamer.”


“No, but Adesina is,” replied his father.


The young man looked around eagerly. “Is she here?”


“No, L’iam, this is not her Dream. Your waking mind is in a
trance—a prison created by a potion that you were forced to take.”


The young king suddenly recalled what happened in the forest. He
remembered the shadowy figures that had attacked and taken him captive. L’iam
had been taken to a hideout, where he had been forced to drink a sickening
liquid.


“The Shimat.”


His father nodded. “Yes. The potion they used was made from
Adesina’s blood. Because she is a Dreamer, your mind was able to escape to this
world. I believe that under any other circumstances your mind would have been
lost completely.”


L’iam grew cold at the thought. He had come close to dying before,
but this seemed infinitely worse. “How do you know all of this?”


L’unn’s smile was warm. “I have been keeping a close eye on you
ever since my passing. I am limited in how I can touch the world of the living,
but I have done my best to help you when you needed it.”


The thought that his father had stayed with him in spirit filled
L’iam with happiness, but that feeling faded away as he remembered the fight
that had taken place when he thought he was dreaming.


“It really happened. I attacked Adesina.”


The former king nodded. “The potion has placed you under the
control of the woman who gave it to you. In the waking world, your body has no
memory of who you are or of anyone around you. You are compelled to obey, and
that is all you know.”


L’iam was filled with deepening horror at what had happened to
him. To lose his free will was worse than to lose his life.  “How is that
possible? Surely such a monstrous concoction contradicts the laws of nature.
What must I do to break free of this potion?”


His father took a deep breath and sighed. “I am not certain there
is much that you can do. It is important for you to try to regain control of
your body, but the magic of that mixture is strong.”


L’iam had never heard of a situation similar to the one that he
now found himself in. There were no tales of triumph to lend him hope for his
future. L’unn’s expression was grim, and that did nothing to bolster L’iam’s
confidence. “Do you mean that I am lost?” he asked bleakly.


“No,” L’unn said in a firm voice. “There is always hope, my son. A
way to heal your mind exists, and Adesina will search until she finds it.”


L’iam took great comfort in his wife’s determination. There were
times when she could be stubborn to a fault, but he thanked the Creator now for
that trait.


“Please, Father,” he said softly, “tell me everything you know.”


 


***


 


Time and distance were strange things in the Dream world. One
could say that the two L’avan kings were far away from the others who Dreamed,
and one could also say that they were touching.


In another Dream, three Rashad sat facing each other in an open
field, speaking in a language that was older than the world itself.


It had only been in the last few years that the Rashad had learned
to communicate in such a manner. They had always had the ability to Dream, but
it had long been a solitary gift. Through Adesina’s ability to pull others into
her Dreams, the Rashad had discovered a way to Dream jointly and communicate
over any distance, which was invaluable.


Two of the Rashad meeting in the field had golden-tan fur, with
striking blue eyes. The third had a coat of raven black, and eyes that were a
warm gold color.


“I did not know that you would be the one sent to the L’avan
settlement, Remah,” said Ravi.


The female Rashad lowered her eyes humbly. “I hope it is not
displeasing to you.”


He smiled at his betrothed. “Only in the fact that I was unable to
see you before I left.”


Ravi could feel the love radiating from her, and he wanted to
touch his muzzle to hers. If they had been alone, he would have.


Ruvim, Ravi’s older brother, watched the exchange impassively. He
was there as a representative of Pevothem. “You have been traveling for sixteen
days now. What have you to report?”


Ravi glanced at his brother, feeling amused. It didn’t seem to
matter to Ruvim that Ravi was next in line to lead their race. He still made
Ravi feel like a cub, newly weaned.


“We have reached the eastern coast. There is a port city nearby,
and it appears that the captured king has been taken on a ship.”


“You have not traveled very quickly,” Ruvim remarked.


“We had to retrieve an important party member,” he explained. Ravi
went on to tell them about what had happened at the Shimat post, and the attack
that took place afterwards. He told them about the potion, and Adesina’s decision
to go forward with the rescue mission.


Remah’s large eyes were filled with sorrow. “What a terrible thing
to experience. The Shimat are well named.”


Ruvim indicated his agreement. In the old world, there had been a
race of shadow demons that had gone by the same name. They had not been the
most powerful of demonkind, but they were certainly the most ruthless and
manipulative.


“When will you reach the port city?”


“Tomorrow,” replied Ravi.


“And from there you will follow the L’avan king across the sea?”


“I do not see a better alternative,” he said carefully.


Ruvim frowned. “I am as fond of L’iam as you, but perhaps it would
be best to end this mission. L’iam’s mind is lost. Even if you recover him, he
will be unable to return to his former life.”


Ravi stiffened slightly. “I do not believe that.”


His older brother’s expression became skeptical. “Oh?”


“The loss of L’iam’s mind has brought discord to the flow of Life.
Even you must sense that, brother. There must be a way to restore harmony, if
the flow is to continue as it should.”


Remah voiced her agreement. “A way is provided when a task must be
done.”


The older Rashad sighed. “It seems I am of the lesser opinion. I
will defer to your decision.”


“You do not know Adesina,” Ravi added, hoping to set his brother’s
mind at ease. “I have never seen such an ability to focus on a single
objective. If there is a way to save L’iam—and there is—she will find it.”











Chapter Ten: Emerald Harbor


 


The port city of Emerald Harbor was located at the edge of an
inlet on the eastern coast of Sehar—Adesina’s homeland. It was one of five
remaining cities, now that the High City had been destroyed. As the group of
travelers topped a hill overlooking the port, Adesina was amazed by its size.
It was easily larger than the High City and Yavar combined—the only two cities
she had ever personally seen.


The inlet itself was filled with aquatic plants that had shiny,
diamond-shaped leaves. The leaves and water glittered in the sunlight, giving
the impression of millions of sparkling jewels. The light dazzled the eyes of
the newcomers as they rode towards the city.


As they drew nearer, Adesina noticed other scents mixing with the
fresh ocean breeze. Livestock, open-air markets, piles of refuse, unwashed
bodies—it was the smell of many thousands of people living in close quarters.
There was some excitement in seeing the bustle of the streets, but it also made
her long for the quiet of her home.


Their names were taken at the gate, and added to a ledger that
recorded every visitor.


“Nationality?” inquired the guard, with boredom on his face.


Kendan gestured first to himself, and then to the others.
“Seharan, Jourin, L’avan, Rashad.”


He wrote down this information without the least change of
expression. Adesina was surprised to see how little he cared that they were
magic-users.


“Occupations?”


“Soldiers for hire.”


“What is your purpose in coming to Emerald Harbor?” asked the
guard.


“We wish to find a transport ship,” answered Kendan.


The guarded finished recording this information and then waved
them onward. Adesina waited until they were past the gate before leaning toward
her former teacher.


“Was it wise to give him our real names?”


Kendan shrugged. “We are not hiding from anyone.”


“Did you see his reaction?” asked Mar’sal. “He did not care that
we are L’avan. I have never seen a place where the people acted in such a way.”


“Clearly, you have not traveled enough,” said Kendan wryly. “While
the Shimat have made efforts to create unfavorable opinions of your people, it
was only necessary in the places where you would be known. As long as you were
isolated, it was a simple matter of creating distrust in your neighbors. That
is a much more difficult task in places where they are relatively accustomed to
seeing unusual people.”


It was true that the L’avan had remained in the northern parts of
the land, even when they ventured away from Pevothem.


“Perhaps we shall have to remedy that,” commented Than’os.


Mar’sal lowered his voice. “Should we have asked about Basha
coming through here? If they record all visitors, they must have recorded her.”


“I doubt she gave her real name,” pointed out Adesina. “We will
find better information asking down at the docks.”


They rode down the busy streets, navigating carefully around the
pedestrians. Kendan led the way, and he seemed very comfortable in choosing
their direction.


“I spent some time here in my early years as a Shimat,” he
explained when he noticed her questioning glance. “There is a quiet inn not far
from here. I know the owner.”


The buildings of Emerald Harbor were mostly build of wood, and
then painted bright colors. There was an upward slope to the south, and it
appeared that the more wealthy citizens lived on the hill. Their homes and
businesses were made of varying shades of granite, and Kendan mentioned that
there was a quarry only a few leagues away.


There was much more diversity in the people of the city than
Adesina had ever seen before. There were men and women with skin almost as dark
as Ravi’s coat, and some who were so pale that Adesina wondered if they ever
saw the sun. There were men wearing strange, pleated skirts and there were
women wearing trousers. There were those with tattoos, and those with piercings
all over their bodies. Some wore clothing that barely covered them, and others
showed no more than their eyes.


Ravi was not the only exotic creature accompanying a human
companion. There were brightly feathered birds, horses with six legs, and
enormous hounds. Such beasts were not a common sight on the streets, but they
were certainly not rare. Ravi still received amazed stares, but no one
questioned them or acted out of panic.


“There are not many cities in Sehar,” explained Kendan, “and
Emerald Harbor is the only one that attracts foreigners. The sea emerald plant
grows in abundance in the inlet, and a beautiful dye can be extracted from it.
Traders are usually the only ones that come here, since Sehar has little else
to offer.”


Adesina already knew about the economic isolation of her homeland.
It was one of the reasons why the Shimat found it an ideal location from which
to base their operations. They themselves were able to maintain the solitude
they desired, and it was easier for them to exert control over the individual
groups of people.


They used isolation to manipulate and divide the Seharans. Adesina
knew that would have to change if they were ever going to stand against the
Shimat.


The inn that Kendan led them to was tucked away from the main
roads, but it was clean and respectable-looking. It bore a sign with a black
cat painted on it, and Ravi eyed it with visible amusement.


“A fitting place,” he rumbled, with a smile dancing at the corners
of his mouth.


The common room was warm and lively. There were a handful of
people sitting at tables and chatting, and there was an aged bard sitting on a
stool in the corner. He plucked a cheerful tune on his lute, and there was the
slightest pause as he looked up to see the newcomers.


A thin man with an enormous mustache spotted Kendan and hurried
over to greet him.


“Master Karon! It has been a long time since I last saw you.”


Kendan smiled. “Hello, Master Radwan.”


“What brings you back to The Black Cat? Are you returning to live
in Emerald Harbor? We can always use a skilled carpenter.”


“I am sorry to say that we are just passing through,” he answered,
and his regret sounded genuine. “Is there any room for us here?”


The innkeeper slapped Kendan on the shoulder. “For you, my friend,
always. Sit down, and I will send out some food. I will come by later and we
can talk of the old days.”


They found an empty table on the far side of the room, and were
immediately served plates of steaming vegetables and some sort of fish. The
others began eating, but Adesina was impatient to move on.


“What is the next step in rescuing L’iam? Shall we go down to the
docks?”


Kendan gave her an amused glance. “All in good time. We must make
time to eat and sleep, though. Not all of us have your tireless energy.”


“There is plenty of time to question the dock workers before the
sun goes down,” she insisted.


“Yes, and I intend to do so,” he replied with exaggerated
patience. “However, you must keep in mind that this part of our journey will
probably take some time.”


“Why?” asked Mar’sal as he took a swig of cider.


“Because there are a limited number of ships that sail to this
land. I do not doubt that we will be able to find out where Basha has gone, but
it could be weeks until there is another ship heading for the same
destination.”


The L’avan stared at him, aghast.


“Weeks?” repeated Adesina weakly.


Kendan nodded decisively. “We might be able to bribe a ship’s
captain into making a detour for us, but I doubt I have enough coin to make it
worthwhile. You must prepare yourselves for a lengthy wait.”


The young queen glanced at Faryl. “If it is coin that we need…”
she began.


“No, Adesina,” interrupted Than’os. “You cannot do that, even for
L’iam.”


Faryl was confused. “What are you talking about?”


She hesitated, knowing that she shouldn’t even suggest such a
course of action. However, her desperation to continue on their journey almost outweighed
her reservations. “Between the two of us, we could create gold or
jewels.”


The light of interest flared in Kendan’s eyes. “Oh?”


“It is against our laws to use vyala for such personal gain,”
protested Than’os.


“It would not be for our personal gain,” hedged Adesina.


He was not convinced. “It would be for someone’s personal
gain, no matter how you choose to look at it. L’iam would not want us to
violate our trust in order to save him.”


She clenched her fists and said in a low voice, “But I would do
anything to bring him home.”


“There are other ways,” Than’os reminded her gently. “More ethical
ways. Our king would not thank you for setting a precedence for future abuse of
that power.”


Kendan frowned and leaned forward. “Why do you have laws against such
practices? Think of all the good you could accomplish with unlimited resources.”


Than’os gave a sad smile. “Yes, that would always be the initial
argument. We could eliminate hunger if we were allowed to create crops. There
would be no poverty if we could create gold. There would be no illness if we
could heal everyone we wished. We could create a utopia for humankind.”


“Exactly,” exclaimed Kendan.


“But consider the cost,” Mar’sal interjected. “Imagine a nation
where everything was simply given to the people—they never had to work, they
never had to sacrifice. Such a nation would become selfish, entitled, and
uncaring. The entire civilization would destroy itself.”


“That is only one scenario,” added Than’os. “What if someone
decided to use their gifts to gain power? They could promise a city that they
would never starve or fall ill, but in return they must live in submission of
L’avan rule.”


Adesina sighed. “There are many reasons why the L’avan have laws
governing how they use their magic, and those laws have safeguarded against the
abuse of power for many generations.” She closed her eyes as she admitted what
she knew to be true. “I am still new to this way of life, and I should not
assume I know better than those who have come before.”


“Times change,” argued Kendan. “The L’avan cannot expect to live
by the standard of a hundred years ago.”


Her back straightened slowly. It was hard to make a choice like
this, but she knew deep down that it was what she needed to do. “There are some
things that never change. We cannot declare something to be right simply
because we wish it to be so.” She inclined her head toward her companion.
“Than’os is correct. L’iam would not want me to make that choice on his
behalf.”


The former Shimat gave a forced shrug. He tried to appear as if he
didn’t care, but Adesina could see that he was irritated. “Whatever you wish.”


They finished their meal in silence, and they were soon joined by
the innkeeper. He spoke to Kendan in a jolly tone, talking about people they
had known and times that they had shared. It had been more than ten years since
Kendan had lived in Emerald Harbor, but he recalled the details of that
fabricated life easily.


While Kendan and Master Radwan spoke, Faryl excused herself and
went to her room to lie down. She was still recovering from her time as a
prisoner, and the pace of their travel was taxing.


Soon after Faryl’s departure, the aged bard set aside his lute and
quietly approached their table. He had a dashing appearance, even though he was
well past his prime. His tailored jacket was made of a crimson velvet, which
was slightly worn, and his frilly shirt was carefully mended. He was clearly
accustomed to travel and hard times, but he did not seem to mind.


“May I sit here, mistress?” he asked Adesina, giving a courtly
bow. “I would speak to you, if I may.”


She was surprised by his address, but she assented.


He seated himself with a flourish, and leaned toward her in a
confidential manner. “I hope you do not think me rude, but I felt compelled to
satisfy my curiosity. You see, I am a well-traveled man, but I have never seen
any who bear your resemblance. From where do you hail?”


Adesina was charmed and entertained by his words. “We are from the
far north of this land.”


“Ah,” he said carefully. “I have not had the pleasure of venturing
to that country.”


She found herself grinning, and gave him the answer for which he
was really searching. “Our people are called L’avan. We are magic-users.”


His expression cleared. “I see! I have heard stories of northern
cults, but surely such tales must be exaggerated.”


Adesina chuckled. She could not say exactly why, but she was
taking an immediate liking to the old man. “I grew up in the south, and I also
heard such stories. I can assure you that they are not true.”


He smiled brightly. “My name is Jahan Lirit, wordsmith and
music-weaver.”


“My name is Adesina,” was the amused reply.


“You say you grew up in the south, yet you look as though you
belong with your companions,” he commented with a questioning glance.


“I am L’avan by blood, but I was raised far away from them. I
returned when I grew older.”


Jahan nodded his approval. “Yes, it is good to see the world, but
is it also good to be among kindred spirits.”


“Yes, it is.”


Than’os and Mar’sal were carefully watching the bard. Ravi, on the
other hand, seemed completely at ease.


“From where do you hail?” asked the Rashad.


Jahan looked astonished. Few people outside of the L’avan knew
anything about the Rashad, and so it was understandable that he was surprised
to see an enormous feline talk. 


He recovered quickly, though, and gave a frank answer. “I was born
in a tiny village on Banolf—the nation across the sea to the north. I left
there when I was a very young man, and I have wandered ever since. I made my
way cleaning out stables or chopping wood at first, and then a musician took me
under his wing and trained me to be what I am today.”


After a brief pause, the old man turned to Ravi. “I have seen many
wondrous creatures during my travels, but I have never met a non-human that
could speak. Are you a result of your master’s magic?”


The Rashad replied good-humoredly, “I suppose one could say that,
but my people were created long before the L’avan.”


Jahan was clearly fascinated. “I must return to my music, but I
would enjoy further discussion. Would you allow me to question you some other
time?”


This inquiry was directed at all of them.


Adesina glanced at Ravi, and he inclined his head. “We would be
glad to talk to you again,” she said sincerely.


He gave a wide grin and bowed with another flourish. “Until we
speak again, then.”


The bard walked back to his lute and began playing a tune that was
both lively and playful. He was clearly pleased to have made their
acquaintance.


Kendan finished up his discussion with the innkeeper as well, and
he turned to them with a carefully neutral expression on his face.


“Come,” he said. “Let us go down to the docks.”


 











Chapter Eleven: Ravi’s Gift


 


The boats that were moored in the northern half of the harbor
seemed to be local vessels, used for fishing and gathering the sea emerald
plant. The ships in the southern half of the harbor were clearly the property
of much more wealthy patrons. They consisted of the merchant vessels and
similar transport ships.


Kendan led the way up the southern slope, through the wealthy half
of Emerald Harbor, and then down a series of winding paths down to the merchant
docks. From there they split up to speak to the various workers.


Adesina spoke to half a dozen men and women with no results. She
was beginning to feel very disheartened when she met up with Kendan again.


“I am looking for two people,” he was saying to a grizzled man who
sat braiding rope. “One of them is a woman in her late twenties, short blonde
hair, blunt features, black clothing like mine. The other is a man wearing a
grey mask.”


The rope-braider paused and scratched his beard. “Wolfish mask?”


Adesina felt her heart leap at his words. “Yes!”


They both looked up at her in surprise, and the man glanced at
Kendan to make sure that he wanted the information shared. “I seen ’em. ‘Bout
three days back. Got on a ship first thing.”


“What was the destination of that ship?” asked Kendan calmly.


A sly look passed over the rope-braider’s face. “Well, now, I
cannot be sure I reckon…”


Ravi gave a low growl, and the old man glared right back.


“T’would be a shame to get et before I can recall.”


Adesina placed a hand on the Rashad’s back, and she gave the man
an icy stare as she reached into her pouch and pulled out a couple of copper
coins.


He snatched them up with alacrity and grinned. “They were headed
for Zonne, mistress. Headed out with spice merchants.”


Zonne was the continent southeast of Sehar, right along the
equator. There were few civilizations there, due to the arid and hostile
climate, and most of them were nomadic. The only reason a ship would travel
there would be to trade for the rare spices that only a desert could produce.
That would limit the chances of the L’avan following Basha anytime soon.


Kendan exchanged a concerned glance with Adesina before
questioning the old man further. “Would you happen to know when there will be
another vessel sailing for Zonne?”


The rope-braider shrugged and continued his work. “You would have
to ask the Dock Keeper.”


He jerked his head in the direction of a small hut that overlooked
the docks, and they began walking towards it.


“Ravi,” said Adesina quietly, “would you please find Than’os and
Mar’sal? Tell them where we are, and that we have the information we need.”


Her guardian gave a single nod and loped off with graceful ease.


Kendan and Adesina made their way up the warped wooden stairs to
the one-roomed shanty. Their knock was met with the curt command to enter.


A plump woman with thick coils of chestnut hair was sitting at a
table overflowing with maps of tides, registers, and scraps of paper that
looked like the sort that came from carrier birds. She appraised them with a
single sweep of her eyes, and immediately went back to her tasks. “How may I
help ye?”


“We seek transportation to Zonne,” stated Kendan. “We can pay
handsomely.”


The Dock Keeper snorted. “It do not matter what ye can pay, lad.
There be no ship headed there for at least a week.”


Adesina paled. “A week? Are you certain?”


The woman raised an eyebrow. “Do ye think I do not know my trade?”


“Of course you do,” hurried Kendan. “We would never question
that.”


She grunted in satisfaction. “I do, indeed. The merchant vessel Fair
Tides sailed out three days ago, and the next one should be the Zephyr.
She arrives next week from Korander, and will sail to Zonne from here.”


“Thank you for your assistance,” Kendan said as he placed a hand
on Adesina’s elbow and led her from the hut.


Ravi was waiting outside with Mar’sal and Than’os. They walked up
the docks to a small alcove where they could discuss their situation in
private.


“Well?” asked Mar’sal impatiently. “What did you find?”


Adesina was still too distressed to speak clearly, so Kendan
answered the question.


“L’iam and Basha were here three days ago. They boarded a merchant
ship headed for Zonne.”


The two soldiers were aghast.


“Zonne?” repeated Than’os. “That is more than a week’s travel by
ship, if there are favorable winds the entire way.”


Kendan nodded. “And there will not be another ship heading for
that destination for several days.”


“But we are already three days behind,” protested Mar’sal. “How
will we catch up to them?”


“Perhaps,” said Ravi slowly, “I may be of assistance.”


The three L’avan looked at him in surprise. Kendan and Maizah
could not understand what he was saying because he was speaking in the L’avan
tongue.


“How?” asked Adesina in the same language.


The Rashad looked strangely reluctant as he explained his meaning.
“Ma’eve, do you remember when we first left the High City and we were in the
L’avan fort? I spent the night away from you, and I told you it was so I could
see the stars.”


Adesina could only vaguely recall. She had dismissed it as one of
the many quirks of her guardian.


“The truth was that I wanted to commune with them.”


She frowned in confusion. “The stars?”


“Yes.”


Than’os and Mar’sal looked as though they understood, but Adesina
was still baffled.


“What do you mean?”


“All Rashad have the commonly known gifts—invisibility, Dreams,
languages, and so forth—but each of us also have one or two gifts that are
unique to the individual.”


The young queen finally understood. “And yours is that you can
talk to the stars?”


“Not just the stars. I can communicate with anything that bears
even the slightest trace of vyala.”


Although Adesina had lived among the L’avan for five years, there
was still a lot she didn’t know about them. She had spent most of her time
learning about the government and military, and how to command her vyala
to do as she wished. There were some subjects, however, that she had not taken
the time to learn yet. 


She had a basic idea of the source of their magical abilities, but
that was it. She knew that vyala was the life force of the earth, and
that everything possessed some degree of it. The L’avan had higher levels of vyala
than other humans, and their magic was based on each individual’s ability to
amplify their inherent gifts.


“So, you can communicate with rocks and trees?” Adesina asked.


He inclined his head. “Yes, but more importantly, I can
communicate with water and wind.”


The full import of his words washed over Adesina’s mind.


“Do you mean you can stop Basha’s ship?”


The Rashad smiled. “No, but I believe I can slow it. I can also
try to speed the arrival of our own transportation.”


Relief lifted Adesina’s heart until she felt giddy.


Kendan watched this entire exchange with a frown on his face. “I
doubt you need to be told that it is rude to purposefully exclude your
companions from this conversation.”


Before she could say anything, Ravi spoke. “I told them that we
can do nothing but wait. We should return to the inn and decide how to best
spend our time in this city.”


Adesina was unprepared to hear her guardian tell a blatant lie,
but she kept her face impassive. Judging from Kendan’s expression, he also knew
that Ravi’s words were not true—or, at least, the entire truth—but he was not
about to call an enormous feline a liar.


They began walking back towards The Black Cat, and Adesina lowered
her voice to a level that only Ravi could hear.


“Why do you not wish for Kendan to know about your gift?”


Ravi’s ear twitched in displeasure at the thought of sharing such
information with the former Shimat. “A Rashad’s unique gifts are very personal.
We rarely speak of them in the company of others. That is why I have never told
you before now.”


“How will you explain to him the sudden arrival of the Zephyr
and the delay of the Fair Tides?”


“I do not need to explain anything to him,” replied Ravi. “Weather
is an unpredictable thing.”


There was a brief pause before Adesina spoke again. “Are you
certain you can do it?”


“No,” Ravi said frankly. “Wind is difficult to communicate with,
due to its hurried nature. It has little patience to speak to anyone. I will do
what I can, but it will only close the gap between us by a handful of days, at
best.”


The young queen tried not to get her hopes up, but it was not easy
to do.


“There is something else that you should know,” continued her
guardian in an even quieter voice. “Kendan is keeping some important
information from you.”


She looked at him in astonishment. “How do you know that?”


He fixed his gaze on the young man leading their group through the
streets of Emerald Harbor. “His thoughts are unusually loud. It is difficult not
to overhear such things.”


Adesina felt her fists clench in anger. It seemed that every time
she began to build some sort of trust or reliance on Kendan, he found a way to
prove that he didn’t deserve it.  “What is he keeping from us?”


A soft growl escaped Ravi’s throat as he spoke. “He knows why
Basha chose L’iam, and what she intends to do with him.”


Her expression turned cold. “I thought it was an act of revenge.”


“Partially,” admitted Ravi, “but that is not all. There is a
darker purpose behind her actions.”


“Can you tell me what Kendan knows?”


The Rashad shook his head. “I only know that the information is
there.”


Adesina had the overwhelming urge to go and beat the information
out of him, but she held herself in check. She knew Kendan well enough to know
that he would react to her hostility by becoming even more determined to keep
things from her.


She took a calming breath, and another, and another.


“I will speak to him tonight.”











Chapter Twelve: Fair Tides


 


Basha stared at the dark water with a mixture of uneasiness and
fascination. She had seen the ocean before, of course, but she had never
ventured out onto its boundless depths. In the moonlight it looked like an
endless abyss, waiting to swallow them up.


“Did you hear what I said?” asked the man standing next to her.


She turned her eyes to his craggy face and noted the arrogance
there. She should have chosen someone else to be her second in command.


“I heard you, Breyen,” she said sharply. “However, I do not feel
that it is necessary to keep the magic-user hidden. He is wearing a mask.”


It was true that Breyen was the natural choice for her second. He
was second to the Sharifal, so he held a great deal of power and influence. He
also was a brilliant strategist and a master manipulator—important traits for
what they were doing. All the same, Basha hated the man.


“Besides,” she added in a petulant tone, “we would be completely
hidden from the magic-users if you gave back that pendant.”


During her mission to kidnap the L’avan king she had been given a
talisman made from the blood of magic-users. It hid her presence from magical
detection, making it possible to sneak up on the unsuspecting L’avan.


As soon as the mission was completed, Breyen had taken the pendant
back.


“I already told you,” he said with great patience, “that talisman
belonged to the Sharifal. She would have noticed if it was gone for too long,
and that would have exposed our entire operation.”


There was a brief pause before Breyen continued.


“We chose you to lead us because you are a visionary,” he said
softly, watching her face closely. “You are a natural warrior and you are
fearless. But no organization is simply its leader. You have many able Shimat
to offer different strengths, and you must not ignore them. You have trusted my
counsel before, and I have not let you down. Please, trust me again.”


Basha nodded reluctantly and turned her eyes back to the water.
From the corner of her eye she thought she saw a flash of malicious
satisfaction cross Breyen’s face when he saw the effect of his words, but the
expression was gone in an instant.


Perhaps she was imagining things.


“I did not realize that you would be meeting me on this ship,” she
said sulkily. “You said that this was my mission alone.”


The older Shimat shrugged casually. “Someone needed to arrange
passage, and I have some business in Zonne.”


“You did not feel the need to keep an eye on me?” Suspicion was
clear in Basha’s voice.


“Certainly not,” Breyen replied smoothly. “We would not have asked
you to lead us if we did not trust you.”


Her chest puffed out in pride, and her chin lifted confidently.
“Then you will leave the next part of the journey to me.”


“I had not considered any other option,” he said in a tone that
rang of truth. “I will conduct my business and then return to Sehar.”


“Very well,” she concluded, her expression haughty. “The winds
have been favorable thus far, and I have no doubt of such conditions continuing.
We should reach Zonne’s port in less than four days. Until then, I suggest we
see little of each other.”


Breyen gave a half bow and walked away.


Basha waited for him to disappear below deck before returning to
her own quarters. It wasn’t that he didn’t know where to find her, but she
didn’t want him following her.


Her sleeping space was nothing more than a storage room with two
hammocks hung from the ceiling. The captain had promised that they would have
privacy during the journey, but an inventory would be taken before they could
disembark—to make sure they hadn’t stolen anything.


The magic-user was sitting on one of the crates, completely still.
One might think he was sleeping, but it appeared that someone under the
influence of the potion she had given him did not need to sleep at all. He
didn’t react to her entrance. He simply sat and stared until given an order.


Over the years, Basha had considered many different ways to exact
revenge on her oldest enemy. Her
loathing for Adesina ran deep, so when Breyan had approached her with his plan
she had been pleased to take the lead. She relished the agony that Adesina must be feeling, knowing that
her precious husband was in the hands of her nemesis.


What made Basha even more gleeful was the knowledge that Adesina
had no idea what was in store for her mate. She would not know until it was too
late.


The magic-users probably saw the abduction as a simple kidnapping,
like so many that had taken place before, but it was so much more than that. By
the time Basha accomplished her task, the L’avan would wish they had taken
their own king’s life rather than allowing him to fall into the hands of the
Shimat.


She reached into her bag and pulled out an ancient book, stroking
its spine lovingly. Its leather binding was cracked and worn with age, and the
parchment was faded and brittle. This was the key to endless power and her
ultimate dominion.


“Entertain me,” she commanded her slave, wanting to feel the rush
that came from the mindless obedience of her magic-user.


He created several balls of light and began to juggle them. The
shadows that fell across his wolf-like mask gave it an eerie appearance. It had
been split in two from the confrontation with Kendan and Adesina, but she had
commanded her slave to mend it using his powers. There was still a scar that
ran down the length of the mask, but there was no other mark to show it had
been damaged.


Perhaps it had been a mistake to force such a confrontation, Basha
mused as she watched the dancing lights before her. But how could she have
known that Kendan was with them? Kendan. The Sharifal’s own nephew.


Breyen had been quite pleased with the information. He said that
her nephew’s betrayal would blind the Sharifal to the activities of Basha and
those who followed her. They were at a critical stage of their plans, and they
could not afford to have interference now.


Basha closed her eyes and imagined the expression of absolute
despair on Adesina’s face as Basha and her puppet magic-user had left her to
die on that hillside by the twin lakes.


The Shimat smiled with pleasure.


Perhaps it was more satisfying now that Adesina knew the fate of
her husband, and would be haunted by what might happen next.


When Breyen had learned about the fight that had taken place near
the Shimat post where the alchemist had been held prisoner, he warned Basha not
to count on Adesina’s death. Basha had been unable to defeat Kendan, and so she
must assume that he found a way to revive his companions.


Curse the traitor!


Kendan had seemed so eager to return to the good graces of his
aunt after the disaster in the fortress five years ago, during which several
L’avan test subjects escaped and years of research was destroyed. 


Now he was helping Adesina, and there was no knowing how much he
knew about Basha’s objectives.


The magic-user was now creating moving pictures from light. Basha
tried to find pleasure in her power over him, but instead she felt irritated.


“Stop,” she demanded, and he immediately obeyed.


It didn’t matter now, she reassured herself. The would-be rescuers
of the L’avan king were days behind, and there was no way to follow her. She
would reach the portal long before they could ever catch up, and then it would
be too late. Nothing would be able to stop her.


 


***


 


Breyen wrapped himself in his woolen blankets and allowed the
motion of the ship to rock him gently in his hammock. He was not sleepy, but he
knew that his aging body could use some rest. The most frustrating thing about
his advancing years was the slow and unstoppable degeneration of his strength.
He was glad to have years of experience and wisdom at his aid, but the waning
of his physical abilities was a bur in his side.


In a way, that is what led him to his current path. He had
reasoned that not all myths were complete fiction. That is to say, there had to
be at least a sliver of truth in those fantastical tales that served as the
foundation. After all, there were still magic-users in the world, so why would
there not be a way to access the benefits enjoyed by certain mythological mortals?


He could not help but smile to himself as he considered the state
of his plans. Everything was going perfectly.


For a while he had wondered if it had been wise for him to oversee
this journey himself, but his presence was the spur that Basha needed to rush
forward without too much thought.


That foolish girl was starting to think far too much.


It was essential that she continue under the impression that she
was the leader of their group. After all, someone had to be the target of any
unfortunate repercussions that may occur. Still, she was a great annoyance, and
her arrogance was difficult to swallow.


It was only a matter of time before the charade would no longer be
necessary.


Basha was willing to do anything to have revenge on Adesina, and
she was not intelligent enough to know when to question an action. To her, the
details didn’t matter. Only the result.


Well, the result would be the death of the L’avan king. That was
enough for her.


Breyen, on the other hand, had much higher goals.


He was not satisfied with revenge or even control over the Shimat
order. There had been a time when those had been his sole aspirations, and that
is how he had been ensnared by the current Sharifal’s schemes.


She had promised him power and respect and worldly pleasures—all
of which he had received. It had taken him years to realize how empty it all
truly was.


He wanted more.


True, his current actions would eventually give him the title of
Sharifal, but that was only a side note to what he would really gain.


The world itself would be his, as long as they stayed on the path
he had carefully crafted for them. As long as there were no deviations, no
unexpected problems that he had not already accounted for.


The world would be his.











Chapter Thirteen: Reunion


 


Adesina walked among the stalls in the open market, viewing the
wares idly as she considered her options.


They had been in Emerald Harbor for three days now. Ravi assured
her that he had done everything he could to persuade the weather to aid them,
but they would not know for certain until they saw the results. They all tried
to use their time wisely, but it was difficult not to feel restless and
irritable.


Kendan was avoiding the group all together. He excused himself,
saying that there were many people he wanted to see now that he had returned to
the city, but Adesina suspected that there were other motives. He was angry
that they were purposefully keeping information from him, and he could sense
that Adesina was upset that he was keeping secrets from her.


Adesina had tried to speak to him privately, but he slipped away
each time. She was tempted to tie him to a chair in order to get answers. The
only thing that stopped her was an instinct that told her that it was important
to avoid too much notice.


Jahan Lirit, the bard at the inn, spent most of his free time
talking to the L’avan. He wanted to know about their history, their customs,
their goals, their lore. He was fascinated by them, and he never tired of
hearing them talk.


In fact, that was where Than’os and Mar’sal were at this moment.
They had been telling him about the adventures of Ed’mon, one of the sons of
the founder of their race. Faryl and Maizah were with them, equally interested
in the L’avan legends. Adesina had left them to it, deciding that she needed
some fresh air. Ravi had followed her, of course, but had decided to shield
himself from the eyes of others.


She had hoped that seeing more of the city would be a good
distraction from her frustration and impatience, but it wasn’t working. She
didn’t care about ribbons or spices. All she wanted was to find her husband.


Ahead of them she saw a young woman on the ground. She had been
carrying a large basket filled with dirty laundry, and it was spilled all over
the cobblestones. No one stopped to help her, so Adesina hurried forward to
offer assistance.


The woman had dark curly hair that was pulled back in a knot at
the nape of her neck, and a dusky complexion that was smudged with the dust of
the city. She looked up in surprise when Adesina knelt to gather the laundry
with her.


“Oh, you do not need to do that, miss.”


Adesina’s simple reply of reassurance stopped in her throat when
she looked into the young woman’s hazel eyes. She knew this woman.


“Deasa?”


“Adrie,” Deasa gasped, completely dumbfounded.


Before Adesina really thought about her actions, she flung her
arms around her old friend from the High City and hugged her fiercely. Her
heart swelled with joy at the strange chance that had brought them together
again.


“You are alive!”


Deasa laughed, tears streaming down her face. “As are you.”


“Are there others here from the High City?” she asked eagerly,
looking around as if to find them herself.


The dark-haired woman nodded as she made use of her handkerchief.
“Yes, there are quite a few of us here. But, Adrie, what happened to you? Some
people thought…” She trailed off, suddenly looking uncertain.


“You thought that I was responsible for the attack on the High
City,” concluded Adesina in a saddened tone.


The young L’avan had faced those accusations when she first
learned of the destruction of the High City. It had hurt her to realize that
the former citizens—some of which she had known rather well—believed her
capable of such atrocities, but part of her felt she couldn’t blame them for
being suspicious. After all, the circumstances of her arrival at the High City
had been very unusual.


Deasa shook her head adamantly. “No, I would never believe you
capable of such a thing.”


“But perhaps my people were involved?”


The young woman looked uncomfortable. “I thought you were from the
Northern Tribes.”


“I am sure that did not matter in the minds of some of the
people.”


She busied herself with gathering the laundry. “Some said…that it had
to be magic-users. Nothing else made sense.”


Adesina helped Deasa to her feet and led her to the side of the
road where they could stand and talk. “I swear to you that I had nothing to do
with the attack. Nor did my people, the L’avan. Our enemies did it, to make it
appear that we had.”


Deasa frowned. “Why would they do such a thing?”


The young queen hesitated. “I want to tell you everything I know,
but this is not the place to do it.”


Her friend indicated her agreement. “I will take you back to our
quarter. We can talk there.”


“Your quarter?” inquired Adesina.


Deasa smiled. “We High City refugees have stayed together. There
is a portion of Emerald Harbor where we all live.”


They walked down the streets, away from the main thoroughfare.
Ravi followed close behind, staying invisible and saying nothing. The buildings
became more and more run-down, until it was clear that they were in the slums
of the city. Adesina looked around in amazement.


“Deasa, why do you live in this part of the city?”


It was clear that she was embarrassed, but she tried to keep her
voice calm and natural. “There is a lot of superstition regarding what happened
to the High City. Some say that it was extreme bad luck, others claim that we
were devil-worshippers and we were destroyed by our own gods. Either way, no
one wanted to have anything to do with the refugees. We wandered from town to
town for quite a while, always being driven away. We were finally allowed to
settle here, but we are still treated with distrust.”


“You are outcasts?” Adesina was appalled.


A flush colored Deasa’s cheeks. “Some of us are fortunate enough
to get work here in the city. I am very lucky to be a washwoman. Others travel
out to the quarries or to the mines, where there is a greater need for able
bodies.”


There was a block of buildings that seemed isolated from the rest
of the area, as if even shunned by the other outcasts. Deasa headed directly
for them.


They were spotted by a young teenage girl, who ran up to help
Deasa carry in the laundry. She had the same dark hair and dusky features, and
Adesina recognized her as Deasa’s younger sister.


“How are you, Aletta?” asked Adesina.


Aletta’s eyes grew wide as she saw the L’avan. “Adrie, how did you
find us?”


She smiled. “By accident, actually.”


Their arrival in the complex created quite a stir. Everyone
wondered why Deasa would bring back a guest, let alone a magic-user. Some kept
their distance, regarding them with distrust. Others recognized Adesina and
came forward.


The young queen noted many faces that she had known well during
her time in the High City. She saw Deasa’s older brother, Matias, and her two
youngest siblings, but she didn’t see Matias’ twin brother or their parents.
She saw Nordin, the flirtatious city guard, and Quinlan, the blacksmith. Most
importantly, she saw the three faces she had been hoping to encounter for the
last five years.


Adesina spotted her patrons, the ones who had taken care of her
during her stay in the High City. They had treated her with loving kindness,
showing her what it meant to be a member of a real family.


Tears sprang to Adesina’s eyes, and she fought them back with much
effort. Her heart felt as though it might burst. She longed to run into their
arms, but she wasn’t sure how she would be received.


Hass’s face was worn with much care, and his hair was completely
white. He was missing a leg, and leaned heavily on a wooden crutch. Jelana had
lost a lot of weight, looking frail and sickly. Fia was now a teenager, with
eyes that were ages too old. All three of them stared at her in disbelief, as
if they weren’t certain she was real.


Adesina could not imagine what they had been through over the past
five years. Their suffering was written on their faces, and Adesina read the
traces of pain as if it were her own. She cursed herself for not being there
for them, for not caring for them when they had done so much to care for her.


After what seemed an eternity, Jelana came forward with tears
running down her cheeks. She cupped Adesina’s face in her hands and whispered,
“My dearest Adrie.”


The young queen sobbed in relief and embraced her foster mother.
They didn’t blame her for what happened.


Hass and Fia also came forward, each hugging Adesina fiercely and
expressing their joy at seeing her alive.


“What happened to you, child?” asked Hass. “We thought you lost
forever.”


They sat her down on a stool—one of the few pieces of furniture
available—and crowded around her. Fia knelt at her knee, and Jelana stood
holding her hand. Hass was given another stool, due to his lost leg. Adesina’s
other friends from the High City also gathered, wanting to hear her story.


Adesina paused for a moment, wondering how much she should tell
them. She glanced at Ravi, who was keeping out of the way, hoping that he would
give some sort of indication of what she should say. He kept his expression
impassive, as if to indicate that this decision was hers alone. 


She felt they deserved the truth, but what would they think of
her? Would they believe that she had nothing to do with the attack after
admitting that she came to the High City as a spy?


After a painful moment of indecision, she began her tale. She told
them the absolute truth—how she had been raised by the Shimat, and why she had
been sent to the High City. She told them about her role in the capture of her
father, and her own capture by the L’avan. She related her discoveries concerning
the truth of the Shimat order, and her decision to rescue her father. 


She described the sorrow she experienced when she learned about
the fate of the High City, and how she had done what she could for the refugees
she encountered. They listened with wide eyes as she told them of the rescue
mission in the Shimat fortress, and they wept when they heard of Aleron’s
death.


“The L’avan are recovering slowly after the attack on their
homeland,” she concluded. “I have been helping them as much as I can. We recently
founded a settlement northwest of here, and that is where I was before
traveling.”


The silence was heavy. She looked at their expressions, wondering
what they thought of what she had said. Some of them appeared too stunned to
speak, Deasa and her foster parents among them.


Fia’s brow was furrowed as she spoke. “So, your name is not
Adrie?”


“No. It is Adesina.”


She reached out to touch Fia’s hair, as she had done when the girl
was a child, but Fia jerked away from her outreached hand.


“How can we know that you are not acting as a spy right now?” the
girl asked in a harsh tone.


“Fia,” reprimanded Jelana.


“It is a valid question,” defended Quinlan in a gentle voice. “The
Adrie we knew and trusted was a lie. We do not know Adesina, and we do not know
her intentions.”


The young queen was silent for several moments, considering what
she had told them. She felt that they were right to be suspicious of her. After
all, her entire time with them had been filled with deception.


“I can understand your distrust,” she replied honestly. “I would
react in the same way. I only wish for you to know that I had nothing to do
with the destruction of the High City, and that my love for each of you has
always been sincere.”


Hass placed a hand on her shoulder. “I would never have doubted
that.”


“Nor I,” added Jelana.


“Nor I,” declared Deasa. “Your history may have been a lie, but I
feel that I still truly knew you as my friend.”


A lump formed in Adesina’s throat, and her eyes became misty.
“Thank you,” she whispered.


“What now?” asked Nordin in a brisk voice. “What has brought you
to Emerald Harbor?”


She glanced at Ravi, and he inclined his head. It was safe to tell
them about her mission.


“I am searching for my husband. He was kidnapped my the Shimat.”


Jelana squeezed her hand in sympathy. “Oh, my dear child.”


“Is he here?” inquired Hass. “If so, we can assist you in finding
him.”


Adesina’s heart was warmed by their immediate desire to help. “He
was taken on a ship from here. We are waiting for another vessel with the same destination.”


“We?” questioned Nordin.


“I am here with friends.”


Deasa leaned forward with interest. “More magic-users?”


“Some,” admitted Adesina. “Along with a Tracker and another former
Shimat.”


Hass frowned. “What can we do to help you?”


She sighed. “That is the most frustrating part of this section of
our journey. We cannot really do anything until the ship arrives.”


Jelana rubbed Adesina’s hand between her own, trying to give a
reassuring smile. “All will come to right in the end, you will see. And if there
is anything that we can do, we will do it in an instant.”


“Thank you,” she said sincerely. “It means so much to me that you
would offer.”


“Now,” Deasa grinned, “tell us more about magic and your
homeland.”











Chapter Fourteen: Arrival


 


Adesina watched through narrowed eyes as Kendan hurried out the
door of The Black Cat, with Maizah following close behind. He continued to
avoid her, and the others, spending most of his time in his room or visiting
old friends. The Tracker seemed to follow him out of habit.


Adesina was still intent on finding out what he knew about Basha’s
plans, but Ravi had finally advised her to be patient for now. Kendan’s mood
was still defiant, and it seemed unlikely that he would be forthcoming at the
moment. Also, Ravi had pointed out that the former Shimat couldn’t very well
hide from Adesina while on a boat.


Surprisingly, she found that she could control herself rather
well. If she dwelled on it, she felt the familiar urge to force the information
out of her former Shar. Now that she had found her High City friends, though,
she had something to distract her mind.


Deasa and the others felt ill at ease coming to the inn, so
Adesina would walk to their complex each day. Than’os and Mar’sal had started
joining her in her visits, and she had introduced Ravi as well. The former
citizens of the High City were amazed to have acquaintances that were
magic-users, although some of the refugees still held on to their prejudices.
Faryl declined coming with them, choosing instead to wander the marketplace or
to listen to the tales of Jahan Lirit. She felt that there would be too many
questions if she suddenly showed up after all this time.


Adesina was pleased to find that she quickly became comfortable
with them again. They still called her Adrie, and she didn’t mind hearing it.
They accepted what she had told them about her past, but it was their way of
showing her that they cared for her now as they did then.


The L’avan helped out where they could, using their skills to
improve the lives of Adesina’s friends. They did some minor repairs and they
helped to heal the more serious illnesses and injuries. They explained their
belief of not abusing their power, and the refugees respected them for it.


There were times when Adesina wished that they would let her help
them, but they firmly refused. 


Hass had lost his leg in a quarry accident six months after they
had settled in Emerald Harbor. He was no longer able to work, leaving the
responsibility of providing for the family to Jelana and Fia. Adesina had
offered to give them some money—a repayment for their kindness—but Jelana had
simply declined.


“Hass has very little pride left,” she stated. “I cannot take away
what remains by accepting charity.”


Adesina frowned. “It is not wrong to allow others to help you.”


The older woman smiled briefly, but would not change her mind.


Later, Adesina discovered that Deasa was married to Nordin. She
chuckled when she thought of how Gainor, one of their other friends from the
High City, had been determined to catch his eye.


“Do you have any children?” asked the L’avan woman.


Deasa blushed, but not from pleasure. “No,” she answered in a
hushed tone. “I…I do not think I am able to…”


It was clearly a painful subject, and Adesina mentally reprimanded
herself for being so thoughtless. After a moment, and idea came to her.


“Would you like me to use my magic to examine you? I might even be
able to heal you if there is something wrong.”


There was a flash of hope across Deasa’s face, but it instantly
disappeared. “No, Adrie, I could not do that. If the gods do not wish me to
bear a child, then I should accept that as their will.”


Adesina knew that the citizens of the High City, like most
Seharans, worshipped a general group of deities; unlike the L’avan, who focused
on one.


“I think that the gods would want you to be happy,” she said
gently, giving her friend’s hand a squeeze.


Deasa smiled, but there was still sadness in her expression. “I
agree, but that does not mean that I should presume to know what will make me
happiest in the end.”


The L’avan queen couldn’t argue with such a statement. She had
seen in her own life that painful paths had led to unexpected joy. 


“Besides,” added Deasa after a moment, “it is probably a blessing
in disguise. I would not wish to bring a child into this kind of life.”


Adesina looked around at the dirty, hungry faces of the children
who were too young to work, and she couldn’t help but agree. Still, it was
difficult for her to see her friend’s heartache and to do nothing about it. She
wanted to take action, but deep down she knew that she needed to respect
Deasa’s wishes.


The L’avan travelers had been in Emerald Harbor for five days when
news of an incoming ship reached their ears. Adesina decided to postpone her
visit to her friends and to walk down to the docks. She was not certain that
this was the ship they had been waiting to arrive, but she was anxious to find
out.


The vessel was well past the mouth of the inlet, but it had not
yet landed. It approached at a leisurely pace, trimming the sails and allowing
the momentum to carry the vessel the rest of the way.


The word Zephyr was painted in yellow on the side of the
black stained wood, and Adesina felt her heart leap in her chest. This was they
ship for which they had been waiting.


It had two masts with triangular sails, and a third mast with a
square sail. It had a gently sloping bow with a small tower, and two towers
built on the stern. It was a different style than Adesina was accustomed to
seeing, even after years of watching supply ships approach the Shimat fortress.


Kendan appeared at her side, his eyes on Zephyr. “It is
quite a sight,” he said in a casual voice.


“Yes,” replied Adesina, hiding her irritation at his behavior over
the past several days.


Ravi simply ignored the presence of the former Shimat. He
addressed Adesina alone. “They will expect at least two days for trade before
setting sail again, but we should speak to the captain as soon as possible to
secure passage.”


She nodded, but her heart sank at the thought of waiting two more
days. It was true that the ship had arrived two or three days sooner than
expected, but she was anxious to be off again.


Zephyr was pulling into the docks, and Adesina could see the figures of
the crew as they prepared the ship for landing. There was one member of the
crew that stood out to the L’avan queen. 


It was the petite figure of a teenage girl, probably around
fifteen years old, with white-blonde hair that blew freely in the breeze. She
wore the rough clothing of a seafarer—coarse brown pants, a tan blouse, and a
length of brown material tied around her waist—and she climbed the rigging with
ease. 


Adesina marveled that one so young could seem so comfortable doing
an adult’s work on a transoceanic vessel. The deep waters of the ocean were
fraught with peril. If the temperamental weather and violent tides weren’t
enough to deter passage, there were also the tales of enormous sea monsters
that could attack a ship at any moment. Only recent generations had begun to
brave the dangers found beyond the coasts, and it was still considered a fool’s
dream to be a sailor.


What had driven a teenage girl to live such a life?


“There is the captain,” commented Kendan, nodding towards a burly
man in the latter end of his middle years. He had skin the color of rich earth,
and the length of material around his waist was bright red.


Adesina watched him as he issued orders in a firm but elegant
tone. He did not shout unnecessarily or curse his workers. He willingly lent a
hand where it was needed, as if they were all equals. When the Zephyr
was safely docked, the captain ordered the gangplank lowered, and he walked
down to be greeted by the Dock Keeper.


Together the man and woman walked towards the hut that overlooked
the harbor, conversing amicably as they went. Kendan, Adesina and Ravi watched
them go, but made no movement to follow. They knew that the captain would be
too busy with the business of trade to worry about potential passengers at the
moment.


Adesina turned her eyes back to the vessel, and she saw that the
blonde girl was watching her. At first the girl looked embarrassed to be caught
staring, but then she gave a jaunty grin and returned to her work.


A man began walking down the gangplank, and he fixed his gaze on
them. Adesina had never seen a man so small before. He was shorter than Ravi
when standing. He had tanned, weathered skin and wild brown hair. His eyes were
also brown, and they were filled with the wisdom of experience and the dignity
that came with authority.


He nodded to them in a friendly manner, looking up at their faces
with no hint of self-consciousness. “Traders?”


“Pardon?”


“Are you traders?” clarified the little man.


“No,” admitted Kendan, “but we are looking for passage.”


The man grunted thoughtfully. “Passage is not cheap. Captain
Zulimar does not like taking passengers.”


“Do you have any idea how much it would be?” asked Adesina. She
was concerned that they wouldn’t have enough coin, as their funds were running
low.


“How many people in your party?”


“Seven, counting the Rashad,” gestured the young woman.


The little man barely blinked as he appraised the enormous feline.
“I would estimate no less than a gold coin apiece.”


Adesina felt her chest tighten, and she looked at Kendan in panic.
They did not have enough currency to pay for all of them to sail to Zonne.


Kendan didn’t seem surprised. “May we speak to a crew member
authorized to conduct trade?”


“I thought you said you were not traders.”


“We are not, but we may have something of value in exchange for
passage.”


The man shrugged. “Well, you may speak to me of your proposal. I
am Satosh, first mate of the Zephyr.”


“Three of our party are magic-users and one is an apothecary. We
would be quite willing to offer our services as payment.”


Satosh was clearly interested. He folded his arms and pursed his
lips as he considered the offer. “What would be included in your services?”


Kendan looked to Adesina for a reply. She carefully reviewed
L’avan laws in her mind, deciding what would be most ethical.


“We could do some repairs and any healing that the crew might
need. We can keep your supplies fresh during the journey. We can help you to
avoid storms or other forms of danger. We can also provide some entertainment
for the crew.”


Satosh gave a broad grin, quite pleased with the arrangement.
“Done. But be warned: the captain will get every ounce of value from this deal
that he can.”


Adesina smiled in return. “We will keep that in mind.”


The little man started off, returning to his tasks. “We set sail
in two days,” he called over his shoulder.


They turned and walked up to the street from the dock. Adesina
felt her heart lighten considerably. They would be on their way in two days.
With any luck, Fair Tides had been delayed enough so they would be only
a handful of days behind Basha and L’iam.


Kendan studied the expression on her face and it was evident that
he envied her for feeling so much hope for the future. Adesina knew that his
own future looked bleak at best. After all, there was nowhere he could go that
the vengeance of the Shimat couldn’t follow.


“What will you do to pass your last two days in Emerald Harbor?”
he asked her.


“I will continue to visit my friends from the High City,” she
replied. “I have not seen them in quite some time, and I have missed them.”


“It will be difficult to leave them behind, knowing the lives they
are forced to live here,” he observed, without appearing to give it much
thought.


The satisfaction drained from Adesina’s face as she considered his
words. “Yes, it will.”


Kendan’s face was immediately filled with regret at his hasty words.
“I am sorry, Adesina. I did not mean to bring up a painful subject.”


She didn’t reply, lost in her thoughts.


What would they do when she left? Would they simply continue
slaving away in order to survive? Would they go on starving themselves in order
to feed their children? Would they resort to taking the jobs that no one else
wanted, because they were too dangerous or too degrading?


She didn’t want that life for her friends.


Hass was a talented carpenter. He deserved to be able to work with
wood and create beautiful things. He deserved to be able to support his family.
After all, his lost leg would not be a problem in that line of trade.


Deasa was too young to have such burdens on her shoulders. She
should be dreaming of babies and tending to her home, as she had always wanted.
Instead, she was working as a washwoman because Nordin’s pay from the quarry
was not enough to support them and Deasa’s younger siblings.


Adesina felt that she had to do something, but she wasn’t sure
what that was. Her friends wouldn’t accept money from her, and even if they
would, she didn’t have much to give. Once she was gone from Emerald Harbor, she
wouldn’t even be able to help in the little ways they had allowed.


Something had to be done, and she would spend her last couple of
days in the city figuring that out.


She would not abandon them again.











Chapter Fifteen: Two Journeys Begin


 


“So, you leave in the morning.”


Adesina looked up as Jahan Lirit sat down next to her at the table
in the common room of The Black Cat.


“Yes,” she replied casually.


“I am glad that you do not have to wait any longer, but I will be
sad to see you go. I have enjoyed our conversations together, and I would have
liked to learn more about your people.”


The young woman smiled. “I sometimes feel that you know more about
the L’avan than I do.”


He chuckled. “I doubt that. I do ask a lot of questions, though,
and there is always something new to learn. Perhaps it will be a relief to
Than’os and Mar’sal to be free of my pestering.”


“We have taken great pleasure in talking to you,” Adesina said
with sincerity.


The old man was grateful to hear her say so. “I might follow your
example and move on from Emerald Harbor. I have been in this city much longer
than I planned.”


She leaned forward with interest. “Where will you go?”


He shrugged. “Oh, the world is a large place. There are many lands
I have not yet seen.”


“It sometimes sounds as though you have seen everything,” she
laughed.


He joined her, “Ha! Yes, I suppose that my stories make it seem
that way.” Jahan became more serious. “I am still looking for a place that can
keep my interest. I do tire of wandering, and I would like to find a home.”


“Why not return to the village where you grew up?”


Jahan shook his head immediately. “Oh, no. I could never go back.
It is nothing more than a bunch of farmers with no desire for music or art. It
is far too practical a place for a man like me. I thought so when I was
fourteen, and I still think so today. Besides, I have no family there—my
parents died in an epidemic when I was young—so I would be among strangers.”


“You are among strangers whenever you travel,” Adesina reminded
him. “It is easy for you to make friends.”


“Yes,” he admitted, “but at least when I travel I know that my
skills will be appreciated. I want to find a place where I will be valued, and
I can value those around me.”


“You do not value farmers?” she teased him.


Jahan laughed again. “No, I value them. My parents had a farm, and
I never saw anyone work so hard. However, I do feel that there needs to be more
to life than simply surviving. It is good to work hard during the day, but
there needs to be enjoyment in the evening.”


Adesina gave the old man a fond look. “You are probably right.”


“I know I am.”


“So, where will you go?”


He studied her carefully, keeping his voice casual. “I have not
spent much time in this land, other than here in Emerald Harbor. Perhaps it
would be good for me to see more of Sehar.”


She nodded. “That sounds reasonable. There are many beautiful
places.”


“I would want to find a community that appreciates music and
storytelling, but one that also is a culture that I can take interest in
observing.”


Adesina had an idea of where he was going with his hints, and she
decided to open up the conversation. “Like the L’avan settlement?”


Jahan grinned. “Like the L’avan settlement.”


It was certainly an interesting idea. They had never had a
non-L’avan actually live with them, but she didn’t think there would be any
objections. Jahan was a friendly and amusing man, and he would provide a bridge
between the settlement and the outside world.


“They would welcome you with open arms,” she assured him, “and I
think you would be happy there.”


The old man was vastly pleased. “Good. All I need is a few
directions, and I will easily find my way.”


An idea entered Adesina’s mind, and she considered it carefully.
It was something that she had never thought about before, and now she could not
believe she had overlooked such a simple solution. 


The excitement in her chest grew, and after a moment she turned to
her friend and said, “Would you excuse me? I have some very important business
that needs my attention.”


Jahan Lirit waved a wrinkled hand. “Of course, of course. I will
speak to you later about the details of my journey, yes?”


She nodded as she rushed out of the inn.


Adesina hurried through the streets of Emerald Harbor towards the
section of the city where the destitute lived. She was never more aware of the
dilapidated buildings or the shabby inhabitants, but now she felt a sense of
hope at the sight. It was no longer the prison that held her friends from the
High City.


She had found a way to set them free.


Deasa was sitting in the sunlight outside the main building,
washing the clothes of a stranger. Her youngest sibling, Belen—a boy of six
years—was helping her by wringing out the excess water.


“Deasa, where is Hass?”


Her friend smiled in greeting and gestured to one of the smaller
buildings to the side of the complex. “He is repairing a chair for Master
Quinlan.”


The L’avan gave a returning smile and hurried onward. It was good
that Hass and Quinlan were together. If she could convince both of them to
agree to her plan, then the rest of the community would follow.


The two men were chatting amicably, one repairing the chair and
the other repairing a harness. Quinlan was fortunate in the fact that his
skills as a blacksmith were valuable to Emerald Harbor. He was not given any of
the high-paying work that the native blacksmiths received, but he was able to
do the menial tasks that they were too busy to accept.


Hass saw her and greeted her warmly. “Adrie, come in, my dear.”


Quinlan also welcomed her and asked his petite wife, a woman he
had met after leaving the High City’s ruins, to bring their guest a glass of
water.


“I am glad to find the two of you together,” began Adesina. “I
have something important that I want to discuss with both of you.”


That piqued their interest immediately, and they waited patiently
for her to continue.


“I know that my time in the High City was based off of a lie, but
the affection that I developed for all of you was genuine. I am so glad to have
found all of you again and renewed our friendship.”


The sincerity in Hass’s eyes told Adesina that he felt the same.
Even Quinlan had overcome his original doubt and nodded his agreement.


“I cannot express my sorrow at the fate of the High City, and I
wish I had been there to help in any way that I could.”


Hass took her hand and patted it gently. “The past in gone, child.
There is nothing that can be done about it.”


“But there is something I can do now,” she asserted. “It pains me
to see you reduced to such circumstances—to be treated like outcasts because of
something out of your control.”


“What did you have in mind?” asked Quinlan.


She took a deep breath. “I want you to come and live with the
L’avan.”


The shock on their faces was almost comical. The stunned silence
stretched out for several moments before Quinlan found his voice again.


“We cannot do that.”


Adesina stared at him. “Why not?”


“We do not belong among magic-users.”


She shook her head. “We are trying to build a diverse community.
If we wanted to isolate our race, we would not have left our homeland. The
purpose of our new settlement is to create a city where L’avan and Seharans can
live in peace.”


“There is still a great amount of prejudice against magic-users.
The others would never agree.”


“If the two of you support this idea, then it will be considered,”
insisted the young woman.


Quinlan continued to shake his head, and Adesina turned to her
foster father.


“Hass, you could be a carpenter again. All of you would be
accepted, and you would be able to rebuild your lives as they were before the
High City was destroyed.”


There was a glimmer of hope in his eyes, but it disappeared almost
immediately. “How can you know that we would even be welcome among your people,
Adrie? What if your leaders turn us away? We will have given up our lives here,
and we would be homeless again. We wandered for almost a year before we found a
home here, and I do not want to put my family through that again.”


Adesina had avoided telling them about her new position as queen
of the L’avan. It was not something she that made her ashamed, but she didn’t
want them to treat her any differently.


“I…have some influence among the L’avan. I could write a letter
for you to take to the regent. Even without that, I know that they would accept
you. We are all eager to build friendships with the people of Sehar.”


“We are a proud people,” admitted Hass. “I do not think that the
others would be enthusiastic about accepting the charity of magic-users.”


“It would not be charity,” Adesina said quickly. “There is a lot
of work to be  done, and we need able hands to do it. The High City was filled
with skilled artisans, and we would appreciate your talents and dedication to
make our new city all that it can be.”


There was a pause as the two men considered her proposal.


“It would be nice to make something beautiful again,” mused Hass.
“Something that fills me with pride and satisfaction.”


It was clear that Quinlan agreed, but he kept silent as he weighed
the possibilities. His wife was sitting next to him quietly, and she gave a
hopeful smile.


“I, for one, would love to meet these magic-users. And I would
love to see what my husband is really capable of making with his skilled
hands.”


Her simple statement was enough to make up Quinlan’s mind. He
looked at her with love in his eyes and nodded. “You have stood by me through
many hardships, and you have braved the scorn of others to be my wife. I would
like for us to have some happy, productive years to recall in our old age.”


Hass was nodding as well. “I want to support my family again. I
want Fia to return to school instead of hauling water for the quarry workers.”


Adesina gave his hand a squeeze. “The L’avan have a fine school,
and Fia would excel as a student.”


“We will speak to the others,” he said in a decisive tone. “Not
all of them will wish to come, but I will strive to convince all that I can.”


She gave him an impulsive hug and he chuckled with affection.


“I will write the letter for the regent, and I will draw you a map
to the settlement. There is a bard at the inn where we are staying, and he has
decided to go to the settlement as well. He is an experienced traveler, and he
will help you on your way.”


This news appeared to set their minds at ease. Adesina knew that
neither of the men felt comfortable traveling.


“The ship that is taking us to Zonne leaves tomorrow morning, but
I will see you again in a few months when I return home with my husband.”


Tears glimmered in Hass’s eyes, but he swallowed them with effort.
“Go and prepare the papers. I will speak to everyone, and tonight we shall have
a special dinner in your honor. Bring your friends, and we will celebrate your
departure.”


 


***


 


Later that night, Adesina and Ravi walked back to The Black Cat
slowly. The celebratory dinner had been modest, to say the least, but she had
been deeply touched by the gesture. Jahan, Mar’sal, and Than’os had all been
present, and the bard had been pleased to entertain such an avid audience.


Now the queen and her guardian were alone, and her mind was filled
with fears and doubts. Only half of the refugees had decided to go to the
L’avan settlement. The others were unable to overcome their prejudices about
magic-users, and preferred to stay in Emerald Harbor.


“How will they survive in this awful place?” asked Adesina in a
quiet voice. “They are on the verge of starving as it is.”


“Some of them will not survive,” admitted Ravi, his expression
sorrowful, “but that is their decision to make.”


“It is the wrong choice,” she insisted.


“Perhaps,” the Rashad allowed.


“Is there anything we can to do make them all go?”


He shook his head. “No, dear one. The choice may not be the one
that you would have them make, but it is important that it be their own.”


“Even if it results in their deaths?”


Ravi inclined his head. “Even then.”


Adesina clenched her fists in anger and frustration. She did not
know how Ravi could be so calm in the face of such stubborn ignorance. “So many
of them have died already. Thousands. How can I turn my back on them again?”


“The attack on the High City was not your fault, Ma’eve,” he
reminded her.


She folded her arms across her chest. “I know, but I cannot help
but wonder if I could have saved them.”


The feline quirked an eyebrow. “From an entire squad of Shimat?
Not likely.”


“I could have saved some of them,” she amended. “Maybe even
hundreds.”


“It was not in your path to do so.”


That didn’t make Adesina feel any better. Ravi had once told her
that sometimes one could not realize the importance of certain decisions until
much later in life. She was still seeing repercussions of choices she had made
five or six years ago, and it made her feel so helpless.


Ravi had called it the Labyrinth of Destiny. He said that each
choice was a different path in the maze of life. Once the decision was made,
there was no option but to follow the path until a new choice was presented.


Her choices had led her to leave the High City mere weeks before
the attack occurred. Now the city was in ruins, and most of its citizens were
dead.


Ravi seemed to sense her train of thought. “You are not taking
into account the choices of others, Ma’eve. You believe that your decision
alone resulted in the attack of the High City, but that is not true. What of
Faryl’s decision to hide there, when she knew she was a target of the Shimat?
What of the governors’ decision to minimize military support in the city? What
of the choices of the Shimat?”


The weight of his words began to sink in, and Adesina paused. “I
had not considered that.”


“It would be wise for you to do so,” Ravi replied in a reasonable
tone of voice. “You must certainly take responsibility for your own choices,
but you cannot do the same for the choices of others.”


“You are right, my friend,” Adesina said with a heavy heart, “but
it still pains me to see so much needless suffering.”


The Rashad gave one of his amused and thoughtful glances. “Some
might argue that no suffering is without purpose.”


The young woman rolled her eyes. “I know better than to get into a
philosophical argument with you.”


“Then listen to what I have to say,” urged her guardian. “The
taking of a life is always a tragedy, but the lives that were spared have the
opportunity to take that unspeakable experience and allow it to change them
into something greater than before. The fires of such a horrifying event can
destroy a spirit or forge it into a thing of strength and beauty. That decision
is up to each individual.


“Some of the survivors of the High City are still wallowing in
sorrow, letting it define them. Others engulf themselves in the present, acting
as though the past never happened. True strength lies between these two
extremes. Those who are able to find balance in their lives—between past,
present, and future—they are the ones who are truly able to move forward.”


Adesina knew that he was not only speaking of the people of the
High City. Her own past continued to haunt her, even after all these years.


“How does one do that?” she asked in a whisper.


Ravi’s golden eyes were full of understanding and empathy. “It is
different for every individual.” After a brief moment of silence, he continued
in a more conversational tone. “It is clear that only some of the refugees are
prepared to move forward at this time. Some have shown that readiness by agreeing
to go to the L’avan settlement, others have shown it by deciding to stay in
Emerald Harbor.”


Adesina frowned. “How can deciding to stay in this awful place be
a sign of moving forward?”


“They have accepted this as their new home, and are determined to
make the most of it. That is an honorable thing to do, Ma’eve.”


She went over his statement again in her mind. “Are you saying
that some of the people who agreed to go to the settlement are still not moving
on?”


He inclined his head. “This is also true of some of them.”


The young queen threw up her hands in frustration. “How can I help
them when they do not know their own minds?”


Ravi laughed in a good-natured manner. “You cannot help everyone,
dear one. We are all here to help one another, according to our strengths. That
means that sometimes it is up to someone else to assist those we care about.”


“What do I do, if not help them?”


He hesitated, looking up at the stars with a meaningful expression
on his face. “Offer advice on how to travel safely; show them how to arrange
for provisions.”


“And then?”


“Then, we shall continue on our journey.”











Chapter Sixteen: Suvi


 


Although Adesina had seen many ships throughout her life, she had
never before stood on one. The constant motion was disorienting, and it made
her feel slightly ill. The invigorating breeze helped her to keep her stomach
under control, but she worried that it would be a long and unpleasant journey.


The sight of land was fading rapidly. Zephyr was designed
for speed and maneuverability, due to the dangers of the open water. Now that
the ship was well underway, the bustle of the crew began to slow to a steadier
pace.


Adesina glanced over at Kendan, whose face had taken on a greenish
hue.


“Are you all right?”


His jaw was clenched and there were beads of sweat forming on his
brow. He tried to look calm, but he soon ran to the side of the vessel and
emptied his stomach into the ocean.


Kendan wasn’t the only one who was violently seasick. Mar’sal and
Maizah were also looking pale and nauseated.


Than’os helped Kendan and Mar’sal to their shared quarters, and
Faryl took care of Maizah. Adesina wanted to help as well, but she felt it wise
to stay in the cool air of the deck. Ravi looked slightly amused as she
clenched the railing, her knuckles slowly turning white.


“Are you going to sick up?”


The young queen turned and saw the same blonde girl from when the
ship had landed in Emerald Harbor. Upon closer inspection, Adesina could see
that she had a sprinkle of freckles across the bridge of her nose and clear
blue eyes. Her complexion was fair, even though she must have had constant
exposure to the sun, and her hands were rough with hard work. She looked at the
L’avan with open curiosity, exuding a sense of self-confidence.


“I might,” admitted Adesina.


“Have you not been on a ship before?”


She shook her head, trying to maintain her composure.


The teenage girl laughed. “You landers are soft. You ride horses,
yes? Is it not the same?”


The girl had a strange, lilting accent, and Adesina had to
concentrate to understand what she was saying. “No, it is not the same as
riding a horse. It is very different.”


“Looks the same,” shrugged the girl.


“Have you never ridden a horse?” asked the young queen.


“No,” answered the teenager cheerfully. “I do not often leave this
ship. Riding horses looks like it would be the same kind of swaying, though.”


Adesina smiled. “What is your name?”


“Suvi,” was the prompt reply. “Yours?”


“Adesina.”


“Well met,” she said, brushing a strand of blonde hair out of her
eyes.


The L’avan queen grinned, taking a liking to the friendly and
blunt girl. “You grew up on this ship, Suvi?”


She gave a nod. “All my life. Pa used to strap me to his back when
I was a baby, and he would go about his work like it was nothing.”


“Who is your father?”


“Satosh, the first mate.”


Adesina recalled the small man with some surprise. “Satosh is your
father?”


“Well…” hedged Suvi, “mostly. He and my real pa grew up together.
My pa died before I was born, and my ma died birthing me. Satosh was the only
family I had left, so he became my pa.”


The affection in her voice brought a smile to Adesina’s face.
“That was very kind of him.”


“He is one of the finest sailors in the world,” stated Suvi in a
matter-of-fact tone. “Captain Zulimar says that the greatest mistake anyone
could make is underestimating what my pa is capable of doing.”


Adesina didn’t doubt it. She had looked Satosh in the eyes, and
she had seen his confidence and his fierce determination. In many ways, he
reminded her of Sa’jan, her dear friend who had died during the rescue mission
five years ago.


There was a brief lull in the conversation. Adesina used the time
to remind herself that she had learned strict control over her body from the
time she was a child. It would not do to lose that control now and empty her
stomach into the sea.


Suvi studied her with an openly curious expression. “I have never
seen anyone who looks like you.”


The L’avan queen smiled. “I am not surprised. My people have been
isolated for centuries.”


“I heard that you are magic-users, but I thought that humans could
not use magic. Are you not human?”


It was an interesting question, and Adesina wasn’t exactly sure of
the answer. The sons of L’avan were human, but the Serraf were not. The L’avan
race descended from those two groups of people. Did that make her half-human?


She turned to Ravi, and he could see her puzzlement. He answered,
“The L’avan are human by culture, and half-human by blood.”


Suvi’s eyes grew wide. “You can talk!”


The Rashad nodded. “All of my people can.”


“I thought you were a pet,” the girl admitted sheepishly.


“An easy mistake to make,” he reassured her.


“My people are called the L’avan, and yes, we are magic-users,”
explained Adesina. “This is Ravi, and he is my guardian. All of his people, the
Rashad, act as guardians for my people.”


“All of your people have Rashad following them around?”


The young queen laughed. “Well, no. They act as general guardians.
Ravi stays with me because we have a special bond.”


“It is my calling to protect Adesina personally,” added Ravi, “but
that rarely happens with others.”


Suvi processed this information and nodded slowly. “So, you are
only half-human, and that is why you can use magic.”


“Surely there are other humans who can use magic,” Adesina said to
Ravi. “After all, what about Maizah’s ability to sense vyala?”


“There are only two ways that humans can use vyala, or
magic, as you say,” instructed Ravi. “The first way is through blood, such as
in the case of the L’avan. Maizah must have a distant ancestor who was a
magical creature, and that is how she has her ability.”


Adesina made a sound of understanding.


He continued, “The second way is through contract. A human can
make a blood vow with a magical creature, thereby gaining their powers.
However, such contracts have not existed for many centuries.”


Suvi didn’t look as though she understood the finer points of what
was being discussed, but that didn’t seem to bother her. She leaned forward
eagerly. “Could you show me some magic?”


The L’avan enjoyed her youthful enthusiasm. “What would you like
to see?”


Her brow furrowed in concentration. “Hmmmm. Could you make it
nighttime?”


Adesina chuckled. “No, that is beyond my ability. Think of
something smaller.”


The girl gave it some more thought. “Could you make me a flower? I
have only ever seen them from far away, and I would like to have one.”


It was Adesina’s turn to pause, as she considered how to grant
Suvi’s simple desire. She had the ability to make simple transformations, if
she had the right base materials. Would it be possible to create a flower out
of the supplies she carried?


An idea came to her mind and she asked Suvi, “Do you have a small
container?”


A grin broke across her youthful face, and she ran off to fetch
one. Adesina turned her attention inward and summoned her vyala. She had
never attempted anything like this before, and she wasn’t sure she would
succeed. Her vision took on a dark red tinge, and she used her power to gently
summon millions of particles from the bottom of the ocean.


Suvi came running back with a small crate that easily fit in her
hands. “Would this work?”


The L’avan nodded. “Bring it here and hold it still.”


Suvi obeyed, staring at Adesina’s eyes with an expression of
wonder. The metallic purple and gold were glowing, and dark red swirled in
fluid motions.


It took some time to summon enough particles, and to do it in a
manner that wouldn’t upset the surrounding area. The three of them waited
patiently until the dirt rose up out of the water and settled into the crate.
The girl’s eyes grew even wider as she watched, but she made sure to hold very
still.


Adesina reached into one of her pouches and pulled out a pod that
came from a poppy plant. She carried it with her because she could use it to
brew an analgesic. She cracked the pod open and took out a tiny seed from
within. She showed Suvi how to plant it in the soil, and then she concentrated
on changing the form of her vyala to a gold color.


“You will need to alter its nature,” advised Ravi. “She will only
have salt water for it.”


Adesina followed his advice, and accordingly switched her vyala
back to dark red. The tiny seed filled the vision of her mind’s eye, and she
studied its botany with care. She made a miniscule change, and then another,
and then another. Then she studied it again, making sure that she had not
altered it too much.


With her powers switching to gold’s pure energy, she fed a thin
stream into the dormant seed, waking it to life. It drank up the nutrients as
it grew and sprouted, but it relied heavily on the thread of magic coming from
Adesina.


Suvi gasped as a sprout appeared in the soil, growing taller and
unfurling leaves. The growth began to slow, culminating with the blossoming of
a vibrant red flower with a black center. The blossom gave an alluring smell,
and Suvi breathed it deeply.


“Suvi,” came a stern voice.


They all turned and saw Satosh walking towards them.


“There is work to be done, girl. Why are you standing around
bothering the passengers?”


The teenager didn’t seem affected by the reprimand. She held out
the plant with childlike joy on her face. “Look, Pa. They made me a flower with
magic!”


Satosh’s expression softened and he gave her a special look, one
filled with fatherly affection. “That was very kind of them. Take it to our
quarters and then get back to work.”


Suvi hurried off, taking care not to jostle the newly grown plant
as she went. Satosh turned to Adesina and gave her a grateful nod.


“Thank you for that, but I am afraid that it will not live long.
All of our fresh water is reserved for drinking, and Captain probably will not
spare any for a flower.”


“We took that into consideration,” stated Ravi. “It will survive
just as well with salt water from the ocean.”


The small man appeared pleased as he nodded again. “I appreciate your
forethought. She is a good girl, and she does not have many pleasures. I would
send her away from this life, but she has no other family or friends. We only
have each other.”


“Have you ever considered leaving this life, yourself?” asked
Adesina.


He gave a short, barking laugh. “The sea is in my blood. Even if
it were not, though, I doubt I could leave in good conscience. Someone like me
is limited in the type of work they are allowed to do. I might get a job in a
mine, crawling through small spaces, and I would probably be dead within a
year.”


“The ocean is quite perilous as well,” pointed out Ravi.


Satosh gave a derisive snort. “Yes, but she only kills fools. On a
ship I am one of the most valuable members of the crew. I can do the standard
work like any other man, but I have the added advantage of being small and
athletic. That allows me to do the tasks that a bigger man would have trouble
managing.”


Adesina pursed her lips. “It still does not seem fair to a young
girl.”


His expression spoke of his agreement. “I know it. I would wish
her to have a normal life, but a child needs family most of all. I teach her
everything I know, and perhaps when she is grown she will leave this life
behind and settle down in some village somewhere.”


There was a brief pause as Adesina reflected on her interaction
with Suvi.


“She has a very accepting heart.”


Satosh, who was tightening ropes and tying knots with a deft flick
of his wrist, looked up in surprise. He had assumed the conversation was over.


“Yes, she does.”


“I have never seen anyone so open to my people. She had no fears
or preconceptions about magic-users.”


The sailor gave a small smirk. “I suppose it is all those stories
I have told her over the years.”


“Stories?”


He gave a modest shrug. “I am a bit of an amateur historian. I
study it wherever I go, and I often tell the tales I have learned to her before
we go to sleep.”


Ravi studied the man carefully with his large golden eyes. “We
would be honored if you would take the time to share a few stories with us.”


Satosh didn’t appear to notice the Rashad’s scrutiny. “If we have
a free evening, I would not be opposed.” He gave a careless wave and went back
to his duties. 


Adesina watched him go, her thoughts still on his adopted
daughter.


“Do you think that Suvi’s attitude of magic-users is unique?” she
asked her guardian.


“No,” replied Ravi simply.


The people of Emerald Harbor had treated the L’avan with
indifference, and the refugees from the High City had acted as if trying to
befriend a dangerous beast. Neither of these reactions had been openly hostile,
and so Adesina had felt cautiously optimistic.


However, Suvi was welcoming in her attitude and appeared anxious
to get to know them better. Could it be possible that there were others who
would treat the L’avan with such ready friendship?


Adesina had feared that her people would spend generations
fighting for a place among the people of the world. She worried that the
centuries in isolation would damage their relationships with others for an
equally long time.


Now she felt a ray of hope.


If this young girl was so willing to associate with the L’avan,
why should there not be others?


Perhaps they could build a home where L’avan and non-L’avan lived
in harmony. Perhaps they could begin to travel the world and establish ties
with other nations. Perhaps they could use their gifts as they were originally
intended—to help others.


Suvi had shown her that all of it was possible.











Chapter Seventeen: Confessions


 


After several hours, Adesina became accustomed to the motion of
the ship and her stomach settled down. Faryl made some sort of tea for the
others to help with the seasickness, but it didn’t work on Kendan because he
couldn’t keep it down. He remained violently ill, and confined to his bunk.


The young queen took pity on her former teacher and went below
deck to pay him a visit. Ravi surprised her by staying on deck, leaving the two
former Shimat to talk in private.


Kendan’s face was pale and a sickly green hue, and his eyes were
clenched shut. He opened them briefly to see who had entered the room, but then
he closed them again.


“What do you want?” he asked hoarsely.


Adesina held up the shallow bowl that held a mixture of water and
fragrant herbs. “I am here to nurse you back to health.”


Kendan moaned. “Please, just throw me overboard and let me die.”


She rolled her eyes and sat down next to him. “Do not be so
melodramatic. I thought you were a Shimat. Shimat do not let something so
insignificant as seasickness stop them.”


He looked as if he wanted to throw something at her, but he didn’t
have the strength to even respond.


The L’avan dipped a rag in the water and loosely wrung out the
excess. Then she laid the cloth on Kendan’s forehead. The smell of the herbs
was soothing, and he immediately began to relax.


“All of the others are back on their feet,” she teased gently. “It
would be a disgrace to our training if you were to remain ill.”


He gave a wan smile. “I doubt that the Shimat care if I am
upholding their reputation anymore. I believe they are more concerned with
making me pay for my betrayal.”


Adesina’s expression became more serious. “Do you regret your
decision?”


“No,” was his immediate reply. “I regret not leaving them sooner.
I should have left them with you.”


She felt her cheeks grow warm, and she fixed her eyes on her hands.
“I do not wish to talk about that.”


“But I do,” he insisted. “I owe you an apology for my behavior. I
lied to you and I manipulated you. Then, when I had the opportunity to make
things right, I turned my back on you. I have done many things in my life that
I wish I could erase, but nothing more than that decision.”


Adesina turned her gaze on the man she had thought she loved all
those years ago. It was impossible to pretend that she did not care about the
events that had torn her from Kendan’s side, nor could she say that she had not
been deeply wounded at the time. However, she had been given time to heal and
L’iam had taught her how to love again—a truer and more lasting love.


“I cannot deny that I was very hurt by what happened, but I have
moved on. Ravi and the others have taught me that one of the most important
things we can do is to learn from our mistakes and move forward.”


“That is what I am trying to do,” said Kendan. “I am trying to
make amends so I can continue with my life.”


She snorted. “You certainly are making it hard to see that.”


Anger swept across his handsome face. “Oh?”


“Yes.”


He propped himself up on one elbow. “How can you believe that I am
not sincere? I put my life in danger to leave the Shimat and to help you. I
brought you the Tracker, I led you to Faryl, I even brought your horse and
sword back. What else can I do to show you I am committed to this mission?”


“Perhaps you could drop the air of mystery and stop keeping vital
information to yourself,” she said acidly.


Kendan leaned back again slowly, appraising her with his dark
eyes. “Perhaps you are right.”


Adesina wasn’t prepared for such an open admission. She stared at
him for several moments before managing, “Of course I am.”


The fragrant herbs appeared to be doing their job. Kendan’s color
was beginning to improve, and his voice became more steady.


“The truth is,” he continued quietly, “that you do not need me for
this mission. Not really. If I were to provide you with all of the information
I have gathered, you could easily leave me behind and carry out this mission. I
wanted the chance to regain your trust. I wanted you to…need me.”


There was a pause as Adesina organized her thoughts. “You cannot
force someone to trust you, Kendan. Keeping the truth from me will only make things
worse.”


“I know. I keep telling myself that I am going about this wrong,
but,” he chuckled softly, “you make me so angry sometimes, and my spite gets
the better of me.”


She smiled back. “You cause your own share of frustration, you
know.”


“That is true,” he grinned. The merriment faded from his face and
was replaced by earnestness. “Can we begin again? I want to put everything
behind us.”


There was so much hope in his words that Adesina couldn’t help but
agree. “Yes, of course. But I want you to tell me everything. What is really
going on with L’iam?”


Her former teacher took a deep breath and began his tale. “There
is a branch of the Shimat that focus on unraveling the mysteries of magic. Some
of them do this by experimenting on magic-users, and others have turned their
attention to legends and ancient texts.”


Adesina indicated that she understood, and urged him to continue.


“There are stories that tell of the world before the Great Wars,
and how there were more magical creatures than humans. There are texts that
indicate that some humans were granted magical powers by some of these
creatures.”


“Yes, but Ravi said that such contracts do not exist anymore.”


There was a glint in Kendan’s eye when she affirmed that the
ancient reports were true. “It is said that a bargain must be struck between a
mortal and an immortal, and so it was surmised that such a path to magical
power would be impossible. After all, there have not been any magical creatures
in the world since the end of the Great Wars.”


Other than the Rashad and those few Serraf, amended Adesina
silently.


“A few years ago the Shimat acquired a book that was written near
the end of the Great Wars. A handful of scholars were dedicated to seeing it
translated, and they were astonished with what they found.”


He paused and Adesina leaned forward in anticipation.


“Yes?”


“The book told the tale of how the magical creatures left
this world.”


A chill ran down her spine at the idea of such knowledge in the
hands of her enemies. She struggled to keep her face impassive. “Oh?”


“Yes. It said that there were ‘Thresholds’ that led to another
world, and that new world was the refuge to which they escaped. Our histories
say that they all died in the Great Wars or the plagues that followed, but this
book attested that many of them survived.”


“How many?” asked the young L’avan.


Kendan shrugged. “It did not say exactly. But it did say that only
magic could be used to open the gateway between worlds. That is why it has not
happened in the centuries that have passed since it was written.”


A sudden thought came to Adesina’s mind, filling her with dread.
“What does this have to do with my husband?”


Kendan tried to present the rest of the information in as gentle a
tone as possible.


“The ancient book revealed the location of one of the Thresholds,
using a series of cryptic descriptions. However, with the right guide, the
gateway could easily be found. The book also gave the details on how to open
the portal between worlds.”


“All of that information would be useless to normal humans,” said
Adesina in a subdued tone.


“Yes,” agreed Kendan. “That is why the project leaders determined
that they would need the use of a L’avan.”


“Why did they choose L’iam?” she asked in anguish.


It was clear that he hated seeing her in pain, but he answered
truthfully. “The translation was completed more than a year ago, but the
Sharifal determined that there were more pressing matters—more promising
possibilities to harness the power of magic. So, the project was put on hold
indefinitely.”


Kendan took a breath. “Then, a few months ago, I heard a whispered
rumor of a group of Shimat conducting missions without the approval of the
Sharifal.”


“Traitors?” Adesina asked in an incredulous voice.


He shook his head. “I do not know, exactly. I tried to find more details,
but no one seemed inclined to even mention what they heard, especially to the
nephew of the Sharifal. I cannot say that I blame them. Signe would execute
anyone tied to disloyal acts.”


Adesina knew this all too well. If she ever fell into the hands of
the Shimat, her life would be forfeit.


“I finally found one Shimat who was willing to tell me of the
rumors that had fallen on his ears. He said that there were tales of a splinter
group of Shimat trying to obtain magic before the Sharifal found a way, and
that they had sent out a handful of operatives on secret missions. He told me
that there were plans to kidnap the L’avan king and use him to complete some
sort of ritual that would open the gateway to a magical realm. The man telling
me this information did not understand its significance, but I did. I knew
about the ancient texts and what had been discovered from them.


“I was not certain of the truth of such reports, but then I found
that the book containing the texts in question was missing. I knew that it
could not be coincidence, and I decided to help you rescue your king. Basha
must be a part of that splinter group, and have the task of finding the
Threshold and striking a bargain with whatever creature lies on the other side.
She chose your husband because of her vow of vengeance against you, because he
has the required type of magic, and because it would strike at the heart of the
L’avan to lose their king.”


“She must not be allowed to succeed,” came a deep voice from the
door.


Both former Shimat turned to see that Ravi had joined them. His
golden eyes were intense with determination and an underlying sense of sorrow.


“The Threshold of Zonne leads to the area in that realm that is
controlled by demons. If the Shimat make a blood vow with demons, then the
entire world will be in danger.”


“Demons?”


Ravi moved into the small room and sat back on his haunches. “I
have said so before, Ma’eve, there must always be balance in the universe. If
there are creatures of exquisite good, then there are also creatures of
unspeakable evil. The Shimat named themselves after a race of shadow demons
from ancient lore, but such creatures used to exist in this world. Every legend
is based in truth, but the stories told about demonkind fall far short of
reality.”


Adesina studied her guardian closely. “Did you know this would
happen?”


“I had a Dream,” he replied cautiously.


Anger flared up within the young queen. “Why did you not tell me
about it?” she demanded.


His feline face remained perfectly calm. “Because I was not certain
what it meant. I Dreamed that you and I were searching for L’iam, and Kendan
stood in the way of the truth. That is why I told you to confront him. Then I
Dreamed that L’iam was caught between two beacons of light and that he was a
bridge that brought darkness from one beacon to the other.”


“Just as he would be the means of bringing demons into our world,”
affirmed Kendan.


Adesina’s initial reaction was one of panic. She could not allow
her beloved husband to be used for such vile purposes.


She took a deep breath in an attempt to calm her mind. Her years
of Shimat training had taught her that she could do nothing if she could not
first master herself. There was no denying that the situation was dire—much
more so than she anticipated—but she had to keep her mind clear if she was to
save L’iam from such a dark fate.


“Well,” said Adesina bravely, “we will simply have to rescue him
before they reach the Threshold.”


Ravi’s expression was grave. “There has never been anything simple
about this mission, Ma’eve. I sensed from the beginning that it was more than
rescuing him from his kidnappers.”


The calm that Adesina clung to desperately slipped away. The cold
fingers of dread gripped her heart painfully. “What do you mean?”


“There was a time in our ancient history when demons ran rampant
on this world, leaving absolute ruin in their wake. There was a millennium of
warfare before a balance was found and life was able to continue among the
mortals.”


Both Adesina and Kendan were still and silent, waiting for him to
complete his tale.


“During the Great Wars that balance was almost lost, giving demons
a free reign once more. In an act of desperation, the Creatures of Light opened
up the Thresholds to another realm and drove their ancient enemies through,
trapping themselves in the process.”


“They did not go of their own accord?”


“They did,” assured Ravi. “It was their purpose to protect this
world from darkness, and they did so by placing themselves as a barrier between
spheres. That is why a L’avan’s vyala must be used. Only the power of
Light can open the way, and the L’avan are the children of the Serraf.”


Adesina hesitated to interrupt her guardian, but her impatience to
find her husband was strong. “You said that this was not a simple rescue
mission, but would not saving L’iam deprive Basha of her opportunity to open
the Threshold?”


“We are still several days behind them,” he reminded her, “and I
do not have high hopes that we will close the distance easily. The ritual to
open the gateway between realms takes time, especially with those unpracticed
in vyala, but we are still in danger of being too late.”


Ravi fixed his most intense stare on them. “The Threshold of Zonne
must not be allowed to open, no matter the cost. It would be the
beginning of the end of our world.”


Kendan sat up in agitation. “What can we do to stop it?”


The Rashad’s gaze shifted to focus on the young queen. “A leader
must put the needs of the people over the needs of their own.”


Adesina had heard this lecture many times over the past few years,
given in many different situations. L’iam sometimes even mumbled it in his
sleep. “A king must be willing to make the sacrifices that will allow his
people to live and prosper.”


Ravi’s voice was gentle. “Do you believe that?”


“Of course,” she replied automatically.


“Do you believe that it is right to sacrifice a single life in
order to save all others?”


Adesina froze, her heart racing with terror at the implication.
Her throat went dry, and she couldn’t find her voice to speak.


Her guardian went on in a soft but unrelenting tone. “It may be
that we do not stop Basha before she begins the ritual. It may be that we
cannot reverse the ritual once it has begun. If that is the case, there is only
one path left to us to prevent the release of demons on all that we hold dear.”


The young woman still couldn’t utter a single word, and so it was
left to Kendan to urge the Rashad to continue.


“What path would that be?”


“L’iam would be acting as both key and bridge to open the portal.
Once the ritual is begun, he is essential for it to succeed.”


Understanding dawned on Kendan’s face, and his eyes filled with
apprehension. “Are you suggesting that we…?”


“If we cannot stop Basha before she begins, our only way to stop
the ritual may be to kill L’iam.”











Chapter Eighteen: Tales of the Historian


 


Adesina had barely spoken all day. Luckily, Captain Zulimar had
made Satosh’s early predictions a reality, and he kept the L’avan occupied.
That limited Adesina’s need to talk, and it kept her mind from dwelling on what
Ravi had said in Kendan’s cabin.


Between healing crewmembers, mending the wood and metal of the
ship, freshening the food and water supplies, and giving reports of incoming
weather, Adesina had no more than a few seconds on her own to think.


Than’os and Mar’sal were both limited in how much they could do,
which meant that Adesina was required to make up the difference. They tried to
explain to Zulimar that almost all L’avan have only one or two types of magic,
but then he demanded an explanation as to why Adesina was not like them. To
save her the pain of sharing the details of her personal history, they simply
accepted his requests for work and tried to balance it as much as possible.


Faryl used her skills as an apothecary, dispensing herbs and
salves for simple afflictions. Maizah stayed with Kendan, who was still
recovering from his seasickness. The whole party kept busy in earning their
passage across the ocean.


Adesina noticed that Suvi always found an excuse to be nearby. She
attended to her tasks faithfully, but she never seemed to be more than a dozen
feet away from the L’avan queen. The teenage girl would watch her carefully,
but she seemed to sense Adesina’s reluctance to converse, so she did not
attempt to speak.


When evening fell, the crew relaxed and had a merry meal. They
enthused over the quality of the food, and the cook generously attributed it to
the magic-users.


Captain Zulimar ate with his comrades, treating them as equals.
Adesina could see how much they respected him, and her own respect for him deepened.


Than’os and Mar’sal sat near their queen, laughing and talking
with the crew. Maizah was still absent, taking care of a still seasick Kendan.
Faryl was surrounded by several burly men, all of whom were lavish in their
praises of her skills and beauty.


“I never met a woman so useful before,” exclaimed one with
extensive tattoos.


The others laughed and gave him a good-natured punch on the
shoulder.


“What a thing to say to a woman,” another teased. “She will think
you have no regard for the gender.”


The first speaker was hasty in correcting himself. “I just meant
that most womenfolk are more the homemaking type. But she is a
sure-as-saltwater apothecary. That is quite something.”


“I know plenty of useful women,” boasted a man with a bushy black
beard. “They all got some special skill or another where I come from.”


“Well, I never saw one so pretty before,” asserted a sailor with a
round belly. “Just look at those eyes.”


Faryl blushed, looking as though she hardly knew what to do with
so much attention. Adesina and Ravi exchanged smirks as they watched her
struggle to find her words.


Several of the crewmembers threw appreciative glances at Adesina,
but they all kept a respectful distance. The L’avan queen assumed that this was
due to Than’os and Mar’sal’s protective proximity, as well as Ravi’s
intimidating presence.


“I am told that you can provide some magical entertainment,” the
captain said as the meal came to a close.


Adesina wasn’t feeling very theatrical, so she tried to buy some
time. “Yes, but I was hoping that we might first hear a story or two from
Satosh. I understand that he is an historian.”


No one seemed opposed to the suggestion, and the little man took
his place on the steps that led to the deck. Everyone could see him clearly,
and he appeared to relish the sense of anticipation that preceded his tale.


“In honor of our guests, I will tell of Naiser the Mighty, the
first king of Sehar, and how he won the hand of Queen Mirinda.”


There were murmurs of appreciation as they all settled in for the
telling. Adesina smiled at his choice. Her education from the Shimat had
focused on the relevant points of history and skimmed over the personal
details. She looked forward to hearing the tale—and from one who was not
Seharan.


“The Fallen Kingdom of Sehar as we know it now is a place of
isolation and superstition. After the murder of King Rasim, along with his
entire family, and the exile of the nobility, anarchy reigned and distrust
became the key to survival. Stories of shadow demons kept villages boarded up
at night, and heightened suspicion of strangers made trade all but impossible,
choking the economy to its current limping state. However, this is a far cry
from the days of Sehar’s former glory.”


Adesina knew the details of the fall of Sehar. In fact, she had
witnessed it happening in her Dreams. Her mother had shown her how King Rasim
had gathered together a group of the nation’s most infamous assassins and
struck a bargain with them. They were to be his personal killing force,
answerable only to him. He helped them to disappear from the eyes of the world,
and gave them whatever they needed to build up their organization.


They became the Shimat.


When the king had outlived his usefulness, the Shimat thought it
most convenient to kill the only man who knew about their existence. Then they
used their considerable influence in bringing the entire kingdom to ruin—a
perfect place for them to control and continue their clandestine work.


Satosh, who knew nothing of that aspect of Sehar’s history, went
on with his narration. “During the Great Wars there was a mighty warrior who
became famed for his brilliance and his strength. His name was Naiser the
Mighty. He gained many followers, and they took refuge in the eastern quarter
of the northwest continent during the years of plague.”


Adesina enjoyed hearing the history of her homeland told with the
sailor’s dramatic flare. It helped to ease her mind from the troubles that had
been burdening it all day.


“The followers of Naiser raised a banner in his name and declared that
he should be their king. He was a proud man, not opposed to authority, and so
he accepted the throne gladly. He named his newly formed nation Sehar, after
his dear brother who had died in battle protecting Naiser’s life.


“The years of plague were filled with anarchy, and there were many
men and women grasping for as much power as possible. King Naiser taught his
people to be warriors as well as farmers, and they learned to defend themselves
and their lands.


“The middle kingdom of the northwest continent was ruled by a
beautiful woman named Queen Mirinda, whose hair was the color of a raven’s wing
and whose eyes were as blue as the morning sky. Every man desired her hand in
marriage, not only for her surpassing beauty but also for her powerful kingdom.


“Lam, the western country, was under the power of Magistrate
Dezisla, a man who hungered for a crown but was hindered by the laws of his
land. He believed that if he won the hand of Queen Mirinda, he could conquer
his own nation and become king of both.”


One of the crewmembers was nodding in a knowing fashion, and
Adesina surmised that he was either a citizen of Etan or Ghaith, the
neighboring nations to Sehar that were formerly part of Lam.


“King Naiser also wished to win the heart of Queen Mirinda, and so
began the lifelong rivalry between Naiser and Dezisla. There were countless
suitors in the court of the queen, but she was wise in knowing that her
marriage could bring strength to her kingdom. She determined to marry one of
the two rulers that controlled the lands on either side of her own.


“Mirinda devised three challenges that would test for qualities
that she felt to be necessary in a great ruler. She declared that the victor of
these challenges would be her husband. On a fine summer morning, with the midland
hills wreathed in mist, Naiser and Dezisla appeared before Queen Mirinda to
receive the first challenge.


“She proclaimed that the first trait of a great ruler was courage.
In those days, there were still remnants of magic to be found, and a handful of
magical creatures had survived the Plague Years. In the Caves of Norla there
dwelt a shadow creature who fed on the fears of mortals.”


A few of the crewmembers hissed quietly, and made a sign to ward
off evil.


“A wraith,” pronounced Satosh, “the last of its kind. Queen
Mirinda explained that a rare mineral was found deep in the Caves of Norla—a
luminescent stone called kingsheart. The first man to bring her one of these
stones would be the victor of the first challenge.”


Satosh took a sip of water before continuing his tale. “King
Naiser set out immediately, fearing nothing and preparing little. Magistrate
Dezisla first went to the scholars of the land to learn all that he could about
wraiths and how to evade their notice. He gathered supplies carefully, and
began his journey a full day and a half after his rival.


“Naiser arrived at the Caves of Norla, and ventured into the damp
underground on foot. His sword was drawn, and his heart was filled with
confidence. The wraith tried to weave illusions over his eyes, attempting to
create fear and doubt. However, Naiser knew the illusions to be false, and the
wraith was kept at bay by the courage of the king. Naiser searched until he
found a bed of kingsheart, and he used his sword to carve out a stone the size of
his fist. As he turned to go, the wraith stood in his path.”


The tension among the listening audience was palpable. The fears
that each of them bore of wraiths was like a suffocating force in the room.
Adesina knew nothing of wraiths, other than legends of questionable origin, but
she still felt the strain of the others’ emotions.


Satosh waited a few moments for dramatic effect.


“Naiser held forth his sword and cried, ‘Stand aside, creature of
darkness. I grant you no power over my mind.’ The wraith trembled at the
strength of the king’s courage, but made no effort to move. ‘Return what you
have taken, mortal, or I will take your soul.’ The king sneered at the spirit,
‘You have no power over me. Begone!’”


The crewmembers cheered at this declaration, and the fear of the
moment before was dispelled.


“The wraith was forced to leave Naiser, and the king climbed out
of the caves and to his freedom.”


More cheers followed.


Satosh grinned at the enthusiasm, but he quickly become somber
again. “Dezisla arrived at the Caves of Norla just after Naiser left. His mind
was filled with the tales he had heard from the scholars, and his heart was
shriveled with terror. The dark spirit was drawn to Dezisla’s overwhelming
fear, and it immediately began feeding on his soul.”


The apprehension returned to the room, and all fell silent in rapt
attention.


“You see,” explained the little man, “wraiths feed on fear, which
creates more fear. Dezisla had unwittingly fallen into the very trap that he
had hoped to avoid. He had believed that knowledge would protect him, but he
had not been able to master his own uncertainty before facing the source of his
terror.”


Satosh’s voice dropped to a whisper. “The wraith continued to
feed…and feed…and feed…”


It was almost as if Adesina could see the form of Dezisla
withering away to nothing.


“But then,” he said in a sudden burst of energy, “the gods took
pity on the man. A Guardian, robed in purest white, appeared in the darkness
and drove away the wraith. Dezisla was saved.”


The crew cheered again, some of them jumping to their feet in
their excitement.


In the midst of the chaos, Ravi leaned towards Adesina and said
quietly, “It wasn’t a Guardian. It was L’avan.”


She turned to him in surprise. “What?”


“The man who saved Dezisla was L’avan, the founder of your race.”


The young woman frowned. “How is that possible?”


Ravi smiled softly. “He was in the same cave, looking for
kingsheart. It has special properties, and is very valuable. He came across
Dezisla and the wraith, and he drove the spirit away.”


The Rashad went back to listening to Satosh’s tale of the
remaining challenges for Queen Mirinda’s hand, but Adesina found herself
reflecting on the history of the L’avan. She wondered where the story of the
Caves of Norla fit into chronology of L’avan’s life. L’iam had told her many
tales over the years, but she had never heard of this particular story before.


Her thoughts turned to the quiet evenings she had spent with her
husband, and tears formed in her eyes. Her heart ached with missing him. L’iam
loved to tell stories, and Adesina had loved to listen.


She thought of what L’iam had told her about the very beginning of
their race, and she worked her way forward in her mind.


When Naiser the Mighty was still beginning his reign, there lived
a man named L’avan. He was also a veteran of the Great Wars, but he did not
thirst for power or glory. Instead, he longed to find the life he had known
before the time of strife.


His wife and son had died in the early years of the wars, and the
heart of L’avan had never healed from the loss. The fierce battles had given
him purpose during the Great Wars, but afterwards he wandered the lands alone,
hoping to find new meaning.


Much to his surprise, he found hope and healing in the form of an
orphan boy named L’aslo. The child was starving, begging on the streets of a
small village. L’avan saw his own son in the eyes of the orphan and decided to
adopt him.


The Great Wars had made many orphans, and it wasn’t long before
they came across another young boy who was starving and alone. Once again,
L’avan saw his own son in the eyes of the parentless child, and Za’far became
the adopted brother to L’aslo.


The two boys were soon joined by O’nan, then Gi’tel, then So’phus,
then M’os, then Cre’sin, then Kay’l, then Na’cum, then B’osli, and finally
Ed’mon.


They were the eleven sons of L’avan.


Naiser had become king by then, and his rule was harsh and
violent. His subjects were required to be warriors as well, and L’avan wanted
lives of peace for his sons. He decided to take his children far to the north,
behind a mountain range, to live in solitude and harmony.


The sons of L’avan grew into men, and their father knew that they
needed wives. Their isolation was their protection against the hand of Naiser,
and L’avan knew he could not simply walk to the nearest village to find
suitable young women. Word of their existence would reach the ear of the king,
and they would be protected no more.


He retired to the far forests of the northernmost mountains to
meditate and search for an answer.


It was during this time that he first encountered the Serraf and
the Rashad. The Serraf were beautiful women with magical powers, and the Rashad
were their guardians. Eleven of the Serraf agreed to become mortals and to wed
the sons of L’avan, and their Rashad companions came with them.


Adesina’s ancestors had named themselves L’avan, in honor of their
founding father, and they called their home Pevothem. The Rashad guarded the
kingdom against outsiders, and the people prospered in peace. Adesina was a
direct descendant of Ed’mon, and L’iam was a direct descendant of L’aslo.


L’iam had taught her all of this early in their relationship. His
eyes would light up with enthusiasm as he told each tale of their shared
history, and he would use his hands to help illustrate his meaning.


Adesina felt her heart warm at the thought of her beloved husband,
and she hugged herself as she tried to fight the urge to weep when she recalled
Ravi’s ominous words in Kendan’s quarters.


What would she do if they were too late to prevent the ritual?
Would she kill her husband in order to save the world?


It didn’t seem right that anyone should ever have to make such a
decision.


She already had so much blood on her hands. She felt the weight of
the lives she had taken, and she did not even know their names. How could she
ever bear the weight of taking the life of the man she loved?


A panicked cry from the deck brought every head around. Adesina’s
thoughts were snatched back to the present, and Satosh ceased telling his
story.


“Aekuor! AEKUOOOOOOOR!”


The sailors scrambled to get to their stations, and Captain
Zulimar began roaring commands.


“All hands on deck. Man the catapults. Prepare the decoys. Evasive
maneuvers.”


Suvi grabbed Adesina’s hand and began dragging her towards the
sleeping quarters. “Hurry! You will be safer below deck.”


The other passengers looked to their leader, uncertain what to do.


“What is happening?” she demanded.


“Sea monsters,” was the terrified reply.











Chapter Nineteen: The Aekuor


 


“What is an aekuor?” asked Adesina as Suvi pulled on her arm to
lead her away from danger.


The teenage girl was more preoccupied with getting the passengers
to safety, and she wasn’t keen on answering questions. “It is a giant sea
serpent. They roam the deep waters, and are attracted to the sound of a ship’s
wake.”


“We are warriors,” declared Mar’sal. “We can help fight.”


Suvi shook her head. “You cannot fight an aekuor. All you can do
is try to divert its attention and then flee.”


Adesina pulled free of her grip and took her by the shoulders.
“Suvi, I want you to take Faryl to Kendan and Maizah, and I want you to stay
with them.”


She shook her head fiercely. “You cannot go to the deck. You will
be killed.”


The young queen mustered all the authority she could put in her
voice. “Do not argue with me. There is no time.”


Suvi hesitated, her eyes filled with pleading. Finally, she nodded
and took Faryl’s hand.


“Will you be all right?” asked the apothecary.


Adesina smiled. “We will be fine.”


She gestured to Mar’sal and Than’os, who followed her as she ran
towards the stairs. Ravi followed, of course, even though it was doubtful that
he could help fight this battle.


The night sky was clear, and the moon shed its bright light on the
glassy sea. At first Adesina thought that it was raining, but it was only the
spray from the turbulent waters.


The members of the crew were frantic in their movements, shouting
to one another and running back and forth. Some of them were launching small
barrels out of catapults into the open ocean. The barrels were packed with
explosives of some kind, and they ignited once in the water. Other crewmembers
were desperately trying to maneuver the ship in the opposite direction.


At first the L’avan couldn’t see anything but the dancing waves in
the ocean, but after a moment a barrel exploded and the aekuor appeared.


It was a dark blue that almost seemed black in the moonlight, and
the metallic scales shimmered with slight iridescence. It had the body of a
serpent, but with a ridge of spiny fins down the center of its back. Its head
was shaped like the point of an arrow, with more sharp fins spreading outward
in an expression of menace. It opened its mouth, revealing rows of jagged
teeth, and gave a high-pitched shriek.


Adesina had never seen a creature so large. It was easily twice
the length of the ship. For a moment she was frozen in terror, as were her
three companions.


Satosh was helping load the catapults, and he spotted them
standing there. “Go back down below,” he bellowed. “You will be safer there.”


The sound of his voice spurred Adesina to action and she shook her
head.


“We can fight it.”


Captain Zulimar heard this declaration in disbelief. “No one can
fight an aekuor, lander. You can only anger it. Go below before you get us all
killed.”


“Can you tame it?” Than’os asked Adesina.


Some L’avan were skilled in using their vyala to tame
animals. Adesina had seen it done, but she had never tried it herself.


She opened herself up to her vyala, letting the power surge
through her body. Then she began to mold the raw energy into the form she had
watched the animal tamers create. Her vision became a swirl of light green and
dark red, and she extended her hands in the direction of the sea monster.


Adesina’s vyala settled over the creature gently, like a
blanket of comfort and serenity. The orange eyes of the serpent became dull, as
if very sleepy, and the L’avan queen felt optimistic that she would succeed.


One of the younger crewmembers was stationed at a far catapult.
Captain Zulimar had given no orders to cease their tasks, so the young man
reloaded and fired in reckless haste.


He misjudged his aim, and the barrel careened directly towards the
aekuor. There were several shouts of dismay, but it was too late. The barrel
exploded on impact, forcibly jarring the aekuor out of its trance.


Its eyes turned red with rage, and it let out another shattering
shriek. It turned its attention to the retreating ship, and began its vengeful
pursuit.


“Abandon catapults,” roared Captain Zulimar. “All hands prepare
for impact!”


Adesina desperately tried to regain control of the monster, but it
shook off her vyala with mindless fury. It was gaining speed to ram the
ship. The L’avan queen cursed under her breath and turned to Mar’sal.


“Slow it.”


In a flash, he called forth his vyala and changed the density
of the water surrounding the ship. The aekuor slowed noticeably as it drew
nearer, but not enough to stop completely.


The monster’s arrow-like head battered the side of the ship,
throwing everyone to the deck with the impact. Than’os was already using his
own vyala to manipulate the properties of the wood. Instead of
splintering from the attack, the side of the ship merely dented.


Adesina leapt to her feet and sprinted to the railing. Her vyala
whipped into a frenzy, almost as if it was ready to retaliate of its own
accord. The air crackled with pure energy, and she sent a fiery wave at the
head of the gigantic beast.


The aekuor screeched in pain, but the damage seemed minimal. The
sharp fins along the edge of its head were singed, but the hard scales of its
face protected it from fatal injury.


The serpent raised its long tail and brought it down on the side
of the ship. The crashing sound of impact shook the air and the tumultuous
water sprayed Adesina’s face. Once again, Than’os protected the vessel from
crippling damage, but he had to jump out of the way to prevent being crushed.


Captain Zulimar appeared to realize that it was too late to try to
escape, and he began shouting a new set of orders. “All hands, battle stations!
Man the catapults. Aim for the beast. Helmsman, take defensive position.”


The crew was stunned. It was as if he had ordered their deaths.


Satosh also seemed to understand that they were beyond retreat,
and he was the first to run back to his station. “Come on, you cowards! Fight for
your miserable lives.”


The others followed his lead with heartened expressions.


The exploding barrels hardly injured the sea monster, but it was
enough of a distraction that the L’avan could weave their magic with more
precision and power. Mar’sal continued to slow the aekuor’s movements in the
water, and Than’os focused on keeping the ship intact.


The wood of the vessel moaned and cracked from the abuse it
received, and Adesina feared that it would not last much longer. The salty
scent of the ocean was mingled with the strange stench of the sea monster,
making the beast seem even closer than it was. 


Adesina focused all of her efforts on creating a massive illusion.
She hid the Zephyr from sight, and made it appear that there were a half
a dozen other ships surrounding the aekuor.


The monster howled and lashed its tail at the illusions, passing
through them and causing no more than waves and spray. The ship’s helmsman used
the opportunity to create some distance between the vessel and the beast.


After a few moments, the aekuor stopped its fruitless attacks and
dove beneath the water. There was a breathless silence and those aboard the
ship waited to see if they were safe at last.


Satosh ran to the side and peered into the water for a moment
before whipping around. “It is sensing our wake, Captain.”


“All hands, brace yourselves,” bellowed Captain Zulimar.


Adesina clutched at the railing, allowing the illusion to
disappear. Without warning, the aekuor burst from the water, ramming its
enormous head against the side of the ship. The young queen heard the wood
splinter and felt the ship tipping to its side. 


She gripped the railing with whitened knuckles, her heart was
frozen with fear as she wondered if they would capsize. Adesina knew that the
aekuor would not cease its attack if the ship were destroyed. The monster would
kill them all, one by one. 


She looked down and the black water roiled sinisterly, as if to
welcome them to their graves.


There was an eternal pause in the motion of the vessel, and then it
slowly began to right itself.


“Hold on,” urged the captain.


The backlash was not quite a violent as the initial attack, but
Adesina’s arms ached from clinging to the rails. A wave of water crashed over
the deck, forcing her to hold on even tighter.


When the water subsided, she sputtered for breath and tried to
push her silver hair away from her face. The shriek of the aekuor sounded
dangerously close, and Adesina acted on pure instinct. She released the railing
and lashed out with her vyala, pushing herself to the opposite side of
the ship.


The action saved her life. 


The aekuor loomed over the Zephyr, with wrathful eyes that
glowed with bloodlust. Its head darted forward, clamping its jagged teeth on
the main mast. The monster’s powerful jaw crushed the thick pole, and the top
of the mast crashed down where Adesina had been only moments before.


Thanks to Than’os, the deck of the ship held against the force of
the falling mast, but it was clear that the Zephyr would not survive
many more attacks.


“Captain,” shouted the L’avan queen over the cacophony of the
battle, “what can we do?”


There was a grim expression on his dark face. “There is nothing we
can do,” he answered with deadly calm. “Our lives ended when we failed to
escape this beast.”


She shook her head stubbornly. “I refuse to give up.”


A fierce gleam flashed in his eye. “I am not suggesting we jump
into its maw. I will fight with every breath in my body. But you should not
fool yourself into thinking that we will survive this.”


Adesina admired his spirit, but she could not—would
not—resign herself to such a fate. L’iam needed her to live.


She was suddenly filled with fresh determination regarding her
husband. This was not the first time they had faced an impossible situation
together. In spite of how hopeless some of their battles had seemed, they found
a way to overcome them all.


She would do the same now.


Adesina didn’t care what ancient lore said about her ability to
save L’iam from dark rituals. She had accomplished the impossible before, and
she would do it again. She would find a way to save L’iam’s life.


But first, she needed to survive the aekuor.


“Ravi!”


Her guardian was bracing himself against the wild motions of the
ship. His black fur was dripping with water, and there was a gash across his back.
He turned his eyes to his ward, and she could see that the golden color had
taken on a strangely rainbow sheen.


Another wave crashed over the deck, causing Adesina to pause in
her efforts to reach the Rashad. She regained her balance and hurried forward.


“Ravi, there has to be some way to defeat the aekuor.”


His feline face was drawn and unusually taut. “I am trying,
Ma’eve, but this is a creature of the old world. It bears the strength of the
ocean itself. The aekuor were not meant to be defeated by mortals.”


“Are you saying it is invincible?”


He shook his head. “No, but we do not possess the power to defeat
it.”


Adesina felt her courage failing. “What can we do?”


“I told you, Ma’eve, I am trying. It is much more than I have ever
attempted before, and it will take some time. You must protect this ship until
then.”


The rainbow sheen in his eyes was growing more pronounced.
Adesina’s intuition told her that he was calling on his own form of vyala.
She had never seen him use it in battle, and she had no idea what to expect.
However, somewhere deep inside herself she knew that she was about to witness
something extraordinary, and that filled her with confidence.


“I will assure you all of the time you need,” she promised.


Adesina turned back to the aekuor, who was now whipping its tail
across the deck. She reached up to draw energy from the sky, and pulled down a
bolt of lightning to strike the sea monster.


It wailed in pain and retreated momentarily.


When it tried to advance again, Adesina called down another bolt
of lightning. The aekuor howled in frustration, but kept a careful distance.
Its brutish eyes were unnervingly thoughtful as it considered the situation.


The serpent-like body of the beast slipped back into the water,
circling the Zephyr over and over. The crew rushed back and forth,
repairing what damage they could and helping the wounded to get below deck.


The respite was brief, and the aekuor’s renewed attacks were as
vicious as ever. Its head speared out of the ocean, swiped the side of the ship,
and then disappeared again before Adesina could prepare any countermeasures.
Then the beast continued to circle, repeating its assaults at random intervals.


Adesina’s vyala seemed to be taking on her feeling of
desperation. It became less and less controlled, swirling around her in its
desire to strike. When the aekuor appeared again, a tight beam of energy leapt
from her hand of its own accord. The beam struck the monster in the eye, and
its head recoiled with a shriek of agony.


The young queen felt a mixture of elation at finally causing the
beast some damage and terror at what her vyala had done.


When she had first begun her training with L’iam, she had
experienced an eerie feeling regarding her vyala. She had wondered what
would happen if it ever, in a sense, stepped outside of her. Since then, she
had strived to keep in under tight control.


There had been a handful of times when her emotions were
overpowering and she lost some of that control, allowing her vyala to
become manifest in the eyes of those around her. But she had never experienced
anything like what had just happened.


Her vyala had never before controlled her.


“Ma’eve, what is it? Your mind is filling with panic. Ma’eve!”


Adesina choked on her words, unable to describe the fear that was
overpowering her.


“Mar’sal,” shouted Ravi. “Come quickly!”


The young L’avan sprinted towards them, slipping in the pools of
water and stumbling from the violent motions of the ship. He knelt beside
Adesina and took her hand in his own.


“Bring her mind back into harmony,” instructed Ravi.


Mar’sal hesitated. “I do not know if I have the ability for that.”


“I will help you,” said the Rashad.


Together they reached into Adesina’s mind and brought it back from
the brink of paralyzing panic. Her fears did not go away, but she was able to
control her emotions again.


“Thank you,” she breathed, struggling to get to her feet.


The aekuor was also recovering, and it reared back with a hateful
hiss. Adesina had hoped that it would retreat after being injured, but it
seemed to be beyond reason now.


The L’avan were about to return to their defense of the ship, when
Ravi’s strained voice brought them to a halt.


“It is here!”


The Rashad gave a deafening roar, and a wave of golden power shot
out from his body.


Satosh pointed to the night sky. “Look!”


A streaming ball of fire hurdled through the air towards them.
Adesina had never seen a meteor before, but she knew enough about astronomy to
recognize what it was.


Some of the ship’s crew panicked at the sight, and dove off the
side of the ship in an effort to save themselves from the death that rocketed
towards them. Everyone else watched in awe as the flaming stone curved
gracefully towards the aekuor.


Adesina had to shield her eyes from the bright light, and the
force of the impact knocked her from her feet. When she regained the strength
to sit up, the aekuor was gone and Ravi had collapsed.











Chapter Twenty: Joining


 


There was a stunned silence after the death of the aekuor.


Everyone seemed frozen, unable to move or think. The sound of men
thrashing in the water soon brought someone out of their daze and a shout rang
through the air.


“Man overboard!”


There were about half a dozen men fighting the waves that still
buffeted from the dying motions of the sea monster. The crew sprang into
action, throwing out ropes and hauling the men back to safety.


Adesina’s only thought was to reach her guardian.


“Ravi! Ravi!”


She was exhausted from her fight with the aekuor, but her vyala
willingly flared to life. She ran her hands through his thick black fur, while
her power reached out tentatively to touch Ravi’s spirit.


He was dying.


“No, no, no, no,” Adesina said frantically.


He had expended most of his life force in the effort of calling
down the meteor, and now his spirit was flickering like a fading candle.
Adesina’s vision tinted a golden yellow, creating a mixture of energy and
healing from her vyala. She spread the magic over her guardian and
waited for his body to accept it.


Nothing happened.


The vyala was still there, as if she hadn’t done anything
with it. Her vision shifted to a light green, and she studied his spirit
carefully.


It was a kaleidoscope of colors, which was perplexing to observe.
Adesina was only accustomed to using her powers on humans. She had never used
her vyala on Ravi before. It almost appeared as if her magic didn’t fit
him, as a non-human. However, that didn’t make sense to her either, because she
had been able to use her gifts on the aekuor.


“Healing must be different than taming,” she muttered to herself
as she tried to find a solution as quickly as possible.


Normally, she would have consulted with an experienced healer, but
Mar’sal was quite preoccupied with healing the injuries of the crew. Adesina
felt an overwhelming wave of fear and uncertainty as she realized she was
completely on her own. She didn’t even have Ravi’s advice to guide her.


His life was slipping away quickly.


The young queen tried to heal him again, but it felt like there
was something in the way. It was like trying to fit a chair into a trunk. She
knew that if she could get the right “angle,” it would work.


She studied his spirit again, this time viewing it as an opening
rather than an object. Perhaps if she nudged at the corners a little bit, she
could widen it and set the healing spell inside.


Time was running out.


Her vyala pushed at the edges of Ravi’s spirit, expanding
it ever so slightly. His body quivered, but there seemed to be no other side
effects. Adesina pushed again, and he shuddered once more.


A few more adjustments, and Adesina nodded in satisfaction. She
created the healing energy and placed it within Ravi’s spirit, but something
about the magic felt unstable and she was afraid to let it go.


Acting on instinct, Adesina shot some golden beams of pure energy
through the spell in an attempt to strengthen it. She anchored the beams to her
own spirit, and released the magic to do its work.


The vyala shimmered, growing steadily brighter. Then, with
a flash, a pulse of visible light shot out from Adesina and Ravi.


The Rashad remained unconscious, but his breathing grew deeper and
Adesina knew that he would eventually recover.


“What did you do?”


She turned around and saw that the whole crew was staring at her.
Mar’sal and Than’os looked especially concerned.


The young queen hesitated. “I…am not certain…”


Adesina felt weak and queasy. She tried to stand, but her legs
were too unsteady. The two L’avan soldiers hurried to her side and reached out
to steady her.


“I tried to heal him, but it was not working,” she explained.


“His body or his spirit?” asked Mar’sal sharply.


“His spirit.”


He shook his head. “It is not possible to heal a Rashad’s spirit.
We can heal physical wounds, but their spirits are too dissimilar from our
own.”


Adesina looked at her guardian in confusion. “But…I think I
succeeded.”


Mar’sal used his vyala to inspect Ravi, and his eyes grew
wide. “What did you do?” he asked again.


She wasn’t sure how to explain. “I moved his spirit so the healing
would fit, and I connected it to my spirit.”


It was clear that Mar’sal didn’t understand, but that didn’t seem
to matter at the moment.


“I have never seen anything like this before. I am surprised that
it did not kill you both.”


Than’os grew stern at these words. His pinched features drew
downward in a fierce expression. “Why would you take such a risk, Adesina?”


“I did not know it was so dangerous,” she answered honestly. “I
just knew that I had to heal him.”


“Well,” replied Mar’sal slowly, “I believe that he will live. We
should take him below and keep him warm.”


“You should probably rest as well,” added Than’os, giving Adesina
a look that brooked no argument.


“You, there,” called Mar’sal to a passing crewman. “Help me to
carry this Rashad below deck.”


The crewman blanched at the suggestion. “No disrespeck, sar, but I
don’ like the idear o’ touchin’ that beast.”


Adesina gave her coldest stare. “That beast is the reason
you are still alive. He defeated the aekuor, and he deserves your respect.”


The man wilted before her anger, and he raised no more objections.
He helped Mar’sal to carry Ravi, and Than’os supported Adesina as they moved
away from the scene of the battle.


“Mar’sal and I will heal the crew and see to any repairs that need
immediate attention. Then we will explain to Captain Zulimar that we need rest
before we continue.”


Adesina indicated her approval of this plan. “I can assist you-”
she began, but Than’os cut her off.


“No, Adesina. You have used more vyala than what is safe.
You need rest more than all of us.”


She wanted to argue, but she knew he was right. She sighed
reluctantly. “Very well. But please, do not push yourselves too hard. I can
help again tomorrow.”


He nodded, but she wondered if he was just doing so to placate
her.


They walked into a small storage room, where a hammock and a nest
of blankets had been previously prepared. There was barely enough room for the
two of them, but it gave a small amount of privacy.


Mar’sal and the crewman laid Ravi down on the blankets as gently
as they could. The L’avan saw that he was comfortable and warm before stepping
out of the room. Then Than’os helped Adesina into the hammock and spread a
blanket across her.


“Will this be enough?” he asked in a solicitous voice.


She smiled at his concern. “Yes, thank you.”


“Try to sleep,” he urged. “You will need your strength.”


The door was closed, and they were left alone. Adesina took a deep
breath and let it out slowly. She looked down at her guardian, anxious for some
sort of sign that he was improving.


Nothing changed, but somehow Adesina could sense that he was in a
deep, peaceful sleep.


This made her sleepy as well, and she closed her eyes gratefully.


 


***


 


He is waking.


It wasn’t a thought. It was a knowledge as automatic as if she
were waking, herself.


Adesina opened her eyes and turned to gaze at Ravi.


He raised his head slowly and returned her look. The young queen
gasped in surprise at what she saw.


One of his eyes had changed from a golden color to a metallic
purple, just like hers.


“Ravi, the iris of your left eye has turned purple.”


His voice was quiet and grave when he spoke. “What happened,
Ma’eve?”


She knew that he was not talking about his eye. “You called down a
meteor and defeated the aekuor.”


An expression of amazement passed over his face. “It worked?”


Adesina smiled. “Yes, dear friend. It worked.”


His brow furrowed. “I have never tried anything on that scale
before. Such magic of the Rashad has not been used since our First Parents
became mortal. In fact, my very mortality should have prevented me from
succeeding.”


“What do you mean?”


Rays of understanding began to permeate his eyes. “I do not have
the strength for such magic. It should have cost me my life.”


Adesina tried to shrug in a casual manner. “Well, you are clearly
not dead, so there is no need to worry.”


Ravi was not convinced. “Ma’eve, did it cost me my life?”


“How would that be possible if you are alive now?”


His feline face became austere. “Did it cost me my life?”


She lowered her eyes. “You were dying…but I healed you.”


“That should not be possible. No L’avan has ever successfully
healed the spirit of a Rashad. How did you do it?”


Adesina wasn’t certain how to describe the process, but she did
the best she could. Ravi’s expression didn’t flicker, but somehow she could
sense his growing incredulity.


When she finished, he spoke in a whisper. “It was a Joining.”


She frowned. “What does that mean?”


“In ancient times, the Rashad were the guardians and the
companions of the Serraf. A special bond was created through vyala to
bind the spirits of a Serraf and her Rashad. This was called Joining.”


Adesina wasn’t sure how she felt about this new information. “What
does the bond do?”


Ravi paused before answering. “I am not certain. It has not been
performed since the time of the Serraf, and there are only legends about what
it could accomplish.”


No L’avan should have the necessary vyala to create a
Joining.


As before, this understanding came to her as automatic knowledge
rather than a thought.


“I should not have been able to Join us.”


Ravi was clearly surprised. “How do you know that?”


The young queen had a flash of insight as she replied. “Because
you know it. I think the Joining has connected our minds somehow.”


Yes, the sympathy between us has definitely deepened.


“Yes, it has,” Adesina agreed.


Again, Ravi was startled by her response. He smiled slowly, “Well,
I shall have to guard my thoughts more carefully from now on.”


“I am not certain that you can,” mused Adesina. “Even if I do not
know exactly what you are thinking, I have been able to identify each emotion
you have felt throughout our conversation. Also, the knowledge you have seems
to be seeping into my mind of its own accord.”


His eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “Yes, I am learning things about
you that I have not known before. Things you have never shared.”


Adesina was a naturally private person, and the thought of such an
open connection alarmed her. “What kind of things?”


His two-toned eyes widened slightly. “You long to have a child.”


She blushed furiously. “I…have only considered it.”


His face was awash with disbelief. “If you truly believe that,
then you are lying to yourself. Your desire for a child runs deep.”


Adesina felt exposed. She searched her own mind, trying to
discover something personal about her guardian. She found the places where she
had anchored his spirit to hers, and she followed the links outward.


What she discovered was a mass of information and intelligence
that was beyond coherency. It almost seemed like a swirling mass of color, and
it was almost impossible to single out the individual hues.


Ravi could sense her confusion and his expression became gentle.
“I should not have pried, dear one. I am sorry. Perhaps, when we are not so
tired, I can show you how to view a Rashad soul.”


His willingness to open himself up to her was strangely
comforting. It made her feel less vulnerable.


“For now, we should get some more sleep. Our bodies have much
recovering to do.”


Adesina could feel his fatigue, and it added to her own. She
nodded readily, and settled back into her hammock.


Ravi hummed for a few short minutes before they both fell into a
deep sleep.











Chapter Twenty-one: Recovery


 


Adesina awoke to Faryl’s gentle hand on her forehead. The
apothecary gave her a stern glance when she saw that the young woman’s eyes
were open.


“You are a foolish child.”


Adesina was bewildered by this sudden attack. “What?”


“You could have killed yourself. What were you thinking, using
your magic so recklessly?”


She tried to defend her actions, but the older woman would not let
her speak.


“What about your husband? Who will rescue him if you die? Do you
think that we will succeed without you?”


“I—”


“Or, perhaps you think you are invincible. Let me tell you
something, child. I have seen many powerful and skillful people die just
because they thought themselves impervious to mortality. No one can stop death,
no matter how much magic they possess.”


Adesina knew that Ravi was awake, but he declined to get involved.
She could sense his amusement at the situation that she found herself in.


“Now, I am going to see you fully recovered, and if I hear
even the slightest hint of complaint I will give you a tongue-lashing that you
will never forget.”


The young queen had never seen Faryl so forceful before. She felt
the wisest course would be to quietly submit to the apothecary’s treatments.


She was given a special herbal tea that would help her body to
regain its strength, and then she was fed some mild broth.


“We do not want to give you too much too soon,” cautioned Faryl,
“or you will sick up.”


Mar’sal appeared at the doorway after a few minutes, but his
cheerful smile wilted under the challenging stare of the apothecary.


“Adesina is not to be disturbed.”


“But…she asked us to keep her informed on our progress.”


Faryl waved an impatient hand, which Mar’sal took as permission to
continue.


“All of the serious injuries of the crew have been healed, but the
more minor injuries will have to heal on their own. I barely have the strength
to stay on my feet.”


He laughed, making light of his comment, but Faryl frowned.
Adesina supposed Mar’sal’s behavior fell under Faryl’s category of “reckless”
use of magic. 


“Than’os is still repairing the ship where he can. The crew hauled
the broken mast out of the water and held it in place while he mended the wood.
The crew’s ability to work together so naturally is impressive.”


Mar’sal shot a nervous glance at Faryl as he concluded. “He will
probably be laid up for the remainder of the voyage, but at least the ship will
be able to make it to Zonne.”


Faryl gave a fierce snort and muttered about the irresponsible
disregard for personal health.


Adesina and Mar’sal shared a sympathetic look with each other.


“Thank you, Mar’sal. Please tell the captain that I would like to
speak to him as soon as it is convenient. Then go get some rest.”


The soldier left the room hastily and seemed glad to escape
Faryl’s wrathful gaze.


Ravi ventured a teasing comment. “I am surprised you did not
choose the path of a healer, Mistress Faryl. You have such a way with people.”


Adesina braced herself for an angry outburst, but she was
astonished to hear a rueful laugh.


“Oh, I know I can be abrasive. I do not like it when I lose my
temper, and that makes me even more unpleasant. I have seen too much of pain
and suffering, and I do not bear it well. It angers me when people do not take
the effort to minimize personal harm.”


“You need to take into account necessity,” he admonished gently.
“Is it not worth it to give all of your strength to save the lives of many?”


There was a trace of bitterness in her response. “You forget that
I was raised among the Shimat. Self-preservation is the first consideration.”


Adesina knew exactly what she meant. The Shi, or students, were
taught the same principle. The only thing that came before self-preservation
was the Shimat order. For some reason, though, that idea had never sat well
with Adesina. Perhaps it was the residual influence of her mother’s standard of
morality.


There was a firm knock on the doorframe, and they looked up to see
Satosh standing at the entrance.


“Captain Zulimar is busy right now, but he did not wish to keep
you waiting. Is there something I can do to assist you? Or do you need the
captain?”


Adesina smiled at the thoughtful gesture. “I am sure that you can
help me. I wanted to ask about ship repairs. Is there anything that needs to be
done that Than’os or Mar’sal have not been able to do?”


Satosh shook his head. “Your man Than’os has taken care of all of
the major repairs. Everything else can wait until we dock. As long as we do not
come across any unseasonable storms, we should reach port just fine.”


“And how long will it be until we reach Zonne?” she asked eagerly.


The little man shrugged. “That all depends on the winds. If we
have favorable winds, I would estimate our arrival in three days. If we have
unfavorable winds…well, let us just say it could take considerably more time.”


The young queen leaned back thoughtfully. Ravi seemed to have been
successful in persuading the wind to aid them thus far, but he had warned about
the unreliable nature of that element. Just because the wind had helped them up
until now did not mean that it would be inclined to do so any more.


Your concerns are valid.


Her eyes turned to her guardian, who was studying her face with an
impassive expression on his own.


“The captain greatly appreciates your efforts on our behalf,”
stated Satosh sincerely. “Do not worry yourselves about getting to Zonne.
Concentrate on regaining your strength, and we will see that Zephyr
makes it to port.”


“Thank you,” she said in a warm tone. “Your willingness to take on
passengers means more to me that I can possibly say.”


“We would have been lost to the aekuor if you had not been with
us, so it seems that the gods have favored us by sending you our way.”


With this simple statement, Satosh turned and walked out of the
room. Adesina and Ravi were not alone for long, though as Satosh was almost
immediately replaced by Kendan and Maizah. The former Shar was leaning heavily
on the Tracker, his face pale and drawn from seasickness.


“I hear you saved the ship.”


Adesina raised her hands, as if to ward off any praise. “No, it
was not I. Ravi was the one who saved us.”


The Rashad was pretending to sleep again, so he neither confirmed
nor denied Adesina’s assertion.


He does not trust Kendan’s intentions.


“Is it true he called down fire from heaven?”


She was disturbed by this new insight to Ravi’s behavior towards
her former teacher. The Rashad was much more discerning of human character than
she was. Perhaps she should be more wary of Kendan’s intentions as well. 


Adesina answered distractedly as her mind turned over these new
thoughts. “A meteor.”


“A meteor!” He studied the large feline with interest. “Is that a
common ability among his kind?”


“No,” she replied flatly. “It almost killed him.”


“Oh.” There was a trace of disappointment in the word.


Adesina cleared her throat and turned to Maizah. “Have we closed
any distance between Zephyr and Basha’s ship?”


Instead of Adesina being able to sense the Tracker’s emotions as
she had before, something else began to happen. The colors coalesced into
thoughts and images.


Adesina felt Maizah’s mind reach out, instinctually following the
trail of the L’avan king. Maizah could visualize the entire world, and zoom in
on any particular location. Her mind’s eye passed over the endless waves of the
ocean and to the coastal city of Jame, Zonne’s main port. She could see the
forms of thousands of people going about their business, but she focused on two
figures disembarking from a merchant ship.


“They are only just arriving,” Adesina answered her own question.
“That means we are only three days behind.”


Kendan stared at her in amazement. “How did you know that?”


She replied honestly. “I do not know. I could see what she sees,
but that has never happened before.”


It is because our minds have Joined.


Again, Adesina was startled by this external source of insight,
but she decided to set her questions aside for when she and Ravi could speak
privately.


“What will Basha do now that she is in Zonne?”


Kendan rubbed his chin and frowned. “Well, that is difficult to
say. It depends on how much independent power she has been given by her
superiors. She may journey directly to the Threshold, or she may wish to find
ways to delay us from following her.”


“I see no reason why she cannot do both,” Adesina pointed out.


“I believe she will need to find a guide before venturing out into
the desert, though.”


Her eyes narrowed. “Oh?”


“The ancient texts refer to signs and landmarks, but one would
need a thorough understanding of the land and its history to find the way.
Basha grew up in Sehar, just like us. She does not know the deserts of Zonne
well enough to find the Threshold on her own.”


Adesina found this new information pleasing. “How long will that
delay her departure?”


Kendan blew out his breath. “I would say at least a day, if not
more. There are those who make their living as guides through the desert and to
the various villages, but few of them would be willing to venture into the deep
desert. No one lives there.”


The young queen felt her heart lift. That would narrow the
distance between them even more. They might even catch up to them before they
left Jame, the port city.


“We should be arriving in about three days, assuming we have
favorable winds. Mar’sal, Than’os, Ravi and I will need that time to get as
much rest as possible. I do not want to face Basha with depleted strength,”
said Adesina.


Her former teacher gave her an uncertain glance. “Now, you must
not be too optimistic that we will catch up to her in Jame, Adesina. She could
possibly find a guide and leave today.”


She knew he was right, but she hated letting go of that thin ray
of hope that she would rescue L’iam before he got into any serious danger. The
thought of the ritual still hung over her head, and she felt sick inside at
what would happen if she couldn’t find a way to save him.


“I know how to be realistic,” she retorted defensively, trying to
cover her momentary naïveté.


The ship gave a sudden lurch, and Kendan’s face took on a greener
hue.


“I think it would be best if I go lay down again. Mistress Faryl,
if it would not be too much trouble, I would appreciate some of your herbs when
you are finished here.”


The apothecary gave a sympathetic smile. “I will come with you
right now. I have done what I can for these two. Now they just need to rest.”


She emphasized the last statement, and Adesina nodded in ready
obedience.


“We will rest. I promise.”


They were finally left alone, and the young woman turned on her
side to face her guardian.


“How are you feeling, Ravi?”


He gave a wry smile. “Can you not tell?”


“I can sense that you are tired, and that your spirit is
recovering bit by bit. That does not give me the information I want, though.”


The Rashad looked up at her, and once again she was startled by
the change in his eye color. “It will take me longer than three days to fully
recover my strength. I know that you hope to catch up to Basha sooner rather
than later, but I will not be much help if we have a confrontation before I
have finished healing.”


“Is there anything I can do to help you?”


His expression became gentle. “You have done more than enough
already, dear one.”


Looking at his feline face, Adesina felt affectionate warmth wash
over her. She had grown to love Ravi very much over the years, and she didn’t
know what she would do without him.


“I only did what you would have done in my place.”


He chuckled. “It is my duty to preserve your life, Ma’eve, even at
the cost of my own. You do not bear the same responsibility for me.”


A flash of exasperation caused Adesina to scowl. “Of course I do,”
she argued. “I could no more leave you to die than L’iam or E’nes or my
father.”


Ravi studied her for a moment before saying, “I love you, too,
Ma’eve.”


She grinned. “I did not say that.”


He returned the smile. “Yes, you did.”


Adesina shrugged and leaned back in her hammock. “Besides, Rissa
would never forgive me if I allowed her beloved brother to come to harm.”


“There are legends,” Ravi began on a more serious note, “that tell
of miraculous healing when a Rashad has Joined with a Serraf. It is said that
their combined strength can accomplish what is impossible to do alone.”


Adesina mused over the possibilities. “Really?”


“So, in a way, you may be helping me to heal already.”


She laughed softly. “I think you are just trying to make me feel
better, but I do not mind. Let us hope that those legends are true, and that we
will both heal faster than what should be possible.”
























Chapter Twenty-two: Landing


 


Adesina felt a cool hand touch her arm. She opened her eyes,
expecting to see Faryl with another dose of herbal tea. Instead, she saw Suvi’s
youthful face.


“I am sorry to wake you.”


The young queen smiled and shook her head. “Do not trouble
yourself. I am glad to see you. You have been busy the past few days.”


Suvi’s bright smile lit across her face. “Yes, we have all been quite
busy. Some of the crew says that it is a miracle that the ship does not fall
apart, but Pa says that Zephyr will never fail us. Even so, she needed
help getting to port.”


Adesina sat up. “Have we arrived?”


“Almost,” replied the teenage girl. “It will probably be another
hour before we can disembark, but you can see the city from where we are.”


An hour. Adesina wanted to jump out of her hammock and begin
gathering her things, but she knew that it would be foolish to prepare so
early. She took a deep breath and reminded herself that she still had time.


“Have you ever been to Zonne before?” asked the L’avan.


Suvi nodded. “Oh, yes. We come here every year. There are special
spices that can only be found in the desert, and merchants on other continents
will pay dearly for them. The Zonnese will trade for almost anything, because
there are so few natural resources on this continent.”


Adesina smiled at the girl’s knowledge of the world economy. Zonne
was said to be the most desolate land in the world. One might find a small
oasis here or there, but the majority of the land was an arid desert. Her
Shimat instructors had explained this by its location. Zonne was the only
landmass that could be found along the planet’s equator.


That is not the reason. Zonne was the location of the decisive
battle during the Great Wars. The struggle was so great that the land died.


It was a passing thought in Ravi’s mind, but it seemed to take
prominence in Adesina’s. Perhaps this was because it was new information to
her.


Suvi went on, displaying even more of her trading knowledge.
“Sehar really only trades in dyes. They supply their own food, and have no real
interest in exotics. At least, none of the exotics that we trade. We pay for
the dyes with money—along with any other supplies we buy—and then we sail to
Zonne. Zonnese love the dyes we bring, since there is so little natural color
in the landscape. There is also a demand for dried fruits and vegetables,
goats, and a special type of stone that purifies water. We trade in all of
those things.”


“What about other things, like silk or tools?”


Suvi waved a dismissive hand. “Those things are also in demand,
but we do not trade in them. We dock in Joura during the stormy seasons, and
from there we trade the Zonnese spices for coin and for the purifying stones.
Then we sail back to Sehar, and begin the process again.”


Adesina smiled at her matter-of-fact tone. “How long do you stay
in Joura?”


Her forehead wrinkled in thought. “A few weeks. After that we can
safely sail west, and the storms have moved on.”


“Do you like it there?”


“In Joura?” Suvi leaned against the doorframe and crossed her
arms. “I do not really know. Most of the crew will go ashore during that time,
but a few of us just stay on the ship. Pa says it is safer than an inn. We make
repairs, and find other ways to pass the time. There is a library in Joura’s
port city, so Pa and I read a lot of books. We walk to the library together
since it is not far from the docks.”


Adesina’s brow creased slightly. “Do you never go out, other than
to borrow books? See the city?”


The teenage girl shrugged carelessly. “Pa and I have walked around
once or twice. I am sure he would be happy to go with me anywhere. I just know
that he does not care for life on land, and I do not mind staying on the ship
with him.”


“Why is that?”


“His size does not matter on Zephyr,” she replied with
simple honesty.


A distant call sounded on deck, and Suvi straightened with a
sudden sense of urgency.


“We are arriving sooner than I expected. You should probably begin
gathering your things.”


The L’avan felt her heart leap, and she immediately climbed out of
her hammock. Suvi grasped her hand and held it tightly.


“Will I see you again?”


Adesina was startled by this pleading question. “I do not know,
Suvi.”


Her big blue eyes were filled with eagerness. “I would like more
time to talk with you. Will you be staying in Jame for long? We will be staying
here while the ship is repaired.”


Adesina could not help but smile fondly. “I am sorry, Suvi, but we
must leave right away. I do not know when we will be returning to Sehar.”


The disappointment was clear on her face. “Oh.”


The queen felt the urge to cheer up her new young friend. “The
next time you are in Sehar, convince Satosh to take a vacation with you. Come
and visit us at our L’avan settlement. I know your father does not care for
life on land, but we would love to see both of you. And his size would not
matter to us, just like when he is at sea.”


Suvi’s face brightened. “Where is the settlement?”


“About two weeks northwest of Emerald Harbor. I can draw you a map
before we disembark.”


The girl could hardly contain her excitement. She squeezed
Adesina’s hand and gave her an ecstatic grin. “We will come visit. I promise.”


The call from above sounded again, and Suvi gave a guilty start.


“I am shirking my duties. I must go, but do not leave without
saying goodbye.”


She ran off, leaving Adesina to smile to herself as she gathered
her belongings.


“That child has a rare soul.”


Ravi had been sitting quietly throughout the exchange, but now he
also began to prepare for their departure.


“Yes,” agreed Adesina. “She is special.”


They will come to us someday.


The young queen turned to her guardian. “Was that your thought or
mine?”


There was a pause before he replied, “I am not certain. Perhaps it
was both of ours.”


It did not take long for Adesina to repack her saddlebags and to
hoist them onto her shoulder. She climbed the stairs to the deck, and walked
over to join the rest of her party. They all stood along the starboard railing,
gazing at the city as they approached.


Jame was much larger than Emerald Harbor, and it was clearly more
populated. The masses of people could easily been seen, and they seemed to push
at each other from all sides. There were rows of palm trees that lined the
streets, but no other plants could be seen. The buildings were all made out of
the same brown clay, making them even more monotonous than the High City had
been.


In contrast to the High City, the people were dressed in vibrant,
many-hued fabrics. Suvi was clearly accurate in her description of the Zonnese
desire for bright dyes. Many of them wore draping robes that consisted of no
less than three different colors. A number of them wore turbans or scarves on
their heads, adding even more tones to their ensembles.


The crew of the Zephyr bustled about, preparing to bring
the vessel into the harbor. Captain Zulimar was leaning over the side, shouting
to a man in a rowboat that had pulled along the side of the ship.


Adesina did not recognize the language, but she assumed that it
was one of the Zonnese dialects.


The man in the rowboat pointed to one of the docking stations, and
Captain Zulimar waved in acknowledgement.


“We have been given permission to land,” he announced to the
helmsman. “Take us into Number Twelve.”


The helmsman accordingly adjusted their heading, and began easing
the ship into the docking station that the Zonnese man had specified. 


Kendan appeared at Adesina’s side and gave a great sigh of relief.
“I have never been so glad to see a city. It almost seems worth it to me to
stay here in Zonne than to suffer through a return trip over that wretched
ocean.”


She smiled at his joke. “You would not be happy here. You dislike
extreme heat.”


He was surprised by her observation. “How would you know that?”


“We spent every day together for a year,” she reminded him. “The
hottest days of summer were unpleasant for both of us. You, because you dislike
heat, and me, because I was the recipient of your surly temper.”


“I was never surly,” defended Kendan.


Adesina gave a small laugh. “You were surly,” she maintained.


“It is the duty of every Shar to push their Shi to excel,” he said
in a lofty tone. “Perhaps you are projecting your bad temper on me because I
drove you so hard.”


“My other Shar also had a high standard of excellence, but they
were always perfectly controlled. Why would I ‘project’ onto you and not onto
them?”


He grimaced at her logic. “Psychology was never a strong subject
for me.”


They smiled at one another and then turned their eyes back to the
busy port city. Now that they were drawing closer, Adesina could see more of
the details of the people and places.


It was a diverse place, just as Emerald Harbor was, but the
Zonnese were clearly the dominant ethnicity. They all had dark hair and skin
the color of cinnamon, but their eyes seemed to have a wide variety of shades.
They walked on sandaled feet, apparently disdaining to ride any sort of animal.
There were horses, camels and donkeys used by the other inhabitants of Jame,
but none of the native Zonnese chose to use them.


There appeared to be an open market set up right on the dock. Some
merchants chose to land their ships and then set up shop right there. There was
a great deal of shouting as the merchants tried to attract customers, which
added to the clamor that already existed.


The Zephyr pulled into harbor, and ropes were thrown down
to the dockworkers to tie her off. The gangplank was lowered, and Captain
Zulimar had the honor of being the first to descend.


A grizzled man in vibrant robes of blue, green, yellow and orange
walked up to the captain and embraced him warmly. They kissed each other on
each cheek and spoke a few fond words.


The Zonnese man turned to look at the vessel. “Eh! What happened
to your lady of the water? She has had better days, no?”


Captain Zulimar’s dark face was somber. “You should have seen her
a few days ago, Meerca. I am blessed that she made it this far.”


“What great misfortune has befallen you?”


“An aekuor.”


“Eh! How is it you survived?”


“Only by the mercy of the gods, and with the help of some new
friends.”


The two men walked off, leaving the ship in the hands of the crew.
Satosh immediately took over, shouting orders and supervising the unloading of
their merchandise.


Suvi could be seen running back and forth, following the
instructions issued by her father. She kept looking in the direction of the
L’avan, and it was clear that she dearly wanted to speak to them before they
disembarked.


“Our horses are being unloaded,” remarked Mar’sal. “I will go
check on them.”


He was followed by Than’os, Kendan and Maizah. Faryl tried to join
them, but she was accosted by one of her burly admirers.


“Yeh know, life at sea ain’t always rough. I would be good to ya,
treat ya like gold. Yeh sure ya don’ want to stay on with me?”


Adesina suppressed a smile as she turned away from the tender
scene. Satosh beckoned for her to come closer, and she did so readily.


“Captain said he would be back soon, and he would like to speak to
you before you go.”


“Very well.”


Satosh leaned against a staff he was holding in his hand. “You
know, I have learned enough about history to believe that there is no such
thing as coincidence.”


She cocked an eyebrow. “Oh?”


He gave a decisive nod. “If you look at the seemingly chaotic
events of the world over the course of time, patterns begin to emerge. I am not
saying that I believe in fate, but I do believe in human nature and the mercy
of the gods.”


Adesina smiled warmly at his uncomplicated faith. Life seemed so
simple through his eyes. “What has brought this up?”


“I am an unimportant man, and my role in this life is modest. I
have never been part of any historic event, nor do I anticipate that I ever
will. I do not mind, really. There is nothing wrong in leading a simple life.”


His eyes swept out over the azure waves of the ocean, and his
expression became distant. “This voyage may not be recounted in history books,
but it has changed the way I see my life. For whatever reason, the gods saw fit
to send you to us. Because you were with us, we were able to escape destruction
from the aekuor.”


Satosh returned his direct gaze to the young woman standing before
him. “I never thought my life mattered much to anyone, but the gods value it
enough to have sent you to save it. I have come to realize that each of us
matter more than we imagine.”


Adesina felt her heart swell, and she knew the truth of his
statement.


“Some may argue that the only reason you were on the Zephyr
was to get to Zonne, and it just happened to be during that time that we were
attacked. After all, the risk is high for those of us who choose to brave the
sea. But, I do not agree with such thoughts. I do not know why you are
journeying so far from your home, but we were brought together because we
needed each other. There is no coincidence in that.”


Satosh extended his hand to her, and she grasped it in her own.


“A bond is created between people when they experience such things
together. I will not forget that you saved my life, and the life of my
daughter.”


Unexpected emotions brought tears to Adesina’s eyes. She was still
trying to find the words to speak when they were approached by Captain Zulimar.


His brawny form was still daunting to behold, and his dark skin
shone in the sunlight. Yet, on his face was a humble and kind expression that
dispelled any apprehension.


“I have not had the opportunity to properly thank you, Mistress
Adesina. You have saved my crew and my ship. To a man like me, that is
everything.”


The L’avan was beginning to feel a bit embarrassed at all the
attention she was receiving. “I cannot express how grateful I am that you were
willing to take on passengers. You may feel that we have rendered you a great
service, but that the service you have rendered us is greater.”


A wide smile broke across his face, and he shook his head. “I
cannot agree with you, but I will not start an argument.”


The three of them laughed freely.


The captain reached up and removed a pendant from around his neck.
It was a long oval, roughly the size of Adesina’s little finger, and it hung on
a thin silver chain. It was elaborately decorated with symbols and etched
designs, none of which were recognizable to the L’avan.


“In Lotannir, my homeland, we are given these pendants when we
come of age. Each one is unique, as is each Lotanniri who receives it. When
someone does a mighty deed, such as saving a life, it is our custom that the
recipient of the deed give them their pendant—to show that their honor and
identity has been preserved through that act.”


Captain Zulimar reverently placed the pendant around Adesina’s
neck.


“You have given all of us the gift of life, and we will never be
able to repay such a deed.”


She wasn’t sure what custom required her to say, so she simply
stated, “I am honored to wear this pendant.”


The captain smiled again. “If you are ever in need of a vessel,
the Zephyr stands ready at your call.”


“Thank you,” she said sincerely.


The two men walked away to continue their duties, and Suvi took
the opportunity to dart up to Adesina and embrace her.


“Promise me that we will see each other again.”


The young queen laughed breathlessly. “I do not know if I can keep
that promise, Suvi, but I will certainly try.”


“I will look for you every time we are in Emerald Harbor,” vowed
the girl, her blue eyes wide and solemn.


“Be safe in the meantime,” admonished Adesina. 


A conflicting mixture of sadness and anticipation swirled within
Adesina’s chest. She had grown quite fond of her new friends aboard Zephyr,
but she was eager to continue her journey to rescue L’iam.


Suvi gave her hand a squeeze and recited the traditional farewell
of those who traveled the sea. “May fair winds fill your sails.”


 


***


 


It seemed to L’iam that he had only closed his eyes for a moment,
but when he opened them again he was far from where he had been standing.


The forests of Pevothem had been replaced by the rolling sands of
an endless desert. The air shimmered with heat and the smell of dust and
lifelessness filled his nostrils.


“Where are we, Father?” he asked in bewilderment.


There was no answer.


L’iam looked around and realized that he was completely alone.


“Father?”


King L’unn was nowhere to be seen.


L’iam had not expected to have a constant companion through this
trial, but he was surprised to find himself in solitude so abruptly.


His heart ached with loneliness as he stared out over the golden
dunes that surrounded him. L’unn’s presence had been a balm of comfort as L’iam
did his best to cope with the imprisonment of his mind.


Now he was alone.


“What has changed?” L’iam asked himself.


He was not familiar with Dreaming, so he had no ready answer. He
had never seen a desert such as the one where he now found himself. He wasn’t
certain what that meant.


The connection that L’iam felt with his body was distant, to say
the least. If he concentrated hard enough, he could feel random sensations or
see glimpses of scenery.


Had he been on a boat?


He squeezed his eyes shut and focused all of his energy in
reestablishing the link between his mind and his body. He needed to find out
where that foul Shimat woman was taking him.


L’iam stood completely still for several minutes, giving all of
his attention to what he was trying to accomplish. It almost felt like he was
losing part of himself instead of bringing two halves back together, and he
felt a surge of anxiety at the thought. His heart began racing and he broke out
in a cold sweat, in spite of the desert heat that surrounded him.


The wave of fear broke his concentration, but not before he
glimpsed through his body’s eyes and observed the arid terrain.


So, he really was in a desert.


Was the growing distance from his homeland the reason why he had
lost contact with his father? Is that why he was suddenly on his own to face
this nightmare?


Tears sprang to his eyes and he felt his despair rising. How could
anyone help him if he was so far away from those he knew? Even his father was
unable to help him now.


L’iam’s chest was heavy and his limbs were weak. He sat down in
the sand and rested his head in his hands.


What was he to do now?











Chapter Twenty-three: Jame


 


Adesina was amazed that so many people could live in such close
quarters. Jame was much larger than any city in Sehar, but it was so tightly
packed with people that it seemed small. Dust and dirt seemed to cover every
surface of the city, which contributed to the monotonous appearance of color.
Only the citizens distinguished themselves from the drab surroundings.


Adesina and her companions urged their horses forward through the
milling masses. The progress was slow, and Torith was eager to run after spending
a week on the ship. It took a great deal of Adesina’s attention to keep her
mount under control.


Eventually, they moved off of the main roads, and they were able
to move more freely. Before leaving the ship, they had been given instructions
on where to go for a suitable inn. Adesina’s initial reaction had been to
simply follow Basha’s trail, but Satosh had advised against staying in that
part of the city.


The directions they had been given were simple, and they soon
found themselves approaching The Desert Pearl. Two young boys ran out from the
stables and offered to take the travelers’ horses, leaving Adesina and her
companions free to enter the main building.


It was quite a large establishment, and relatively clean,
considering all of the dust that blew around. There was no glass in the windows
of the inn—nor in any of the city’s buildings. Instead, it was covered with
some sort of sheer fabric. It allowed light and the breeze to pass through, but
it kept out most of the dust.


Adesina assumed that glass would make the interior of the
buildings too warm for comfort. It was already much hotter than she was
accustomed. A fine sheen of sweat covered her brow, as well as the faces of her
companions. The heat had not been so noticeable on the ship, but the cooling
effect of the ocean was greatly reduced with each step inland.


The proprietor of The Desert Pearl was not a native Zonnese. He
was even darker skinned, like Captain Zulimar, and his short hair was tightly
curled. He greeted them with a wide smile and extended his arms, as if to
embrace the group.


“Welcome, friends.”


The common tongue was still used, even across the ocean, but the
accent in this part of the world made the words seem slightly slurred.


“We do not have many guests just before the stormy season. What
brings you to Jame?”


Adesina gave an easy smile in return. “We are hoping to find two
of our friends who have passed this way.”


The man nodded. “Well, Jame is not too large of a city. I am
certain you can find your friends before the first storm hits. In the meantime,
I have many fine rooms at your disposal.”


Kendan glanced around the nearly empty common room. “It was my
understanding that the stormy season was still quite a ways off.”


The proprietor frowned thoughtfully. “I think you must be speaking
of the sea storms. They do not come until after the change of seasons. Here in
Zonne we have our own worries. Every year we have desert storms that are so
fierce we cannot even go outside.”


“How long do they last?” asked Mar’sal.


The man gave a careless shrug. “A few weeks, usually.”


Mar’sal’s eyes widened in interest. “How do you survive that long
without leaving your home?”


The innkeeper gave a merry laugh. “We have the storms every year,
young man. We know how to prepare for them. But that is why we do not have many
guests this time of year. We who choose to make Zonne our home understand all
that comes with that decision. Outlanders, on the other hand, come only when
the weather is fair.”


Adesina’s concern with this new information was more pressing.
“When do these storms begin?”


He shrugged again. “That depends on the whim of nature, yes?”


“Can you give any sort of estimate? We need to find our friends
before they begin,” she pressed.


He rubbed a hand across his short, curly hair. “Ah, let me see…I would
say you have at least a week. Maybe a bit more. You can see the first storm
coming almost half a day before it hits. That gives plenty of time to board up
our homes and bring in the livestock.”


Only a week. They had very little time to track down Basha and
rescue L’iam before the storms began. How long would it take Basha to find the
Threshold? If she found it before the first storm hit, Adesina would not be
able to stop her from completing the ritual.


Did Basha know of her time constraints? Is that why she left Jame
in such a hurry?


Maizah had reported that Basha and L’iam left Jame the day after
their arrival. Adesina was dismayed at the speed of their departure. How had
she hired a guide and gathered all of the supplies she would need in a single day?


However Basha had done it, they would need to find a way to do the
same. They were still almost three days behind, and they could not afford to
waste an hour.


Than’os seemed to read the emotions on Adesina’s face and took
action. “We will need six of your beds, preferably in as few rooms as possible.
And can you tell us where to go to purchase supplies? We will be traveling into
the desert as soon as possible.”


The proprietor gave an adamant shake of his head. “Oh, no. You
cannot go into the desert now. You would not reach any civilization before the
storms begin. To do so would be death.”


“We must,” said Adesina in a firm tone. “Our friends have already
entered the desert.”


He waved a hand dismissively. “Then, they are dead. Your journey
is over.”


“We intend to go,” asserted Kendan with finality. “Would you be so
kind as to tell us where we can purchase supplies?”


The innkeeper heaved a great sigh and rubbed his hands together in
an agitated manner. “My brother owns a shop just down the street. He can supply
you with what you need, and at a fair price.”


Faryl touched Adesina’s arm. “I also need to replenish some of my
apothecary supplies.”


The young queen nodded. “You and I will go with Than’os to gather
what we need. The rest of you will stay here. See if you can find out any
useful information about the area or our intended destination.”


The innkeeper gave them directions to his brother’s shop and
offered to let them use a handcart to bring back their supplies. Than’os was
able to handle the cart on his own, so the other three simply walked along the
side.


The sun was high in the sky, and it beat down mercilessly on the
parched land. Adesina looked at her guardian with pity.


“How can you abide the heat with your black fur?”


He chuckled softly. “I am afraid I have little choice in the
matter. I am not interested in having my fur sheared off.”


They all laughed at this statement.


“Perhaps we can find some clothing that will help us bear the heat
more comfortably,” suggested Than’os.


Adesina shook her head. “We do not have much coin, and I doubt we
will be able to afford anything but the basics for survival.”


The L’avan gave her a strange look. “Have you not checked your
saddlebags recently?”


Her brow furrowed. “No, I have not.”


“Captain Zulimar left gifts for each of us. They are small, but
they would be valuable for trade here in Zonne.”


Once again, Adesina felt her chest fill with warmth for the
kindness of the sea captain. She vowed to herself that she would find a way to
repay him someday.


“Did you bring those things with you?”


“I brought the ones left in my bag and Mar’sal’s bag. They are
small containers of green dye powder from Emerald Harbor.”


She mulled over this information. “I do not know the value of such
an item in this city. How will we know if we are trading fairly?”


Than’os gave a sharp grin. “Leave that to me.”


Not only was he an accomplished soldier, but it was generally
known that he had a passion for trade. His father had been a merchant, as was
his grandfather. He often joked that trading was in his blood. That was the
primary reason Adesina had asked him to come along to purchase supplies.


The people of Jame seemed to be quite friendly. The L’avan were
greeted cordially as they walked down the busy streets. Ravi was regarded with
curiosity, but not with fear. They soon spotted the shop they were looking for,
and the owner came out to meet them.


Not only was he the brother of the innkeeper, but he seemed to be
an identical twin.


“Welcome, friends. Please, feel free to leave your cart there and come
inside.”


If Adesina hadn’t known any better, she would have thought that it
was the same man.


“Your brother recommended your shop to us.”


“Ah!” his face lit up. “Are you staying at The Desert Pearl? My
brother’s inn is one of the best in the city. He is kind to refer your business
to me.”


They entered the shop and inspected the main room. It was filled
with a wide assortment of travelling goods. There were barrels filled with salt
pellets and other strange pebbles, there were water flasks of every shape and
size, there were strange metal tools that could be used to harvest certain
desert plants, and more. Adesina enjoyed walking around and looking at all the
merchandise.


“Is this creature your familiar?” asked the shopkeeper, gesturing
to Ravi.


“My familiar?” she repeated with some confusion.


“Like the Desert Wanderers,” urged the man, unhelpfully.


“Ummm…no. He is my guardian.”


“Ah, I see.” He studied the Rashad more closely. “He is a
beautiful creature. Where did you procure him? Where does he originate?”


“We are from Sehar. He came to me when I was younger, and he
chooses to stay with me.”


A flash of disappointment crossed the shopkeeper’s face. “I
assume, then, that they are not creatures that are traded.”


Adesina gave a wry smile. “No, they are not. They are sentient,
actually, and are considered equals with my people.”


“How do you do?” asked Ravi politely.


“Goodness,” gasped the man. “What an extraordinary thing! Please,
pardon my rudeness. I have never seen your like.”


“That is not surprising,” replied the large feline. “My kind are
quite rare in these times.”


“I have heard of humans who have a deep understanding of animals,
but I have never heard of non-human creatures with equal intelligence.”


Adesina only smiled at this comment. In her opinion, Ravi was a
great deal more intelligent than most humans.


The zeal of trade gleamed in Than’os’s eyes, and he was clearly
eager to begin. “We will be traveling deep into the desert, and we need
supplies.”


“Of course, of course,” replied the shopkeeper in a jovial tone.
“But, surely you do not intend to leave until after the storm season.”


“We will be leaving as soon as possible,” corrected Adesina.


The man’s face became tight with concern. “Oh, dear! I must advise
you to reconsider.”


“Your brother has already informed us of the danger.”


He heaved a great sigh. “Well, if he could not convince you, I am
certain I cannot either. I will supply you with everything you will need, but
you will also need a guide. The desert is a treacherous place, and it is easy
to get lost.”


The young woman smiled. “Do not worry yourself on that account. We
are prepared.”


The shopkeeper led Than’os around the room, explaining which
supplies he would need, and why.


“There are few places to find water, so you will need to take your
own supply. That is the biggest burden you will be carrying. Do you have pack
horses or camels?”


The L’avan nodded.


“Then I would suggest these large water carriers. They are
strapped across the animal’s back, and they are capable of holding large
quantities of water.”


Adesina felt Faryl’s gentle touch on her arm.


“Would you mind if I go to get my supplies now?”


She shook her head. “Than’os seems to be in control of this
situation, so there is no need for us to stay.”


“Oh,” the older woman replied, “you do not need to come with me,
if you would rather stay.”


“It is no trouble,” she insisted. “After all, I need a few things
as well.”


Adesina turned back to the two men.


“Is there an apothecary shop nearby?”


The shopkeeper rubbed his head thoughtfully. “There are two that
are close. Both of them just south of here.”


She nodded her thanks and waved to Than’os. “We shall meet back at
the inn.”


He acknowledged her instructions and immediately returned to his
task.


The two women shared an amused glance as they walked away. The
street that ran south had a gentle downward slope. Their shoes kicked up dust
as they walked, and it settled noticeably on Adesina’s black clothing.
Strangely, though, none of the dust settled onto Ravi’s black coat. 


They found the two apothecary shops without any trouble, and
approached the one that was closest to them.


“I will wait out here, Ma’eve,” announced Ravi without warning.


She looked at her guardian in surprise. “Are you certain?”


He smiled at her knowingly. “Yes.”


With a shrug, she followed her other companion into the shop. They
were met by a variety of scents, and Faryl immediately smiled as if she had
come home.


The apothecary was busy helping another customer, but he called
out a greeting and smiled at them.


“Adesina,” Faryl said hesitantly, “I am glad to have the
opportunity to talk to you alone. There is something I have been meaning to ask
you.”


“Oh? What is it?”


The older woman ran her fingers through a barrel of exotic seeds
as she carefully chose her words.


“I was wondering if it would be possible for you to teach me how
to use magic.”


 











Chapter Twenty-four: The Apothecary’s Request


 


Adesina was dumbstruck. 


“What?”


“I was wondering if you would teach me how to use magic,” repeated
Faryl.


The young queen hesitated, trying to word her answer as delicately
as she could. “I think you know the answer to that, Faryl. Magic is not
something you can learn, unless you already have the ability.”


“Yes, but I might have the ability. My mother was L’avan.”


Adesina slowly shook her head. “I do not know if that is enough.
You have not shown any signs of being able to wield vyala up to this
point in your life…”


The older woman’s voice took on a pleading note. “I know I have
not, but there have been times when I have felt that I could do it if I just
knew how.”


Adesina gave a quiet sigh, and gently fingered the leaf of a
nearby plant. “What if you are not able to learn?”


“Then, I will give it no more thought,” she replied staunchly.


In spite of her brave words, the L’avan knew that this was Faryl’s
dearest wish. Adesina had seen the longing in her eyes whenever vyala
was used, and Faryl’s stories of her own life were tinged with the desire to be
more than merely human. Faryl might put on a show of acceptance, but it would
break her heart to be told that she could never be one of the L’avan.


“It might be better for Than’os or Mar’sal to teach you. In
reality, I am still learning, myself.”


The former apothecary shook her head adamantly. “I know enough
about your culture to understand that you are able to do things that other
L’avan would consider impossible. That is what I need right now—the
impossible.”


Adesina didn’t feel any more confident. She had never been told
that what she was doing was impossible, so it wasn’t as if she was overcoming
barriers of her own accord.


“I will try to help you, but I must warn you that I do not think
we will be successful.”


A hopeful gleam flashed in Faryl’s vibrant green eyes. She tried
to keep her expression calm, but she was not able to hide her excitement. “Of
course,” she said somberly. “Thank you.”


The two women went about their shopping in relative silence.
Faryl’s expression was filled with all of the possibilities of the future.
Adesina’s mind was attempting to recall the most effective methods that had
taught her how to consciously summon her own vyala.


They had just enough coin between the two of them to cover their
purchases. Adesina worried about what they would do when they ran out of money
and valuables to trade. The L’avan were not as wealthy as they had once
been—most of their resources had been used to rebuild after the attack. They
had needed to purchase livestock and seeds from nearby farmers in order to
survive, and the farmers had not hesitated to take advantage of their
desperation.


Adesina had tried to estimate how much it would cost to go on this
journey, but she had not anticipated staying in Emerald Harbor for a week.
Their funds were dangerously low, and they would not get by long on Captain
Zulimar’s gifts.


Ravi was waiting for them just outside the door as they left the
apothecary’s shop. He had a small, knowing smile on his face, which always made
Adesina want to pinch his ear.


You agreed to teach her.


She cast an exasperated glance at her guardian.


What else could I do?


He chuckled softly, and continued to walk without any reply.


The more Adesina considered Faryl’s request, the more doubts she
developed. She had never tried to teach someone about vyala before. It
wasn’t like teaching sword techniques or battle tactics. Using vyala was
something that was done with the mind and the spirit. The very idea of the
spirit was still relatively new to Adesina, so how could she be expected to
teach it to someone who had been raised with her same sense of skepticism in
regards to spirituality?


It seemed like an insurmountable task.


“I do not mean to pester you,” Faryl said with uncertainty after a
couple of minutes of silence, “but when will we begin?”


“I am not sure,” admitted Adesina. “I would like to speak with
Mar’sal and Than’os beforehand to get some advice on effective teaching
techniques. As I said before, I have little experience.”


The older woman made a gesture of hasty acceptance. “Of course.”


Nothing more was said between them as they walked back to The
Desert Pearl.


Than’os had not yet returned from purchasing supplies, but Kendan
and Mar’sal seemed successful in the tasks that they had been given.


“The culture here is very interesting,” commented Mar’sal. “The
natural isolation of the desert draws them closer together as a society.”


“For the most part,” inserted Kendan.


The L’avan inclined his head. “For the most part.”


“What is the exception?” asked Faryl.


“There are groups of people who live in the desert,” began Kendan.


“They call them Desert Wanderers,” added Mar’sal.


“Yes, the Desert Wanderers. Apparently, they do not associate with
other Zonnese. They never venture to any of the cities, and they keep away from
travelers.”


“Except for peddlers.”


Kendan agreed. “Yes, they will occasionally do business with
peddlers.”


“Are they dangerous?” asked Adesina.


Her only interest in desert dwellers was if they posed any sort of
threat to their mission.


“That depends on the clan,” replied Mar’sal. “From what I can
gather, most of them are peaceful. They leave travelers alone, so I doubt they
would hinder us. However, they appear to have fierce rivalries with one
another, and there are tales of battles between them.”


She frowned slightly. “Well, as long as we are able to pass
through…”


The two men nodded.


“There are a number of dangerous creatures that live in the
desert,” said Kendan. “We will have to be cautious as we proceed, otherwise we
could lose a party member or a horse.”


“We have also been given several warnings about venturing into the
desert right before the storms begin,” Mar’sal related.


“We have been told that it is suicide.”


Adesina pursed her lips together. “Well, we cannot simply stay
here and wait them out. We would be too late to stop the ritual.”


Agreement was on every face, but there was also the grim reality
of the dangers they faced.


“We will take every reasonable precaution,” reassured Adesina,
“and we will make sure that we are well-supplied.”


The group began to disperse, but the young queen called Mar’sal
back.


She spoke quietly in the language of the L’avan. “I need your
advice, if you can give it.”


His eyebrows rose in surprise, but he replied readily in the same
tongue. “I would do anything in my power for you, your Majesty.”


They moved to one of the tables in the common room and sat down.
Ravi moved to join them, but the others left them in peace.


“Faryl has asked me to teach her how to use vyala.”


Mar’sal immediately shook his head. “That is impossible.”


“Perhaps,” conceded Adesina, “but she wants to try.”


“I know that she is half L’avan, but I doubt very much that it is
enough to summon her vyala. Our people have always kept our bloodlines
pure because magical ability disappears so quickly.”


She leaned forward in curiosity. “Why is that?”


Ravi was the one to answer. “We do not know. It has always been
that way, since the beginning of mortal kind.”


“Physical characteristics tend to linger, such as with L’aslo and
Ed’mon and their unusual hair colors, but the gifts of vyala are usually
completely gone by the third generation,” explained Mar’sal.


Adesina’s brow furrowed. “You seem to know a lot about it,
especially considering the L’avan’s practice of keeping the bloodline pure.”


“The Serraf were not the first to marry mortals, Ma’eve,”
explained Ravi.


The young woman redirected the conversation back to their original
point. “Faryl is only second generation, though. She has mentioned that she has
specific abilities that are unusual.”


“Unusual does not automatically mean magical,” pointed out
Mar’sal.


“I already agreed to try to teach her,” Adesina said in a final
tone. “What I need is some advice on how to go about doing it.”


There was a thoughtful pause as the other L’avan considered the
options.


“When a L’avan child first begins to train with their vyala,
the most common practice is to measure the child’s potential before starting
with lessons.”


She leaned forward with interest. “How does one measure such a
thing?”


Mar’sal’s expression became slightly helpless. “I am not sure. It
is not a talent that I possess.”


Ravi spoke up. “Do you remember when you were first learning, and
L’iam would join his powers with yours?”


Adesina nodded.


“Essentially, he was leading you with his own vyala until
you could do it yourself.”


She remembered that day very clearly. Joining with vyala
for the first time was a deeply profound experience.


Ravi continued his explanation. “When two L’avan join their powers
in such a way, it is possible to sense the strength and potential of one’s
partner. I do not know if you will run into any difficulties, due to her
half-human side, but perhaps you can get an idea of what Faryl is capable of
doing.”


Adesina witnessed a flash of images in her mind, all passing in a
matter of seconds. It happened too quickly for her to sort out what she was
seeing, and the result was dizzying.


She pressed a hand to her forehead, and a moment of intuition told
her that she was not the source of the visions.


What was that, Ravi?


His expression became rueful.


I did not expect our Joining to become so problematic. It is becoming
increasingly difficult to shield my mind from you.


“Are you ill, your Majesty?” asked Mar’sal.


Adesina waved a hand in the negative. “No, I am fine. Thank you
for your help, Mar’sal.”


He took that as a dismissal, and gave a cheerful smile as he walked
out of the room.


She turned back to the Rashad. “Do you often have visions like
that?”


He inclined his head. “They are not uncommon.”


“What do they mean? I could not make out any of the images.”


The enormous feline smiled. “It takes time to adjust. However, do
not worry yourself about those visions for now. In a few days we will both be
sufficiently recovered to begin exploring the depth of our Joining.”


Adesina sighed softly. It was no secret that she still struggled
with her youthful impatience, especially where her guardian was concerned.
“Well, at least you are not refusing to take any action at all.”


He chuckled. “I do not think that this is something that either of
us can ignore.”


“What shall we do in the meantime?”


Ravi turned his bi-colored eyes on his young ward. “For now, focus
your attention on the alchemist. The success of our mission may depend on her
abilities.”











Chapter Twenty-five: An Experiment


 


Than’os returned with a cart full of supplies and a triumphant
gleam in his eyes. “I was able to procure all of our supplies for those two
vials of dye.”


They all complimented him warmly, but Kendan eyed the purchases
critically.


“How do you know that you were not cheated? We have been told that
fabric dye is quite valuable in this city.”


Than’os laughed. “The best kind of trade is when both parties feel
they have come out the better.”


The former Shimat did not look as if he agreed, but he said
nothing further.


Adesina examined the cart with interest. There were containers for
water, and some of the tools used to harvest the few desert plants that
existed. There were salt pellets and some of the pebbles that purify water, and
also some sort of special feed to give to their horses. She also spotted dull
brown robes of the style that the locals wore.


“What are these?” she asked, gesturing to the supplies she didn’t
recognize.


Than’os pointed to the item closest to him. “These cakes are our
food supply. They are a mixture of roughly ground grain, dried meat, and dried
fruits and vegetables. They are prepared in such a way that they can last for
weeks before spoiling, and they are not affected by the desert heat.”


Kendan grimaced. “Well, I suppose monotony in our diet is better
than starvation.”


Adesina hid a smile. Kendan was a survivor, just like any Shimat,
but that didn’t mean he was without his small indulgences. “What about these?”
she asked, pointing to a set of small containers.


“These are special salves that will make our travel less
unpleasant. This one protects our skin from the harsh sunlight, this one
repairs any damage that has already been done, this one wards off certain
insects. Apparently, there are a number of blood-drinkers in the desert.”


“I see you bought some robes,” observed Faryl.


“Yes,” confirmed Than’os. “Those traveling through the desert
prefer to wear colors that will blend into the surroundings. I only purchased
the outer robes, so we can simply wear them over our current clothing.”


Adesina was satisfied. “You have done very well, Than’os. I see no
reason why we cannot set out at first light tomorrow.” She turned to the
Tracker. “Are you prepared to continue your task?”


The mute woman inclined her head in a humble gesture of
acceptance, but Adesina could sense that Maizah was strong in her
determination.


The L’avan queen turned to address the group. “We should get some
rest before we set out. Our journey will not be an easy one.”


They all dispersed to their rooms. Adesina and Faryl shared a
room, along with Ravi, which seemed to suit the former apothecary very well.


“Adesina?”


“Yes?”


“I know that you have a lot on your mind right now, and I do not
mean bother you. Truly, I do not.”


She gave a patient smile to the older woman. “I understand.
Please, ask your question.”


Faryl took a deep breath. “I was wondering if there are
any…exercises…that I could be doing to prepare myself for our lessons. I want
to make sure that I am doing everything that I can to make our efforts
successful.”


Adesina glanced at Ravi, and he raised his eyebrows in an
expression that conveyed his willingness to participate.


“Perhaps we can begin by measuring your potential as a
magic-user,” Adesina said slowly.


An eager light gleamed in Faryl’s vibrant green eyes. “How do we
do that?”


She wasn’t sure how to answer, but Ravi came to her rescue. “It is
not a common ability among the L’avan, and neither of us have ever been trained
in how to do it. We will do our very best, but it may take a few tries before
we succeed in getting an accurate measurement of your potential.”


Adesina was afraid that this admission would diminish Faryl’s
faith in them, but she nodded as if it were the most natural thing in the
world.


Connect to your vyala, Ma’eve. Do not doubt yourself.


She was fervently grateful for her guardian’s support. She reached
within herself and called forth the light of her power.


Adesina had avoided using her vyala ever since the incident
on the ship. She felt a wave of fear as it flared to life, just as powerful now
as it had been during the crisis. The L’avan immediately pushed her magic down,
suppressing it from reaching higher levels of existence.


Ravi sensed her emotions, and he gave her a questioning look.
Adesina worried that he would ask for an explanation—something she was not able
to give. However, he refrained from deeper investigation at the moment.


Take her hands, and allow your vyala to flow into her.


“Give me your hands, Faryl.”


The former apothecary obeyed immediately, her expression a mix of
nervous apprehension and hope.


Adesina willed her power to join with Faryl’s body and soul, but
there was a strange resistance. It was not the natural joining that had
occurred with herself and L’iam, nor was it the blanketing effect that took
place when she used her vyala on non-magic-users.


Faryl’s being latched onto the stream of vyala, but it seemed
unable to absorb it. She was caught between two worlds.


“I sense something, but it is just out of reach,” said Faryl. “It
is like being blindfolded at dawn—I can feel the sun is rising, but I cannot
see it.”


“An apt description,” murmured Ravi.


“Imagine you are holding a beam of light,” instructed Adesina,
following her instincts in the effort to connect Faryl to the world of magic.
“It is not tangible in the traditional sense, but you can feel it and touch
it.”


The older woman closed her eyes and nodded.


“The thread of light is connected to me, and you hold its line in
your hands. You can bend it or stretch it, but it will not break.”


“I understand,” acknowledged Faryl.


Adesina felt a slight tug to her vyala, and her heart
quickened with excitement. “Yes, that is it. Now, I want you to take the stream
of light and do something with it. Something that you would do as an alchemist
or an apothecary.”


The other woman frowned. “What should I do?”


“Anything,” encouraged Adesina. “Follow your intuition.”


There was a silent pause as Faryl searched her own mind. Then, she
stood and walked over to where she kept her apothecary supplies.


She pulled out a small pouch that was filled with dried leaves,
and she made a motion as if wrapping something around the pouch.


Physical movements were not necessary when using vyala, but
most beginners found themselves using gestures to match their desired action.


“You must use your mind to will the light into accomplishing what
you wish,” directed the young L’avan.


Faryl’s brow furrowed in concentration.


Adesina felt her vyala seeping out of her and into the
pouch that was held by her companion. It was barely more than a dribble of
power, but she could still sense the flow. After several painstaking minutes,
the flow stopped and Faryl gasped a deep breath.


Sweat beaded on her brow, and her hands trembled as she opened the
drawstrings of the bag. She reached in and pulled out one of the leaves.


It was no longer dead a dried, but fresh as if she had only just
plucked it from its mother plant.


“I did it,” she whispered in awe.


A wide smile broke across Adesina’s face. “You did it,” she
affirmed.


“Both of you did it,” corrected Ravi in a gentle tone.


Faryl’s eyes were still fixed on the leaf. “What do you mean?”


“The source of power was Adesina, but Faryl was the wielder. You
succeeded by working together.”


She finally looked at the Rashad. “Were you able to measure my
potential? Would I be able to learn to do such a thing on my own?”


The young queen glanced at her guardian with an uncertain
expression on her face. She had not felt any magic that belonged to Faryl, but
she had not been able to penetrate the barrier between them. Perhaps she had
simply been unable to sense the power.


Ravi, who had experienced the experiment as a bystander within
Adesina’s mind, sadly shook his head. “You do not have the ability to use vyala,
Faryl.”


The former apothecary looked both hurt and confused. “What do you
mean? I just did it. I used magic!”


“You used Adesina’s magic,” he repeated. “You do not have any vyala
of your own, other than normal amount that all living creatures possess.”


Her green eyes began to fill with tears and she sat down on the
edge of the nearest bed. “Then, why am I able to…”


He moved over to sit next to her, and he leaned against her leg in
comfort. “Your ability to use vyala that does not belong to you must be
the legacy of your L’avan mother.”


It was clear that Faryl was trying to keep her emotions in check,
but the tears flowed freely. “I had hoped for more,” she said quietly.


“It is more than what any other human can do,” Adesina reminded
her.


She wiped her eyes. “I know, I know. I should be grateful for
that, but all I can feel is disappointment. It would seem that Breyen was
right.”


Adesina sat down on the other bed and leaned forward with
interest. “Breyen?”


“My father,” Faryl clarified. “He often told me that I was a
failed experiment. Part of me hoped to prove him wrong someday.”


“It would not have made a difference,” Ravi told her gently. “He
would not love you as a daughter.”


“I do not want his love,” she spat bitterly. “I want to show him
that he is the one who failed.”


Adesina reached across and took her hand. “He did.”


Faryl looked startled by her touch. “What?”


“He did fail—more than he will ever know.”


She lowered her head and stared at her lap. “But I want him to
know it. I want him to feel his failure as deeply as I have felt it.”


The young queen experienced a surge of determination on the
other’s behalf. “Let us keep trying.”


Both Faryl and Ravi stared at her in surprise.


“Keep trying?”


She raised her chin. “Yes. We will keep practicing your ability to
manipulate vyala. After all, one never knows what will develop over
time. You may learn to do the impossible, just as I have.”


Faryl’s smile trembled with emotion. “Yes, let us keep trying.”











Chapter Twenty-six: The Great Desert


 


The rescue party arose with the dawn and prepared to leave the
port city immediately. They loaded their supplies on the horses and strapped on
the hoof supports that made desert travel less uncomfortable for the animals.


The innkeeper was kind enough to show them how to put on their
brown robes, but he gave a constant stream of warnings as he did so.


“The storms give little warning before they strike. There is
little shelter in the desert, so you will probably not be able to hide before
the first storm hits. And the storms last for many days. If you do not have
proper provisions, you will starve before it is safe to venture outside again.
It would be much better for you to stay here in Jame until after the storms
have passed. My inn is comfortable, and we have plenty of room for you here.
There are underground tunnels between this building and the stables, so your
horses would be safe as well. Animals that are not accustomed to the storms do
poorly in such an environment, but my stables would keep them quite comfortable.”


Adesina was beginning to lose her patience. Mar’sal, who was
standing closest to her, seemed to recognize her expression and quickly
intervened.


“Thank you for your concern. It truly touches our hearts that you
would take such interest in strangers. Unfortunately, our path is set and our
fate is in the hands of the Creator.”


The proprietor appeared to be caught off guard by this sudden
declaration of faith, and he did not argue with it. After all, a man’s beliefs
were his own.


“I do not doubt that your god will favor you. I just fear that you
are tempting fate by riding into such hazardous circumstances.”


The man said no more, but walked away muttering darkly to himself.


“Thank you,” said Adesina quietly. “I was afraid that I would say
something rude if he did not cease his warnings.”


Mar’sal gave a sunny smile. “He meant well.”


“I do not doubt that,” she replied, “but that does not mean that I
was taking it well.”


The group chuckled and gathered up the last of their belongings.
The sun was still low on the horizon, but the heat of the day was already
climbing past comfort.


They mounted their horses, waved farewell to their host, and began
riding south. The city was densely situated, and the buildings came to an end
quite suddenly. The desert stretched out before them in an endless landscape of
brown. 


The ground was parched, but still firm. Adesina had expected there
to be more sand now that they were entering the wilderness of Zonne. There was
a sparse amount of plant life, mostly scrub brush and cacti, but the most
noticeable variations in the landscape were the rock formations.


There were no mountains or hills anywhere close by, but there were
occasionally low outcroppings of rock that took interesting shapes. Some of
them were as tall as Adesina as she sat on Torith’s back, but most of them were
closer to the ground.


Ravi viewed their surroundings with sad eyes. “This land still
bears the scars of the Final Battle.”


Faryl turned to him in surprise. “What do you mean?”


“The last and fiercest battle of the Great Wars was fought on Zonne.
The fighting grew so severe that the land itself began to die. That is why this
entire nation is wasteland.”


Adesina also surveyed the landscape with sorrow. She could sense
the desolation that had been wrought beyond what was visible. 


“The Great Wars ended centuries ago. Why has the it not
recovered?” asked Kendan.


“The land almost died completely,” Ravi explained. “There was only
the tiniest flickering of life left when the battle ended. The fact that there
are plants and animals living here is an indication of how far it has come
since then.”


“What happens when land dies?” inquired Faryl.


Adesina had a brief vision pass before her eyes. She saw a bare
section of earth where no plant could grow, and no animal could live. The soil
was colorless and barely more than dust.


“It cannot support life, no matter how small,” answered Adesina.
“It becomes…nothing.”


Ravi turned his bi-colored eyes to her. “That is correct.”


A somber silence followed her statement. After a moment, she
cleared her throat and changed the subject.


“Maizah, what do you see?”


The Tracker’s vision opened up to view Zonne as if from the sky.
It looked like a golden creature swimming in the sapphire sea. The vision
swooped downward to narrow the focus of her search. The golden color of the
land became muted to the brown that currently surrounded them, and the harsh
features of the terrain became apparent.


Three figures traveled at a steady pace on the backs of camels.
The animals plodded along, swaying back and forth, and the riders only moved in
accordance with the motion of travel. 


The last figure was L’iam. He still wore the black robes and grey
mask that she had last seen him in. The mask bore a scar from where it had been
split, but the wolfish features were still intact. 


Adesina’s heart leapt to her throat and she struggled to fight
down tears. How she desperately wished she could simply reach out and touch
him. She also felt a surge of concern for her husband’s health. Wearing such
dark colors in the heat of the desert could result in a number of alarming
situations.


The two leading figures wore the local robes of the Zonnese in the
same brown color of the L’avan apparel. One of them sat on the camel with ease,
and appeared to be searching for landmarks. That had to be the guide that had
been hired to take them through the desert.


The remaining figure was Basha. Her face was covered to protect
her from the dust in the air, and her arms were folded tightly across her
chest. She scowled fiercely at the horizon, and Adesina could sense her
frustration as clearly as if they were standing side by side.


The landscape they traveled through was vastly different from
where the L’avan rode. It fitted Adesina’s original idea of a desert—vast sand
dunes and no plant life.


“How far away are they?” she asked Maizah.


The vision jumped away from the three figures and tracked
backwards to where the rescue party was located. Adesina calculated the
distance to get an estimate of how far they were from their goal.


“About two days,” murmured Ravi.


Maizah indicated her agreement.


“We have not made much progress,” said Adesina in disappointment.


Mar’sal immediately disagreed. “Not much progress? Of course we
have. When we left Emerald Harbor we were almost a week behind them, and now we
have narrowed the distance to a mere two days.”


Than’os nodded in support of his optimistic friend. “You must not
lose hope, Adesina. We will catch up to them, and before those desert storms
hit.”


As the sun rose higher in the sky, the group of travelers came to
a halt. They had been advised to stop during the hottest hours of the day and
rest, and then make up for lost time by traveling into the night.


They erected a flimsy sort of pavilion to shade the horses and
gave them water and the special feed that would sustain their stamina in the
harsh environment. Adesina gave Torith a rubdown, helping him to relax after
the hard exercise of the morning.


The robes that the travelers wore doubled as personal tents.
Than’os showed them how to prop them up so they would be shaded while they
napped. Faryl handed out rations of food, water, and salt pellets, and they all
retreated to their makeshift tents to rest.


Adesina bit into the small cake she had been given. It was
surprisingly hard to chew, and her jaw ached before too long. The taste was
bland, but it was quite filling. She hadn’t expected her hunger to be satisfied
with such a small portion, but it was.


She swallowed the salt pellets, knowing that her body would need
it after all of the heat and sweat, and then she drank half of her portion of
water. Adesina was aware that water would be their most precious supply, and
she intended to make it last as long as possible.


The young L’avan closed her eyes and allowed herself to drift off
to sleep.


 


***


 


She knew she was Dreaming before she finished crossing over from
the physical world. She opened her eyes and studied her surroundings.


Adesina was standing in the middle of a vast desert—one filled
with an endless ocean of sand. Her feet were slightly unsteady beneath her, and
she shifted to gain better footing.


“Ma’eve,” came a voice from behind her.


She didn’t need to turn to know that it was Ravi. The connection
of their minds seemed even stronger in the Dream world.


“I have never seen a desert in my Dreams before,” she commented
idly.


“You have never been to Zonne before,” responded her guardian.
“This land, much like the ancient forests of Sehar, invokes a special kind of vyala.”


The young woman furrowed her brow. “I thought you said that the
land was almost dead.”


“It bears the scars of great magic,” he explained, “and that has
left it forever changed.”


There was an eerie feeling as Adesina looked around. “We are not
alone.”


She and Ravi were the only creatures in sight, but she still knew
that she was right.


The Rashad inclined his head. “There are many Souls in the Great
Desert.”


Adesina could hear the distinction in his voice and raised an
eyebrow. “Souls?”


“Everything that has vyala has a soul, but those with Souls
are creatures of magic. The L’avan have Souls, and humans have souls.”


Understanding dawned in her mind, and she recalled their
experiences in the ancient forest just north of the Shimat fortress. “That is
why I was able to see the spirits of that forest—the one that granted us the
boon. They were all magical creatures.”


“Yes.”


She looked around them at the great expanse of the arid
wilderness. “And there are… Souls… here as well?”


“Yes.”


The silence became, if possible, even more profound.


Adesina listened carefully for several moments before speaking
again. “I cannot hear them.”


Ravi grinned. “The Great Desert appears to be a place of quiet
reflection.”


She rolled her eyes. “You do not have to make up an answer if you
do not know the real one.”


“I have never been here before, Ma’eve. I can only tell you what I
surmise.”


A thought crossed Adesina’s mind, and she suddenly grew excited.
“Do you think the desert would grant us a boon like the forest did?”


The large feline slowly shook his head. “I doubt it, dear one. The
forest was filled with Souls that were tied to the L’avan through your Serraf
ancestors. I do not recognize the Souls of this desert, and I do not think that
they bear any regard for the L’avan.”


Adesina tried not to show the strength of her disappointment.
“Oh.”


The two of them began walking through the sandy terrain. The
oppressive heat that normally existed in the waking world was not present in
the Dream. Instead, it was pleasantly warm.


Shadows and colors flickered just outside of Adesina’s sight as
she walked. She stopped to study their surroundings, but nothing was visible as
long as she stood still. It was almost as if the world fluctuated with her
movement.


“Do you see that?” she asked Ravi.


He looked around, slightly bemused. “What?”


“That…flickering. It looks as if this Dream is not solid.”


The enormous feline slowly shook his head. “I see nothing, Ma’eve.
Only the desert.”


Adesina stopped again, and the fluttering of motion stopped with
her. “Something is not right,” she murmured to herself.


Her instinct was to connect to her vyala and investigate,
but a deep sense of dread gave her pause.


During her battle with the aekuor, her power had taken control and
acted on its own. Adesina’s fear of that happening originated when she had
first begun her training with L’iam. She had felt an unaccountable apprehension
that her vyala was a being separate from herself. 


The anxiety had faded with time. There had been brief moments over
the years—usually during times of great emotional stress—when she had felt
surges of uncontrollable power, but those had always diminished within moments.
Adesina had surmised that all she had to do was to keep her emotions in check
while using her vyala.


However, the battle with the aekuor had changed everything. She
had not simple experienced a surge of power. Her vyala had acted of its
own accord. Adesina had lost complete control, as if her body were not her own.


She shuddered with terror at the thought.


Now she felt the greatest reluctance to use her magic to do
anything. She could not risk losing control once more. After all, the young
L’avan didn’t know if she could regain control if she were to lose it again.


Ravi’s eyes narrowed as he studied her carefully. “Ma’eve? What is
it?”


She quickly gave a dismissive gesture. “It is nothing. I was just
thinking about how to investigate the strange flux in my vision.”


“Connect to your vyala,” he suggested casually, but his
eyes remained shrewd.


Adesina didn’t know why she was so intent on keeping her fears
from her guardian. Perhaps she was afraid to learn the truth.


“Of course,” she said faintly.


The queen delved within herself and beckoned for her magic to come
forth. It flared to life, eager and strong. Once again, she rushed to suppress
it to a small stream, but she did not get the chance to succeed.


The Dream exploded around her, suddenly a torrential storm of
visions and emotions. She could sense the presence of hundreds of thousands of
Souls who had died on this land. Their pain and their memories were as tangible
to the L’avan as if she had experienced their lives for herself.


Her mind was not able to sort through the sheer volume of
information being forced upon it, and she let out a scream of agony.


She felt herself starting to lose consciousness.


Somewhere in the back of her mind, she was aware of Ravi. She felt something wrap around
her mind in a cocoon of protection. It shielded her just enough for her to break her connection to
her vyala.


The visions died as suddenly as they began.


Adesina found that she was on her knees, even though she had no
memory of moving. She gasped for breath, shaking violently from the experience.


“What was that?” Ravi asked in a grave voice.


“I do not know,” she whispered, “but I fear this Dream is more
dangerous than we imagined.”











Chapter Twenty-seven: Dreaming or Joining


 


Adesina started awake from her Dream and realized that she had
shaken forcibly. She opened her eyes to see Kendan standing over her with a
worried expression on his face.


“Adesina? Are you ill?”


She sat up, slightly dazed.


“What happened?”


“I could not wake you,” he responded. “I thought that maybe the
heat was too much for you.”


“No, it is not the heat,” said Adesina.


Her former teacher did not look convinced, but he did not argue
with her. “The hottest hours of the day are past. We should prepare to leave.”


The young queen nodded and got to her feet. She donned her
traveling robe and moved to join the others. They were passing around the
various salves to reapply them to their skin.


“Now that it is getting cooler, the insects and animals will begin
to appear,” explained Than’os. “We should apply the repelling salve for this
part of our journey.”


They were all given more water rations, and they shared a meal
from their previous supplies. The traveler’s bread and dried meat were a
flavorful change from the desert cakes that had eaten earlier in the day.


The horses seemed somewhat refreshed, although still unaccustomed
to the heat. Adesina mounted Torith and gave his neck an affectionate pat.


“You are doing well,” she encouraged the stallion. “We will not be
in the desert for too much longer.”


“I certainly hope not,” exclaimed Mar’sal jokingly. “I feel as
though the sun is draining my life away.”


They laughed good-naturedly at his complaint.


Maizah led them southeast, deeper into the desert. Even though the
sun was starting to descend the heat continued to be blistering, and Adesina
felt ill and weak. The scent of the repelling salve was strong, and she soon
developed a headache.


Her companions all seemed to be having a hard time adjusting to
their new environment, so none of them were very talkative. The party rode at a
steady pace, keeping silent.


Mar’sal gave an audible sigh of relief when the sun finally set,
and he was not alone in his sentiment. There was a brief period of time when
the air was rather pleasant, and then the temperature began to drop rapidly.
Before too long, they were wrapping themselves tightly with their robes and
huddling on the back of their horses.


“Why can this blasted land not make up its mind?” muttered
Than’os. “How can it be so hot during the day and so cold during the night?”


“It only seems cold because of the contrast from the heat of the
day,” reasoned Ravi. “It is no colder now than springtime in Sehar.”


The L’avan gave him a sour glance, but didn’t respond.


They journeyed well into the night, only stopping to rest during
the darkest hours. Adesina volunteered to take the first watch, nervous to go
to sleep again.


Ravi sat with her. “What are you going to do about your Dreams?”


“Nothing,” she said staunchly.


“You cannot shut them out, Ma’eve. Not here.”


She gazed at him with a small amount of trepidation. “What do you
mean?”


“Simply that you will Dream as long as you are in this desert. You
cannot help but do so.”


There didn’t seem to be anything simple about it.


“How do you know that?”


Ravi’s expression was collected, but Adesina could sense his
underlying impatience. “I have told you before, Ma’eve, that this land is
special. It is scarred by the magic of the Final Battle, and the mind of a
Dreamer cannot shut it out.”


She cocked her head to the side. “Does that mean that you must
Dream as well?”


He gave a single nod. “Naturally.”


Adesina considered her options, and a thought came to her mind.


“You occasionally have visions where the images overlap each
other.”


“Yes,” he acknowledged cautiously.


“How do you sort through all of the things that you see?”


The Rashad took a deep breath and settled down. “I focus on one
image at a time.”


She waited for more explanation, but none came.


“And?” she urged him.


“And it takes a lot of effort and practice,” he added shortly.


Adesina made a noise of aggravation. “Can I learn to do it as
well?”


Ravi’s eyes turned upward to study the stars. They seemed even
more brilliant in the desert sky. “Of course.”


This time Adesina did not resist the urge to tweak his ear. “Why
did you not say so in the first place?”


He didn’t even flinch. “Because I feel that you are not focusing
on the correct things. We should be finding ways to refine our Joining, not
worrying about irrelevant Dreams.”


A spike of terror stabbed through her, and she struggled to
maintain her composure. Exploring the Joining would require her to use vyala,
and not just a small thread of it. What if she lost control again?


“I cannot do that until my Dreams are resolved,” she said in a
calm and reasonable voice. “After all, we do not know if my vyala will
react in the same way in the waking world as it does when I Dream.”


Ravi sounded doubtful. “I do not think that will happen.”


“But we do not know for sure,” she insisted. “I do not feel we
should take the chance.”


“Our Joining could make a difference in the success of our
mission,” he added softly.


This caused Adesina to hesitate.


Could she allow her personal fears to harm their chances of
rescuing L’iam? After all, she had promised herself that she would do anything
in her power to save him.


After several moments, she shook her head. She could not save him
if she was swallowed up by her own vyala.


“We will overcome the Dreams first, then we will work on our
Joining.”


She sensed that Ravi did not agree with her decision, but he
acquiesced. “We shall begin tonight.”


Kendan relieved her of watch, and she wearily rolled into her
blanket. Ravi laid down beside her and gave instructions in a hushed voice.


“You must enter the Dream with a clear mind. Rid yourself of
emotion or thought. Dreams are filled with enough as it is; there is no need to
add your own to it.”


Adesina tried to follow his instructions, but it was more
difficult than she anticipated.


“How?” she asked in frustration.


“You are trying to make them cease to exist, but that is not
possible. One cannot simply will their emotions away. In most cases, it
must be transformed into something else. Fear can turn into hope or trust,
anger can turn into determination.”


“But those are simply different emotions,” protested Adesina. “How
do I clear my mind?”


“Set them aside,” was his uncomplicated reply. “Imagine yourself
placing all of your thoughts and emotions into a container outside of yourself,
and come back to them when you awaken.”


Adesina did so, and it began to work bit by bit. It took some
effort to keep her mind clear, but she was pleased with the outcome.


“Now close your eyes, and allow yourself to enter the Dream.”


Dreaming usually took effort on Adesina’s part, but here in Zonne
she only had to let it happen.


When she opened her eyes again, she was standing the Great Desert
and Ravi was beside her. The same eerie feeling came over her, and she was
suddenly apprehensive about facing this problem.


“Now,” resumed the Rashad, “you must open yourself up, as if you
are going to connect to your vyala. Allow your mind to hover between
connection and isolation.”


Adesina could feel her vyala reaching out to her, as if it
longed to be set free. She shuddered and kept her mind just out of reach.


As she did so, she became aware of something just outside her
conscious thoughts. It felt as though she were trying to remember something,
but couldn’t.


“Good,” encouraged her guardian. “You can sense it. Reach out and
pull it into yourself.”


Adesina did so, blindly—yanking the intangible flicker of
knowledge into her own mind.


There was a rushing sensation, and the L’avan found herself
standing in a brilliantly white chamber. Sunlight danced freely before her eyes
as if it were a sentient being. Dozens of figures sat or stood in a large circle,
with one figure in the center.


Adesina could hardly believe what she was seeing. None of the
figures in the room were human. Some of them had human-like features, but it
was clear that all of them were something else.


The center figure appeared to be male. He had long hair of spun
gold, a braided beard, and four arms. His body was long and willowy, and his
movements were slow and graceful.


“The time hath come, I fear, for action to be taken,” he said in a
voice that was clear and ringing like a bell. “Our dark brethren hath gone too
far for us to stay idle.”


Murmurs passed through the room, and another figure stepped
forward. This one appeared to be female, but with powerful legs and no arms at
all.


“The time is long past, Toraun. We should have taken action a
century ago.”


Mutters of approval encouraged her to continue.


“The demons have broken all trust that has been given to us by the
Creator. They use their powers for selfish gain, they act in violence against
all living things, they pervert truth to gain mortal followers, and now they
declare that this world is theirs alone to rule. We must destroy them before
they cause any more harm.”


Several cries sounded at her declaration, some in favor and some
in argument.


Toraun waved all four of his arms to regain order in the room.
“Nay, we cannot destroy our brethren. Hast thou forgot the oldest of laws?
Light cannot exist without darkness. All existence depends upon balance.”


A tiny creature with a bird-like body flitted forward. “If we
cannot destroy the demons, then how can we stop their spread of evil?”


“Separation,” came a musical voice from the back.


The crowd opened, and a breathtakingly beautiful woman stepped
into the center of the chamber. She had long, wavy hair and metallic purple
eyes with flecks of gold. Her figure was full, and the flow of her simple dress
accentuated every curve. There was an unearthly glow that surrounded her being,
and Adesina almost felt it was disrespectful to even look at her. She was
accompanied by an enormous feline with black fur and golden eyes.


“It is true that light and dark must both exist to maintain
balance,” the angelic woman continued, “but it has never been said that they
must exist together.”


“Our sister Serraf is correct,” rumbled a large, rock-like beast.
“Our efforts should be to contain the dark ones, not to destroy them.”


“How?” demanded the female with the powerful legs.


The Serraf turned her intense gaze upon the challenger and gave a
sweet smile. “By opening a Threshold.”


A stunned silence filled the room.


“Open the door to a new realm?” gasped a male with blue skin and
tentacles. “Unthinkable!”


Toraun voiced his agreement. “Such a thing hath never been
attempted, Sitara.”


“That does not mean it will not work,” replied the Serraf.


The golden-haired man inclined his head, but his expression was
still filled with doubt. “The Serraf are the Keepers of the Thresholds, and I
claim not to possess more knowledge than my learned sisters. However, I see
many potential flaws in thy plan.”


“Then let us discuss them, so all may understand,” Sitara
suggested reasonably.


“First,” began Toraun, “lies the concern that not all realms are
empty. We cannot banish evil from our world simply to send it to another.”


This was met with many nods of approval.


“Second,” he continued, “the Thresholds hath never been forced
open. In past years they hath opened only of their own accord, and for their
own purpose.”


Sitara gestured that this was also true.


“Third, thou knowest not if our dark brethren will remain in this
prison. If they were to break free, their hatred and vengeance wouldst swell
vast.”


Nervous glances were exchanged among the listeners.


“And fourth, we knowest not how to compel our dark brethren
through the Threshold.”


All attention turned to the Serraf, waiting for her to address
each of these concerns.


“I am afraid that I do not have the answers to all of your
questions. That is one of the reasons I have brought it before this council.
However, I am quite happy to share the answers that I do have.”


Sitara walked in a sedate circle around the center of the chamber,
facing all members of the council in turn.


“It is true that not all realms are empty. We have seen this in
the past, and we are evidence of it ourselves. There are realms that are void
of life, though, and we Serraf have the ability to gain a sense of what kind of
world lies on the other side of each Threshold. We would need to search for a
realm that would serve our needs.


“The second concern is the ability of the Serraf to force open a
Threshold. Again, it is true that this has never been accomplished before. That
does not mean that it is impossible. It simply means that we would need to
teach ourselves how to do so.”


There was a grating sound as the rock-like creature shook his head
dubiously. “It seems that there are a lot of uncertain elements in this plan,
sister. How can we move forward with confidence if there is just as much chance
to fail as to succeed?”


“It would take time,” admitted Sitara, “but I believe that we can
overcome both of these obstacles.”


“What of the third concern?” prompted Toraun.


The angelic woman placed a hand over her heart and lowered her
head. “We Serraf humbly offer ourselves as guardians of the prison. We are
Keepers of the Thresholds, and we believe it would be our duty to maintain this
new barrier between light and dark.”


There were several murmurs of approval.


A gigantic serpent with feathered wings gave a low hiss. “The
Ssssserraf sssssseem to take too much on themssssssselvesssss. Are we not all
equalssssss? Issss it not our joint duty to sssssssolve thissssss
crisssssisssss?”


“You are correct, dear brother,” agreed Sitara, “but do not assume
that we wish to act alone. Quite the opposite, actually.”


“What issssss your propossssssal?”


“We do not know how long it will take to find an appropriate realm
or to learn how to open a Threshold, and the demons will not slow their works
of darkness. We would rely on all of you to keep them at bay until we can
succeed with our part of the plan.”


The room filled with the buzz of conversation. Some of the council
members seemed eager to go to war, and others were quite reluctant.


An aquatic creature raised its head from the pool of water in
which it was laying and spoke in a shrill voice. “Conflict between the vyala-born
is a serious matter—not to be decided lightly.”


“That is why we are here, is it not?” cried the female with
powerful legs. “Why have we been brought to council if not to declare war on
all demonkind?” She whipped around to face the council leader. “Toraun, you
said that the time to act is now. So, let us ACT!”


He raised all four arms. “Please, sister, please! It doth not seem
wise to act in such reckless haste.”


Her face twisted in scorn. “I knew it. I knew that this council
was a waste of time. All we ever do here is talk. While we sit here
debating the merits of negotiation, the demons are enslaving mortal creatures
and overthrowing the light.”


A handful of murmurs gave approval to her words.


“Patience,” pled Toraun. “We are indeed here to act, but thy
desire to strike without forethought is foolish. It will lead to disaster.”


“He is right,” asserted Sitara. “We must plan carefully or we will
not triumph.”


The dissenters settled down, albeit without enthusiasm. All eyes
turned back to the Serraf, and she addressed the assembly once more.


“We still have not spoken of a resolution to the fourth concern.
How do we compel the demons to enter the Threshold? This is a problem that the
Serraf do not have the power to overcome.”


The winged serpent spoke again. “That issss a tasssssk that we
Qetza can accomplissssssssh. Assss long asssss you can get the demonsss to a
sssssingle location at the sssssame time, we can drive them through the
Thressssshold.”


Toraun swept his eyes around the room, gazing at each individual
face. “It doth seem that we are of like minds in this matter. The plan of our
sisters will be put into action.” He took a deep breath. “And now…we must
prepare for war.”











Chapter Twenty-eight: Faith to Endure


 


Adesina awoke feeling hopeful and excited. She immediately turned
to Ravi and placed a hand on his sleek back. “Did you see that? That vision was
from before the Great Wars.”


Ravi nodded somberly. “Yes, I saw it.”


“How can you be so calm? The Great Desert is trying to give us
information to help us on our quest.”


“Perhaps,” he allowed, “but perhaps not. It is difficult to know
why Dreams are given, Ma’eve. It would be best not to jump to conclusions.”


Adesina wasn’t listening. “If we can find out how the Serraf
opened the Threshold, then we will know what Basha intends to do. We can devise
a plan to stop her. Perhaps we can even stop her before she even tries to
begin…”


Ravi tried to reason with her. “Ma’eve, please listen to me. The
only way we can hope to stop Basha before she begins is to discover the origins
of the texts she has obtained. If they were not written by the Serrafites—the
mortals dedicated to serve the Serraf—then these visions will not help us.”


That got her attention.


“What do you mean?”


“We know very little about the gateways into other realms. Perhaps
there is only one way to open them, but there may be several ways. If Basha’s
ritual comes from a source other than the Serraf, then we have no way of
stopping her unless we catch up to her and take the tome away.”


Adesina felt her heart drop. “I see.”


She could feel his remorse through their bond.


“I am sorry, dear one.”


“I wonder why I was given that Dream,” she pondered.


“It could be any number of reasons,” he replied.


The young queen shook her head. “No, there must be a reason. I
have never been given a Dream without a purpose.”


“Ma’eve…”


“No, Ravi. I have to believe that good is on my side.” She found
herself fighting back tears. “I cannot believe that this task was given to me
with so little chance of success. You once said that the Creator does not give
us tasks so we can fail.”


His eyes grew sad as he looked at his young ward. “No, but this is
not a test of the Creator. This is the work of evil men and women.”


“Do you believe that light will prevail over darkness?” she
challenged.


“In the end, yes. But the battle is long, and none of us go
through this life unscathed.”


Despite her efforts, tears welled up in her eyes and spilled down
her cheeks. “I want to believe, truly I do. I just do not see how someone as
good as L’iam can be used for such evil. How can this journey be so void of any
advantage to us?”


Ravi gave a deep sigh and lowered his head. “I believe that I am
in the wrong, dear one. You are right to hope for the best. Yes, our quest is
difficult and fraught with peril, but we would not be left to face it alone.”


She stared at him in amazement, which caused him to smile.


“I am not perfect, Ma’eve. I am grateful that you have reminded me
of the need in believing that we have the light on our side.”


Adesina wasn’t sure how to respond.


“We will continue exploring your Dreams,” her guardian said in a
decisive tone. “They may hold the key to our mission.”


The rest of the camp was stirring, and so their conversation ended
for the present. Their morning meal was made up of their previous rations, and
they packed up as quickly as possible.


Maizah continued to lead them southeast with little variation.
Occasionally, they found themselves backtracking because their path led them to
obstacles that the horses could not surmount.


“Perhaps we should have hired a guide as well,” mused Than’os, as
they retraced their steps for the third time.


“The Tracker has not lost the trail,” Kendan said tersely. “She is
simply not familiar with the terrain.”


The L’avan raised his hand in a soothing gesture. “That is my
point. I do not doubt that she is able to follow L’iam, but she does not know
this land as well as the locals. A guide could save us some time and trouble by
guiding us through the easiest paths.”


With great concentration, Maizah could visualize her quarry and
the surrounding area. For the most part, though, her mind was simply locked on
the direction of those she pursued—as if they were a beacon. It would take too
much mental strength for her to visualize the path they were to take to reach
their goal.


The desert was becoming rockier and less level. They had to take a
slower pace or risk injuring the horses. Talk became limited among the
travelers, but that did not deter Faryl from bringing her horse alongside
Adesina’s.


“I have been thinking about our experiment.”


Adesina’s focus was on Torith’s footwork. Her answer was a
distracted, “Oh?”


“If you do not think it will be an imposition, I would like to try
using the vyala of another L’avan.”


She looked up in surprise. “You would?”


Faryl was immediately apologetic. “I know how that must sound, but
please understand that I mean no offense. I am very appreciative of what you
have done for me so far. I have nothing against working with you further. It is
just that I am curious if I can use the magic of someone other than you.”


Adesina felt the corners of her mouth twitch. “I did not suppose
you were trying to offend me.”


The former apothecary looked relieved. “You are known to do
extraordinary things with your powers. I want to know if the results of our
experiment were due to my ability or yours.”


“That is reasonable,” Ravi assented.


Adesina looked at the other L’avan thoughtfully. “Let me see…”


After some careful consideration, she called out to the thin
figure riding near the rear.


“Than’os, can you come closer, please?”


The L’avan soldier obligingly brought his mount closer to theirs.


“Yes?”


“I would like you to begin training with Faryl. We have discovered
that she can manipulate the vyala of others, and we would both like to
know what she is capable of doing with that ability.”


He looked at the former apothecary with appraising eyes. “A
strange gift.”


Faryl flushed under his scrutiny.


“I am quite happy to train with you, Mistress Faryl. May I ask why
I was chosen?”


Adesina intervened. “I was the one who chose you, Than’os. Your
gifts are more suited to Faryl’s talents. Mar’sal may be a healer, but you have
a deeper knowledge of plants and minerals.”


He inclined his head in acknowledgement. “We shall begin as soon
as we are at leisure.”


The two of them rode together for the remainder of the day,
talking in low voices about different theories on how to approach the training.
Adesina was pleased with the arrangement, since it left her to focus on her
Dreams.


Ravi’s words of doubt still lingered in her mind, but she felt a thread
of hope wrapped around her heart. Her Dreams had never led her astray, and they
had never been without purpose. Why would she have Dreams about the Thresholds
if it was not meant to help her on her journey?


The magic of the desert was on her side. All that was good
supported her. She breathed a silent prayer to have the strength to succeed and
the faith to endure.


 


***


 


The travelers stopped again at midday to rest during the hottest
hours. Than’os approached Faryl after taking care of his horse.


“Are you tired?”


She looked up in surprise and shook her head. “I cannot sleep in
this infernal heat.”


He gestured to a slightly shady spot near a group of tall rocks.
“Would you like to begin training?”


A smile lit up her face. “Yes.”


They seated themselves on the parched ground, facing one another.


“Did Adesina explain to you what she did before?”


Faryl shook her head in a negative.


He waved a hand. “No matter. It is probably better to start from
the beginning and find what works best for us.”


She rubbed her palms against her thighs and said in a nervous
tone, “I suppose that is true.”


Than’os laughed. “Please do not look so distressed. I feel as
though you expect to be punished.”


Faryl laughed as well. “I am sorry. I am quite anxious right now.”


“Perhaps it would help for us to talk about the basics of vyala
first. Tell me what you already know.”


Her brow furrowed in concentration. “Well, I know that it is a
hereditary trait that is passed through bloodlines. That is to say, the
mother’s bloodlines. A father’s contribution is rather small.”


Than’os shook his head. “That is simply the science of it. What do
you know about vyala itself?”


The former apothecary seemed at a loss. “I only know what the
Shimat have told me.”


“Do not worry,” he reassured her. “I was only determining where to
begin my instruction.”


He leaned back against the nearest rock and stretched out
comfortably. His wiry figure still seemed taut, even though relaxed.


“The word vyala means ‘soul light’ in the ancient language.
All living things have vyala to some degree. Even the earth itself is
filled with it.”


“Including plants?” inquired Faryl.


Than’os nodded. “And rocks, and water…everything.”


“But rocks are not living,” she protested.


He grinned in his sharp manner. “That is a the common opinion.
Nevertheless, even things such as rocks and water and wind have vyala.”


Faryl considered this information for a moment before posing her
next question. “If all living things have vyala, why do you not see
animals wielding magic?”


Than’os raised a finger. “It is not enough to simply possess vyala.
One must have a sufficient amount, and the ability to use vyala for more
than the ordinary functions needed to survive. I can breathe and I can use my
arms and legs, but I must know how to use these abilities properly if I wish to
swim. Do you understand?”


“I believe so.”


His expression was pleased. “Good. Now, the use of vyala
requires mind, body, and spirit. All three must be in harmony or your efforts
will be for nothing. I am going to teach you some simple exercises that will
help you to synchronize these three aspects of yourself. Are you ready?”


Faryl only hesitated briefly. “Yes.”


Than’os took her hands. “Then, let us begin.”











Chapter Twenty-nine: The Lives of Many


 


Adesina opened her eyes and was bewildered by what she saw. She
stood on a low hill, overlooking a picturesque village. There were windmills in
the distance, and she could see herds of sheep grazing in the fields.


“Where are we, Ravi?”


The Rashad studied the Dream around them. “My knowledge of
geography is limited, but I would guess that we are somewhere in Itho, the
island nation off the coast of Joura.”


Adesina spotted a group ascending the hill and recognized one of
the figures from her previous Dream. It was the confrontational female with
powerful legs and no arms.


“There it is,” she said grimly.


“Are you certain, Tuwa?” asked a male member of her race. “It does
not look like a demon stronghold.”


“Of course it does not,” she snapped. “The demons are not so
foolish as to choose a spot that is obvious.”


The male’s expression was filled with doubt. “If you are wrong, it
means the death of hundreds of innocent humans.”


“No human is innocent,” Tuwa muttered.


The male drew himself up to his full height. “We Gaiana are not
the executors of mortal bystanders. We are here only to battle demonkind.”


Tuwa gave a fierce growl, exposing two rows of jagged teeth. “You
are my General, not my Seeker. Obey my orders and destroy that village.”


The General was clearly conflicted. He stood still for several
minutes before slowly giving the order.


Ten Gaiana lined up in front of Tuwa. They began chanting in
monotonous voices, growing louder and louder. Then, with a mighty leap, they
brought their brawny legs crashing to the earth.


Adesina was not affected by what was happening in the Dream, but
even so, she could almost feel the ground shaking. The soil spewed up in a
traveling wave that rushed towards the village and swallowed it without mercy.


She could hear the sheep bleat in terror, and the screams of the
villagers echoed through the hills. The cacophony lasted only moments before it
was enveloped by a deathly silence.


“I pray the Creator can forgive you,” said the Gaiana general.


“I do not need forgiveness,” retorted Tuwa. “I only need to win.”


 


***


 


Adesina was so shaken by what she had seen, she did not realize
that she was being pulled into another Dream.


She was standing in a darkened room. The only source of light came
from a handful of flickering candles. A dozen robed figures stood in a circle
around the form of a Qetza that had been staked to the floor.


“O immortal ones of darkness,” intoned one of the robed figures.
“We beseech thee to grant unto us power and life for our sacrifice on thy
behalf. Take the soul of this monster and use it to expand thy reign through
all of eternity!”


The Qetza gave a moaning hiss, and Adesina realized in horror that
it was still alive.


Shouts sounded from outside the walls, and the doors shattered
into thousands of splinters. Two Qetza flew into the room, their feathered
wings stirring up tempestuous winds. They opened their fanged mouths and shot
out bolts of lightning at the robed figures.


Within moments, all of the humans were dead.


“Demon-worssssshipping filth,” hissed one of the Qetza.


“Issss Ssssalasss sssstill alive?” asked the other.


The first Qetza examined the one staked to the floor. “Only
jusssst.”


It lowered its snake-like head and bit into its dying comrade.
Adesina almost shuddered in revulsion, but she stopped when she realized what
was happening.


The injured Qetza began to glow and its wounds began to heal. It
slowly raised itself up and shook its wings to free itself from the remaining
stakes.


“Sssssalassss, my brother, how were you captured?”


“They had kidnapped a child and goaded a venomoussss sssssnake
into biting it. I ssssenssed itssss disssstressss, and I wissssshed to offer
healing to the child.”


The second Qetza shook its head. “Foolissssh brother of mine! How
could you fall for sssssuch a trick?”


“The child would have died,” Salas protested. “I wanted to
sssssave it.”


“The child died anyway,” hissed his brother, “and you were
almosssst sssssacrificed to a demon.”


A milky tear rolled out of one of Salas’s large eyes. “Yessssss,
the child died.”


“We are fortunate that the patron demon did not come to the
resssscue of thessssse humansss.”


The first Qetza snorted. “No demon would risssssk itsss own
sssskin for mortal sssservantsss. When will the humanssss learn thissss? They
are choossssing masssters that care nothing for them.”


“Poor humanssss,” wept Salas. “They do not undersssstand the
gravity of the choicessss they make.”


“Oh, they undersssstand,” muttered his brother darkly. “That is
what makessss them ssssso dangeroussss.”


“Come,” said the first Qetza. “Let ussss leave thisss place of
darknesssss.”


 


***


 


“How long will this conflict continue?” demanded a stubby little
man with the wings of a bat. “We have been at war with the demons for almost
twenty years.”


“I entreat thee to have patience, brother,” said Toraun sedately.
“We knew when we began that this war would not be swift.”


“That is easy for you to say,” bellowed the tiny man. “You Aurym
have done nothing but sit safely in your strongholds and plan battles from afar.
We Vattir are dying by the thousands.”


“Recall that thou didst insist to be sent to the forefront of
battle, dear brother. Didst thou think that there would be no risk?”


The Vattiri leader sputtered indignantly. “I just did not want my
people to be kept away from the action because of our size. You know how
prejudiced some are about those things.”


Toraun looked weary. “All must play a part in this war, no matter
the size.”


“Well, if that is the case, then why are we not recruiting the
help of mortals? I hear humans are keen on going to war for other people’s
causes.”


“It is for the mortals that we fight,” clarified the council
leader.


The small man took a small jump forward. “All the more reason for
them to fight with us.”


Another Aurym, a female, spoke up. “Some of the humans hath sided
with our dark brethren.”


“And many others stand firmly in the light,” asserted Toraun.


“If this is a war on behalf of the mortals, then they should join
us and fight.” The man shook his bat-like wings for emphasis.


The Aurym all look at each other and gave a slow nod.


“We shall keep that in mind.”


The Vattir sniffed disdainfully. “That means nothing. What about now?”


“For now, we must send defenses to the north.”


 


***


 


“What does all of this mean, Ravi?” asked Adesina as they rode
through the desert the following day. “Why am I being shown pieces of the Great
Wars?”


“That was a pivotal time in history,” reasoned the Rashad. “The
world as we know it was shaped by those events.”


“Yes, but why does it matter right now?”


He gazed over the monotonous landscape, ignoring the heat much
better than any of the others in the party. “The Threshold of Zonne is the
gateway through which the demons were forced, and now it is Basha’s
destination. Its history must be relevant for our mission.”


“Some of the history, maybe,” qualified Adesina, “but not all of it.
Why am I not being shown the Threshold itself? I need to know how to stop Basha
from opening it.”


“Do not be hasty in your conclusions,” advised her guardian. “The
design of a tapestry cannot be seen from a handful of threads. You must wait
until you see the larger picture to understand the importance of each piece.”


She sighed quietly and also stared at the desert before them. The
rocks were steadily turning into stretches of sand. Soon they would enter the
part of Zonne where the desert matched Adesina’s initial imaginings—sand dunes
as far as the eye could see.


“I hope these Dreams do not last much longer. We are making good
time, and Maizah senses that we are gaining on Basha. I want to have a plan in
place before our confrontation.”


Ravi made a thoughtful sound in the back of his throat. “If we are
to believe that the forces of good are sending you these Dreams, then it stands
to reason that they will be timed in an appropriate manner.”


Adesina grinned and shook her head ruefully. “You always have an
answer.”


He returned her smile. “Of course.”


 


***


 


Adesina and Ravi found themselves standing once more in the
council chamber of the magical creatures. Toraun stood in the center, as
before, but this time a group of humans stood with him.


“We have come to you, Great Immortal Ones, to humbly beg to serve
you. We have been aware of the war between light and darkness for many years
now. We have asked before for the honor of fighting alongside you, and we have
been denied. Now the forces of evil are amassing, and we cannot stand by any
longer. Please, Great Immortal Ones! Allow us to fight!”


All of the humans fell to their knees, their heads bowed
fervently.


The members of the council waited for Toraun to speak, even though
it was evident that several of them wished to speak as well.


“As before, mortal children, we are touched by thy desire to stand
with us. Nevertheless, the danger is far too great for thee. We have the
protection of magic, and there is still much death and injury. What chance
wouldst thou have, with no magic at all?”


“We do not need magic to fight,” burst out a young man from the
back of the group.


His peers shushed him, and his face reddened in embarrassment.


“Nay,” said Toraun. “Let the lad speak.”


The young man slowly got to his feet, and continued in a more
moderate tone. “The casualties of this war are not limited to you, Great
Immortal Ones. All of us here have lost much in the midst of the conflict. We
may not have magic, but we are fighting for our homes and our families. That
gives us strength as great as any magic.”


The leader of the humans smiled warmly at the young man. “Well
spoken, L’avan.” He got to his feet as well and faced Toraun. “The lad is
right. We know well the dangers of war, but our hearts are not faint. We ask
you again, Great Immortal Ones, please allow us to serve you.”


The air was heavy with the importance of the decision. Toraun
turned to the other members of the council.


“What say my brothers and sisters? Shall we call upon mortals to
join in the battle against darkness?”


“Let them fight,” shouted the Vattiri leader almost at once.


“Aye,” rumbled the rock-like creatures. “They have earned the
right.”


“Let them fight.”


“Let them fight!”


All votes were affirmative, and the humans stood tall with pride
at the confidence that had been given to them.


Had Adesina been standing in a different part of the chamber, she
would not have heard the low conversation that took place at the edge of the
room. As it was, her position in the Dream placed her in the only location
where she could overhear.


“He is the one,” said the Dream Rashad.


“The leader?” asked Sitara.


“No, the boy. He is the one who will set the prophecy on its
course.”


The Serraf’s face was solemn. “The time is near, then.”


“Yes,” agreed her companion. “The time is very near.”


 


***


 


Adesina and Ravi were overwhelmed with a barrage of noise and
lights. They both automatically crouched and shielded themselves before
remembering that they were in a Dream.


“HOLD YOUR POSITIONS!” bellowed a powerful voice.


The young queen searched for its source and spotted the young man
from the council chamber—L’avan.


His face had aged considerably since she had last seen him. He
must have been at least twenty years older, and his eyes looked ancient and
weary.


His family has died since the last Dream.


Adesina remembered the history that L’iam had taught her. L’avan
had a wife and a son, but both were killed while he fought in the Great Wars.
He received word on the battlefield, but was unable to take the time to mourn.


His sorrow was still deeply etched on his weathered face.


The ground erupted a few yards in front of the human soldiers, and
L’avan swore fiercely.


“Kirin! Send a message back to those light-cursed Gaianas and tell
them to stop attacking so near our ranks. We have injured enough as it is.”


Lightning seared the sky, and Adesina could see the silhouettes of
Qetza flying through the air. Dark figures with jagged wings rose to meet them
from afar, shrieking in challenge.


L’avan cursed again.


“The demons sent their pets to deal with us, eh?” He turned
to shout to his soldiers. “Be’ezal! Look to the sky.”


L’avan turned to his aide. “Kirin, we will need air support as
soon as possible. Those Qetza are outnumbered. Send word to the Solaran and
also to the Immortal Council.”


Kirin dispatched another messenger and returned to his leader’s
side.


“What of the human ranks, sir?”


L’avan peered through the uneven light at the masses that waited
just beyond the hills where they stood.


“They seem to be waiting. I suppose they are waiting for the
demons to thin our numbers a bit before attacking.”


The young aide shook his head. “It never ceased to amaze me that
any human would choose to side with the demons. They do not value the lives of
mortals, and they force them to participate in unspeakable things.”


“Some participate willingly,” corrected L’avan in a grim tone.


Kirin shuddered. “All the worse for them. Their souls truly are
lost.”


“Perhaps,” said the older man quietly, “but only the Creator can
make that judgment.”


The sound of hundreds of voices chanting rolled in from the
distance, and it became more frenzied until it was a mindless roar. The figures
of the Gaiana could be seen rushing down the hills and into the valley of
enemies.


“What are they doing?” gasped Kirin.


“Disobeying orders,” snapped L’avan in reply. “Now it will be up
to us to save their light-cursed hides.”


He was about to rally his soldiers when a Vattir landed in front
of him.


“Wait, L’avan. You are not to follow the charge of the Gaiana.”


“What do you mean?”


“The Aurym have ordered that you hold your current position.”


L’avan’s expression was stormy. “They will be slaughtered.”


The Vattir seemed unsympathetic. “That was their choice. They were
also ordered to stay where they were, but they have decided follow their own
path of fate.”


The tiny man was about to fly away, but L’avan caught hold of his
arm.


“They will all die,” he said through clenched teeth. “All of them.
They are the last of their race.”


“Everyone involved is aware of that, L’avan. The Gaiana have made
their choice.”


 


***


 


Sitara opened her eyes with an expression that was both pleased
and exhausted. “There! We have found it!”


She sat in a circle with eleven other Serraf and their Rashad
companions. Adesina stood in the peripheral, watching the subjects of her Dream
closely.


“At last,” sighed a Serraf with dark skin and short, curly hair.
“It has taken much time to find a realm suited to our needs.”


Another Serraf with pale skin and fiery red locks nodded in
agreement. “Much more time than we anticipated.”


“Worlds do not touch very often,” expounded Sitara, “and the
Thresholds between them open for such a short time. The realm we have chosen is
moving towards our own. We must be prepared to open the gateway when the two
worlds touch.”


A Serraf with almond-shaped eyes and jet black hair leaned
forward. “I sensed the realm would touch the Threshold of Zonne mostly
strongly.”


“Yes,” confirmed another.


“I agree.”


“As do I.”


Another dark skinned Serraf with snow white hair spoke up. “I
sensed that the worlds would touch in sixteen mortal years, when the first
rains of spring bless the ground.”


“Yes,” confirmed another.


“I agree.”


“As do I.”


“Very well,” said Sitara. “I will go and inform the council.”


She gracefully got to her feet and walked out of the garden where
they were seated. The moss-covered path led to an enormous pavilion, and in the
center stood the council chamber. There were various magical creatures that sat
or stood in the open area of the pavilion, chatting in low voices. Sitara
nodded to them graciously as she walked by.


Some of them followed the Serraf into the council chamber and took
their places in the circle. Toraun took his place in the center and beckoned
for her to join him.


“What news, sister?”


“We have found what we need for our plan to succeed.”


The room broke out in murmurs.


The council leader took a step toward the Serraf. “You have found
an appropriate realm?”


She inclined her head. “Yes. It is empty of creatures, but filled
with plants and other life. It is large, and can sustain a great many people.
We will not be condemning the demons to death by sending them there, but they
can cause no harm once the Threshold is closed.”


“And what of your efforts to force open a Threshold?” inquired
Toraun.


“We have been experimenting on the Far North Threshold. We have
learned what is needed to open a gateway, but it is only for a short period of
time. Once we have it open, the Qetza will need to act quickly in compelling
the demons through.”


There were several pleased expressions among the listeners, but
one face was troubled.


“Is the seal intact once it closes?” asked a male with blue skin
and tentacles—the same one Adesina had seen in the Council before.


Each Threshold had a binding seal that protected it from the space
that existed between realms. When it opened naturally, the seal was temporarily
moved. However, the Serraf had learned that they did not have the ability to
replicate the process.


Sitara hesitated before slowly shaking her head. “The seal must be
broken in order to force a Threshold open. We do not have the power to form a
new seal over it.”


“Then how will the demons remain in their prison?”


She made a soothing gesture with her hands. “A handful of Serraf
will have to remain near the Threshold at all times to keep it closed.”


Toraun frowned. “That does not seem like an ideal situation. It
leaves our world vulnerable to the return of the demons.”


“The seal will not always be broken. One will come who will heal
it,” Sitara replied cautiously.


“How do you know that?” inquired a horse-like creature with flames
for a mane and a tail.


“A prophecy has been given,” Sitara said with reluctance.


A stunned silence followed.


“Why have you not shared this prophecy with the rest of us?”


Her normally calm expression became slightly uncomfortable. “It is
a prophecy specific to the Serraf.”


There were several mutters throughout the room.


Toraun’s face was grave. “That does not matter. All divine
knowledge is shared among us. You know that as well as anyone.”


“Yes, I know,” admitted Sitara, “and we have always honored the
tradition. However, we were given strict instructions regarding this prophecy,
and it is to be shared only once. We have to be certain that it falls on the
necessary ears.”


There was an outburst in the council chamber.


“Impossible!”


“No prophecy has ever had such restrictions.”


“Who gave this prophecy?” demanded the Vattiri leader.


“I was commanded not to reveal that information,” Sitara said
calmly, with the expression of one who was expecting a storm.


She was not disappointed.


There was a torrent of overlapping voices that lasted for several
minutes. The Serraf leader stood quietly, allowing all to have their say, but
responding to none.


Toraun eventually raised all four arms and gestured for silence.


“We shall not question the prophets. We must trust that these
restrictions are for the good of all.”


With the council subdued, the more immediate issues were once
again brought forward.


“How are we to lure all of demonkind to one location at the same
time?”


Sitara turned to the speaker—a childlike creature sitting on the
back of a fiercesome horned beast.


The childlike council member continued before she could reply. “I
know that I am new to the council, and I do not wish to seem impertinent, but I
feel it is a valid concern. Whatever we use to lure the demons must be
something enticing if they are to overlook their innate suspicion and caution.
We must appeal to their greed. After all, the demon races are not natural
allies. If it is something they all want, and they do not wish to share, they shall
all rush to obtain it first.”


Sitara held up a hand. “A moment, if you please. This was
discussed soon after we implemented this plan, brother, and we have since
devised a course of action.”


“Oh,” said the creature, with a trace of disappointment that he
would not take part in the planning, “I see.”


“When the time is right, we will allow certain misinformation to
be spread to some of the known human spies. We will plant rumors that we are
opening the Threshold to obtain divine intervention from the Creator’s realm.
The demons will swarm to prevent this from happening.”


The childlike creature planted his fists on his hips. “We do not
have the ability to enter the Creator’s realm without invitation.”


“Yes, but the demons do not know that.”


There was no further argument, and it seemed as though the meeting
had reached its conclusion.


Toraun surveyed with other members of the council to sense their
approval. He appeared satisfied by what he saw.


“Very well, we shall begin the final stages of this terrible war.”











Chapter Thirty: Without Guidance


 


Adesina awoke on their sixth day of travel with a terrible
headache. She felt sluggish and irritable, and she could barely bring herself
to eat or drink.


“What is wrong, Ma’eve?” asked Ravi.


“Nothing,” she snapped peevishly.


He gave her a reproving stare. “You are not a child, Ma’eve. There
is no need to lash out at me. Besides, I know very well that there is something
wrong.”


His words did nothing to improve her mood. “Then why ask at all?”


The Rashad decided it would be best to leave her alone, and she
was glad for the solitude. The others cast quick glances at her before
following Ravi’s example.


They had entered a stretch of the desert where the ground was
slightly more firm and a type of low shrubs covered the terrain. The air seemed
slightly cooler as well, so they had kept traveling along that path. All of the
weary travelers were grateful for the small amount of respite.


Adesina rode at the rear, attempting to fight off the pounding
pain in her head and feeling immensely sorry for herself. She ate and drank
very little when they stopped at midday, and she could not fall asleep when the
time came to rest.


She would have continued to suffer in isolation, but Mar’sal
developed the same symptoms when the time came to move on.


“What is it, Mar’sal?” asked Than’os.


The L’avan soldier shook his head. “Do not bother yourself with
me,” he replied in a sullen tone.


“Is your head hurting?” inquired Ravi.


He looked up in amazement. “Yes. It is horrible.”


“And have you lost your appetite?”


“Yes! How did you know?”


Adesina and her guardian exchanged glances.


“I have been feeling the same,” admitted the young queen.


Faryl looked at both of them with concern. “When did this begin?”


“This morning.”


The former apothecary made an exasperated sound. “Why did you not
say something sooner?”


She sat both of her patients down and gave them thorough
examinations, muttering absently as she did.


“No fever, but the faces are flushed. Irregular breathing, loss of
appetite, lethargy…”


Faryl set up a blanket as a curtain and ushered Adesina behind it.


“Strip down, girl. Let us see if you have any rashes or marks.”


The L’avan obeyed somewhat reluctantly. She was not embarrassed
about being unclad, but she was tired of being ordered around by the headstrong
older woman.


“There,” exclaimed Faryl. “That must be the cause.”


She was standing behind Adesina, and so she couldn’t see what had
inspired this conclusion.


“What is it?”


The former apothecary didn’t answer immediately. “Go ahead and get
dressed again. Let us see if Mar’sal has the same mark.”


Adesina grumbled to herself as she dressed, and hurried out from
behind the curtain.


Faryl was standing behind Mar’sal, who had removed his shirt. The
woman was examining something between his shoulder blades.


It was a lump the size of an acorn, with smaller bumps all around
it. The entire area was red and inflamed, looking extremely painful.


“I have one of those, too?” Adesina asked incredulously.


Faryl nodded. “Yes, only slightly bigger.”


She tried to reach back and touch it, but her arms ached when she
strained them. “How do I not feel a sore of that size? The only pain I feel is
in my head.”


“Perhaps some sort of localized anesthetic,” mused the other
woman. “Well! Shirts off, everyone. Let us see how far this has spread. Maizah,
you may step behind that curtain.”


Kendan and Than’os both had a handful of small red dots, but not
the lump in the center. Maizah and Ravi both seemed to be untouched by the
ailment. Adesina agreed to inspect Faryl’s back and found that she had the red
spots and the beginning of a lump. Kendan suggested checking the horses, and
all of them had lumps on their legs.


“Well,” she said in a businesslike tone, “now we must determine
the cause and the cure.”


“Faryl,” said Than’os, “this may be a good time to put our
training to use.”


Her green eyes lit with excitement, but she kept her voice calm.
“If you think that is best.”


He smiled at her reaction. “Yes, I do.”


Adesina could see him connecting to his vyala by the
swirling glow of his eyes. There was no tangible change in Faryl, but she took
the time to take several deep breaths and prepare herself mentally for what was
ahead.


Faryl made a series of small gestures with her hands, as if she
were physically directing the streams of vyala. She chose to focus on
Mar’sal, since he was standing nearest to her.


Adesina felt Ravi’s mind closer to her own than ever before. It
was as if the Joining had intensified for some reason. In a moment of rare
clarity, the young queen could actually see what was being done with the
vyala.


Faryl imagined the thin stream of power to be shaped like a
surgical tool. She figuratively pierced the inflamed lump with the vyala
and opened it to her mind’s eye. The view expanded until Faryl could see the
intricate details of the wound.


“It is not an infection. It is a parasite of some sort—microscopic
insects that live in this scrub brush. They are a type of blood-drinkers, and
they attack any living creature with which they come into contact.”


Mar’sal shuddered. “Disgusting!”


“How do we get rid of them?” asked Than’os.


Faryl let go of the borrowed vyala and gave a decisive nod.
“First, we need to get out of this part of the desert. We need to get far away
from this brush so we do not attract any more of the little beasts.”


Adesina and Mar’sal were given some herbs to chew to help cope
with the throbbing headaches, but that was all for the present time. They rode
at a quick pace for the rest of their evening and night travels to get back to
the arid sands that they had followed for days before.


Neither Adesina nor Mar’sal could sleep, so they stayed up with
Faryl and Than’os as they began exploring ways to cure themselves and their
companions.


“I am surprised that the salve we bought did not repel these
parasites,” commented Than’os.


Faryl was rummaging through her apothecary pack and gave a
distracted answer. “Perhaps it does not work on them. I would think that most
travelers would know to avoid that area of the desert, or they would hire
guides with the knowledge.”


“Something we should have done,” muttered Mar’sal, still irritable
from his illness.


“Well,” responded Than’os, “there is nothing to be done now. We
shall simply have to take more caution.”


“Hmmmm,” pondered Faryl. “I wonder if blood nectar leaves would appeal
to the parasites.”


“They do attract mosquitoes,” concurred her partner.


“If we can make some sort of compound to draw them out of the
sores, then we should heal up quite easily.”


Than’os looked doubtful. “Do you have any blood nectar leaves? I
did not think they have any medicinal value.”


“No,” confessed Faryl, “but I wonder if perhaps we can make some.”


“Make some?” questioned Adesina.


“Do you recall that the Shimat called me the alchemist?”


Those listening nodded.


“Well, alchemy is the science of transforming matter. I was called
this because of my ability to combine elements and to obtain unexpected
results. Perhaps, with the help of Than’os’s vyala, I can use my skills
to transform the herbs that I do have into blood nectar leaves. Or, at the very
least, simulate the effects of the leaves.”


Than’os appeared to be intrigued by the idea. “What herbs will you
use?”


“I have pongia root, which can leech out impurities from an open
wound, and I have hummingblossom leaves, which act as an herbal expander.”


“What is an herbal expander?” asked Mar’sal.


“It means that it can take on the properties of other herbs. So,
if you only have a small amount of a certain herb and you are in need of more,
you can throw in some hummingblossom leaves and they will imitate the other
herb.”


“You want them to replicate the pongia root?”


Faryl shook her head. “No, but I thought they would be a good
starting point for the transformation.”


Than’os approved of her plan. “Yes, that is wise. The pongia will
serve as a good reference for the traits you wish to instill.”


He connected to his vyala, and once again, Adesina could
see what was happening between him and the apothecary.


Faryl laid out the supplies she hoped to change, and then she took
hold of the stream of magical power that was offered to her. First she split
the stream into dozens of threads and connected one to each of the
hummingblossom leaves.


She expanded the threads, in a way opening up the leaves to
receive a new purpose.


“I need a second stream,” she instructed Than’os.


He nodded, and his brow furrowed in concentration.


The second strand appeared in her hand, and Faryl used it to probe
the fat, green root. She expanded her vision of it, so she could study the
details of how it worked the way it did. Adesina had a rudimentary
understanding of botany, but nothing like Faryl’s expansive knowledge. She
tried to follow what the older woman was discovering, but she was soon left
behind.


“There it is,” she whispered, focusing on a specific chain of
chemicals.


Faryl extracted the plant chemicals into the string of vyala
and began to alter them slightly. When she seemed satisfied with the result,
she replicated it and placed it in each of the hummingblossom leaves.


“One more component,” she murmured.


The second stream of power was inserted into her own hand, where
she extracted the scent of blood. This was also placed into the leaves, turning
them a vibrant red color. Faryl disconnected each thread of vyala from
the newly transformed herbs, closing them up once more.


She let go of Than’os’s vyala and took a deep breath. “I
think I did it.”


“How will we know if you were successful?”


The alchemist considered the situation for a moment before
answering. “We will test on the horses first, and measure their results.”


She didn’t waste any time doing it. She immediately began mixing
the compresses for each of the horses’ legs. Mar’sal and Adesina kept the
animals calm while Than’os used a knife to pierce the inflamed lumps. Then,
Faryl wrapped the compress over the wound and tied it with twine.


“We should see results in a few hours. In the meantime, they
should not be allowed to move too much.”


Adesina whirled to face her. “But we need to break camp soon. We
will lose time by waiting here for results, and we cannot afford to do that. We
have been warned that severe storms are coming, and we need to catch up to
Basha before then.”


Faryl gave a helpless shrug. “I am sorry, but it is necessary. We
need to rid ourselves of these parasites as soon as possible. If they begin to
multiply, then it will put our lives at risk.”


The young queen did her best to control her anger, but it required
her to walk away from the camp.


They were so close. Why did they have to be stopped by something
so small as insects?


It is the consequence of venturing into the desert without
guidance.


She turned and saw Ravi approaching her.


“Are you saying that this is my fault?”


His expression was kind. “No, dear one. We all thought that
Maizah’s visions would be enough.”


“We were all wrong.”


“Yes,” he agreed. “We were wrong.”


Adesina watched the changing sky as dawn approached. They still
had an hour before the sun would break over the horizon, but the stars were
already retreating.


“There are many other dangers here in Zonne. Next time it might be
something that threatens a life or stops us completely. How will we avoid
dangers we do not understand?”


The Rashad’s eyes were grave. “I do not know, Ma’eve. It may be
that we cannot.”


Kendan and Maizah were soon awake, and Faryl informed them of the
current situation. Breakfast was given to those who had appetites, and those
who didn’t feel like eating were encouraged to drink their ration of water. The
supplies that had been given to them by Captain Zulimar were gone now, and the
travelers survived off of the desert cakes. Kendan was right to fear the
monotony, for there was no pleasure in consuming the hard lumps of grain and
dried meat.


Faryl kept a close eye on the horses, and the majority of them
seemed to improve with time. The packhorse, however, remained lethargic and sickly.


“It must have had the most advanced case,” observed Than’os with
pity. “I fear it must be relieved of its suffering.”


“We cannot afford to lose any of our horses,” argued Adesina. “We
are pressed for time as it is, and we will be slowed down if we have to
redistribute our supplies to the other animals.”


“I am sorry, Adesina, but it must be done. It is dying slowly and
painfully, and we will lose it eventually anyway. This is the merciful thing to
do.”


It did not seem like there was any other reasonable choice. She
gave a frustrated nod and turned away to pack up her things.


“We need to redistribute supplies and begin traveling as soon as
possible.”


“I agree,” said Faryl, “but first, we need to begin treatments for
this parasite. It is unfortunate to lose one of our horses, but it would be
devastating to our mission if we lost our leader.”











Chapter Thirty-one: More Misfortune


 


Adesina was relieved to find that her headache was subsiding
considerably by midday. She watched with a mixture of fascination and disgust
as Faryl changed the dressings for each member of the party. Her own compress
had changed from a dark red to a speckled grey and white—the multitude of dead
parasites stuck firmly to the pulp of the crushed leaves.


“It is drawing them out. Good,” remarked Faryl.


Adesina was revolted by the idea that the tiny creatures had been
under her skin. Kendan looked equally squeamish, and the apothecary gave a
laugh.


“You Shimat certainly have weaker stomachs than I assumed.”


Neither Adesina nor Kendan replied, but they exchanged significant
looks. It was one thing to be faced with an enemy in battle, and it was
something else entirely to face nature’s most repugnant creatures.


The young queen left Faryl to her work, retaining as much dignity
as possible as she made her escape.


For the first time in more than 24 hours, Adesina was able to fall
asleep. She was so exhausted in both mind and body that she did not Dream. She
awoke rather groggy, but she was able to continue on their journey.


They were now on the seventh day in the desert, and they were
finally beginning to adjust to the heat. It was still incredibly uncomfortable,
but it no longer seemed unbearable. Their path was now more east than south,
and Maizah indicated that Basha had slowed her pace for some reason. They had
lost all of the time they had previously gained when they had to treat the
horses, but Adesina was confident that the situation would soon be remedied.


She was just starting to feel rather optimistic when she heard a
clamor from the rear of the party.


Adesina whirled around just in time to see a flurry of limbs and
supplies plunge down the ridge into a valley of sand. Both horse and rider
cried out in pain and fear as they fell.


“Kendan!”


The young queen jumped off Torith’s back and slid down the steep
slope, barely able to keep her footing as she did so. She automatically used
her vyala to steady herself, and the magic took an independent step
forward by lifting her off her feet and floating her down to safety.


Adesina went cold and she felt as though a vise were crushing her
heart. Let go! she thought frantically, and her vyala disappeared
abruptly.


Ravi appeared at her side. “Ma’eve! What is wrong?”


She shook her head and pointed to their companion as a
distraction. “Kendan is hurt.”


The Rashad remained firmly where he was. “You are my first
priority, and I know something is terribly wrong. I have never felt you panic
like that.”


“Mar’sal,” she called, ignoring her guardian, “come quickly.”


Adesina rushed over to where her former teacher lay sprawled in
the sand. He had lost consciousness, but his low moans let Adesina know that he
was still alive.


Kendan’s right arm was clearly broken—sitting in an abnormal angle
that caused Adesina to shudder. His right leg had a compound fracture, and his
blood seeped into the golden sand.


Mar’sal slid down the slope and sprinted over to the injured man.
He used his vyala to inspect Kendan’s wounds closely.


“It is a miracle he is not dead,” the L’avan soldier muttered to
himself. “He would be dead if this ground were any harder.”


“Can you heal him?” Adesina asked anxiously.


Mar’sal nodded and began immediately. He knit the bones together
and melded the skin. He stopped up the internal bleeding that was taking place
within Kendan’s skull.


The former Shimat grew quiet as he slipped into a peaceful sleep.


“I dare not do more,” admitted Mar’sal. “The brain is a delicate
organ, and I fear I do not have the necessary skill to heal him completely. He
will live, but we should ask Mistress Faryl to administer something to help him
manage the rest of the healing process.”


Adesina nodded and turned to call to the apothecary.


Faryl was already standing next to them, but her attention was on
the horse.


“He has a broken neck and two broken legs. Can you heal him as
well, Mar’sal?”


Adesina could see that Mar’sal was weary, but he agreed without
hesitation. “Of course, Mistress.”


The horse was soon on its feet again, but it appeared to labor as
it walked.


“There is still some pain,” explained Mar’sal, “but it will
recover by tomorrow.”


“Now we must decide what to do,” Faryl said. “How do we get back
up that ridge?”


“Ma’eve can use her vyala to transport all of us,” asserted
Ravi, staring at Adesina with challenging eyes. It was clear on his feline face
that he did not appreciate that she had figuratively pushed him to the side.


Mar’sal was too tired to take note of the nuances of the
conversation. “Oh, yes,” he said in a grateful tone. “That would be helpful,
Adesina. I do not think I can climb back to my horse.”


Faryl looked back and forth between the L’avan woman and her
Rashad companion with an uncomfortable expression on her face. 


Please, Ravi, do not do this.


Why not, Ma’eve? You insist that nothing is wrong.


I…cannot…


His expression softened considerably.


You cannot, what?


“Mar’sal, are you able to walk?”


The young soldier looked startled by Adesina’s question. “Yes, of
course.”


“Then we shall put Kendan across the back of his horse and walk
alongside this ridge. It cannot last forever, and we will meet up with the rest
of the group at the soonest opportunity.”


Mar’sal’s brow creased in confusion, but he readily agreed. Orders
were shouted up to Than’os, and they continued on their previous course.


Adesina and Ravi walked at the head of their group, keeping an eye
on their counterparts. Faryl lended support to Mar’sal when he needed it, and
led Kendan’s horse by the reins.


Why are you shutting me out?


Adesina could sense the ache in Ravi’s heart, and she felt the
urge to throw her arms around his neck.


“I am sorry, old friend. I do not mean to push you away.”


“Then, do not,” he replied simply. “Tell me what has been happening.”


“I am afraid,” she whispered.


Ravi’s muzzle wrinkled in a feline expression of concern. “What is
making you afraid?”


Once again, Adesina shied from the truth. It was as if she was
making it more real by expressing it out loud.


When her words failed her, she tried something else. Something
new.


She opened her mind completely to Ravi, and she recalled every
detail regarding her vyala since the battle with the aekuor. She showed
him how her magic was taking control, and her struggle to overcome its power.
She showed him her fear of being lost in her vyala, and she knew that
Ravi could see that the possibility was all too real.


It took mere moments for Adesina to share days of relentless
terror and worry, but it seemed much longer. Ravi’s eyes grew wide, and Adesina
could see them shimmer with tears.


She had never seen him cry before.


“Oh, Ma’eve…you should have told me sooner.”


Adesina felt as though she had laid herself bare, and she tried to
cover it with bravado. “What difference does it make? Nothing can be done.”


The Rashad shook his head. “You do not know that. Even if that
were true, you should not carry such a burden alone.”


A trickling sensation fell down her cheeks, and Adesina hurried to
brush her tears away. “I could not…”


He understood what she was trying to say, and he shook his head
solemnly. “Why do you think I am here? Almost any sort of creature could have
been sent to protect you from physical danger. Yet you have a guardian that can
think and speak as you do. I was sent to you because you need a friend to
protect you from a much more pressing danger.”


“Idiocy?” she suggested with a half laugh.


“Isolation,” Ravi responded.


That gave Adesina pause.


“You would try to take on the problems of the world by yourself,
and you would think nothing of destroying yourself in the process. You would
even convince yourself that it is for the best.” His voice was both
affectionate and annoyed, but then he went on in a more serious tone. “One of
my greatest purposes is to remind you that you are not alone.”


The young queen stopped walking and looked at Ravi. They had spent
the last six years in almost constant companionship. He had saved her life on
numerous occasions, he had given her comfort and council, he had stood by her
when she had felt most alone. She had grown to love him very dearly, and that
love seemed to grow exponentially as she gazed at her guardian now.


Adesina went down on one knee and wrapped her arms around the
large feline’s neck. “Thank you,” she whispered.


He nuzzled her fondly. “I am not sure how, but we will find a way
to overcome this together. We have faced impossible and frightening things
before, and we can do it again.”


 


***


 


It was after dark now. The moon was a pale sliver in the sky, but
it lent just enough light to aid the weary travelers.


Adesina and the others still rode at the bottom of the rocky
slope, searching for a path that would reunite the two groups. Maizah rode
along the sandy ridge, leading Faryl’s horse while Than’os guided the mounts
belonging to Mar’sal and Adesina. 


Maizah’s dark eyes drank in the desert before them, but the
depthless orbs appeared to remain empty.


She looked empty.


Maizah was quite aware of how she seemed to others. Her parents
had trained her well, and she was able to maintain the void without any effort.
She existed only to serve—that was the first rule of survival as a slave.


The young woman noticed several strange fluctuations in Adesina’s
magic. She did not mean to pry, but she could not help noticing. Adesina was a
surging beacon of light to someone with Maizah’s skills. The Tracker could no
more ignore the L’avan queen than she could ignore the sun.


Maizah noticed the fluctuations, but she did nothing to indicate
her knowledge. It was not her place to volunteer information.


She glanced at the L’avan soldier riding to her left. Early on in
the journey he had attempted to converse with her. The Master had warned him
that she could not speak, but he tried all the same. The Master did not seem to
mind the fruitless effort, and so she had not either. 


These L’avan were strange people. They did not seem to view her as
a slave. It did not make any sense to her. It was as if they refused to
acknowledge that a horse was a horse.


Maizah’s parents had once told her of a land across the sea, where
people like her were free to live their lives as they chose. Her parents had
been taken from that land as children, and they never lived to return. Their
deaths had been a lesson to teach Maizah that such dreams were futile and
dangerous.


She was a slave—nothing more.


Of course, the Master treated her differently as well. He was not
like the other Masters. There was a softness in his eyes that no other Master
possessed. He almost treated her like she was more than simply a slave.


Maizah shook away such thoughts.


Futile and dangerous.


Through her unusual tracking abilities, she could sense that
Adesina’s husband slowed to a stop, presumably for the night. Maizah could
track his aura quite easily now. It was a strange other-self sense that tickled
the back of her mind at all times. Each aura was unique, and Adesina’s
husband’s gave the sensation of sunlight in a forest. It was pleasant and
strangely comforting.


Maizah turned her gaze to the sky to estimate the time of evening.
They would probably travel for three or four more hours before stopping to
sleep. It was a pressing pace, but they all understood the need to catch up to
Adesina’s husband.


Than’os reined his horse to a stop and climbed out of the saddle.
“A moment, please, Maizah.”


He walked away a respectful distance to relieve himself, and the
Tracker turned her eyes on the party members walking below. Their pace was
slower, due to the injured and the lack of horses, but Maizah estimated that
the two levels would meet in about half a league.


A sudden cry sounded behind her and was muffled just as abruptly.


Maizah whipped around to look for Than’os, but he was nowhere to
be seen.


The moonlight was dim, but the sparse landscape of the desert held
nothing that would obscure his shape. He had simply disappeared.


The Tracker had not tuned her senses to Than’os’s aura, but she
could still do a broad sweep in search of him. She ranged outward, seeking any
sign of the missing L’avan, but she found nothing.


Then, following some unexplained instinct, she turned her sight
downward to the sandy ground.


There!


He seemed to have fallen into some sort of sinkhole.


No, it was more than that. Maizah could see the outline of his
form struggling violently with another shape. The phantom was not as clear as
the aura of Than’os—only bearing traces of the life light—but she could see
that it was some sort of creature that had built its nest in the sand.


She could see that Than’os was struggling to free himself from the
beast’s clutches.


Maizah was paralyzed by the situation.


She was the only one who could lend aid to the L’avan soldier. The
others were too far away, and there was no guarantee that she could get their
attention in time to save their comrade.


She had not been given any instructions. She had no orders to
obey.


To act without orders was to invite a whipping, or even death.


There were erratic flares in Than’os’s aura. He was trying to use
his magic to fight, but he did not appear to be winning.


What should she do?


A good slave would stay out of the way. It would be degrading to a
Master to receive help from such a source. Should the Master die, another
Master would come to collect the belongings—including the slave.


Than’os was not a Master, though. And he did not see Maizah as a
slave. He saw her as an equal.


What would an equal do in this situation?


She climbed down from her saddle and hurried over to where Than’os
had strapped his sword to his saddlebags. Then Maizah rushed over to the faint
indent in the sand that outlined the creature’s nest.


The Tracker took a deep breath and jumped down the sinkhole.


Maizah aimed the blade as she fell, attempting to wound the part
of the beast that held tight to the L’avan.


She heard a terrible screech as she hit the ground, and Than’os
was dropped next to her. Maizah looked up and saw a monster the size of a horse
staring down at them. It almost looked like an ant, but with a gaping maw—now
bleeding from the sword stroke—and too many limbs.


Maizah knew that she was no warrior, but Than’os appeared to be
injured and in no condition to fight. She gripped the sword with both hands and
swung it back and forth while lunging at the creature.


The monster was not accustomed to fighting its food, and it shied
away from the glinting weapon, retreating deeper into its underground nest.


As soon as the beast appeared to be gone, Maizah ran back to
Than’os and lifted him into a sitting position.


His leg was bleeding and broken, and there were several punctures
along his abdomen from the pincer of the monster. He seemed to be lucid,
though, and he squeezed her hand in relief.


“Thank you, Maizah. You saved my life!”


A feeling of warmth passed over her and settled into her chest.
She stared at Than’os in wonder and it was as if something was expanding deep
within her soul.


Yes, she thought to herself, I did. 











Chapter Thirty-two: Vyuhava


 


Adesina looked over the sleeping members of her party, and she was
glad that they were once again all together. There were dangers in the desert
that they hadn’t been prepared to meet, and they were safer as a group.


She directed her eyes to Than’os and a chill passed over her
heart.


At the moment he was bandaged and resting comfortably. Mar’sal
would heal him fully in the morning. How close had they come to losing him?


If it hadn’t been for Maizah…


A gentle hand touched her arm, and she turned to see Kendan
standing beside her.


“You should get some sleep, Adesina. I have had more than my fair
share of rest, and I have been assigned this watch.”


She gave a distracted nod. “Yes, I know.”


“Do you not trust me to stay awake?” he asked with a teasing
smile.


The young queen looked him squarely in the eyes. “I trust you,
Kendan.”


His smile faded. “You do?”


“Yes.”


There was a flicker of emotion that crossed his face, but he
quickly covered it with a neutral expression. “Thank you, Adesina. That truly
means a lot to me.”


Kendan reached out and brushed her arm with his fingertips, and
then he walked away without looking back.


Adesina felt sad as she watched him leave. She caught a glimpse of
the lives they could have led, if they had made different choices. 


If she had stayed a loyal member of the Shimat organization, he
would have continued to train her as she acclimatized to her responsibilities,
and he probably would have supervised her first handful of missions. They would
have continued to work together closely, and their emotional bond would have
strengthened over time. Then, perhaps, they would have found a way to balance a
discreet personal relationship with their duties as Shimat.


If Kendan had joined the L’avan when Adesina was first discovered
to be a traitor to the Shimat, he would have won Adesina’s heart completely. It
would have been a difficult life—always on the run from Shimat retribution—but
they would have had each other.


Those alternate lives were lost—among the other countless victims
of the Shimat organization.


She didn’t hear a sound, but she sensed that Ravi was approaching.
He had needed to hunt, and Adesina had sworn not to do anything other than
prepare for sleep.


“Are you feeling refreshed, old friend?”


Ravi’s deep voice rumbled with satisfaction. “Yes, Ma’eve. I can
go for quite some time without sustenance, but not indefinitely. My body was in
great need of the nourishment.”


“What did you find to eat in this wasteland?” she asked, suddenly
curious.


“Much life can be found, even in a desert,” was his only reply.


The corners of her mouth twitched with amusement at his evasive
answer, and she walked to their small section of the camp. Adesina wrapped
herself up tightly against the chill of the night air, and she closed her eyes
with a sigh.


“You sense it coming as well,” she said softly to her guardian.


“Yes, I can sense the Dream.”


“This one seems…larger.”


Adesina couldn’t think of a better word to describe the feeling
that was coming over her. In her mind there was a looming presence—the shadow
of something momentous to come.


Ravi was aware of it as well. “I have been Dreaming my entire
life, and I have only felt this once before.”


She opened her eyes and looked at the Rashad. “When was that?”


“Just before I had the Dream that altered the course of my entire
life. I suspect that a pivotal decision is in your near future, and this Dream
holds the information you need to make that choice. We call such Dreams vyuhava
in the ancient tongue.”


Adesina’s heart began to race at his words. The weight of what he
was saying pressed on her chest and restricted her breathing.


“What should I do?”


His answer was simple. “Dream. Watch closely, and remember when
the time comes to make your decision.”


She could hardly relax enough to cross over into the Dream. In an
effort to distract her mind from her internal distress, she asked Ravi one more
question.


“What did you see in your vyuhava?”


His voice was quiet and poignant. “I saw that you had been born.”


 


***


 


Within the Dream, Sitara stood near the peak of a lone mountain.
The sky was a sickly green-grey, and it was difficult to tell if it was day or
night. The air was thick with smoke and the stench of death. The Serraf tried
to breathe as shallowly as possible.


She looked out at the land that surrounded where she was standing.
It, too, had a deathly pallor. It had once been green and rich with life, but
six days of horrifying battle had stripped the earth of all its natural vyala.
All that remained were skeletons of what used to be.


The council had known that there would have to be some fighting,
but they had not anticipated anything on this scale. The demons had seemingly
endless reserves, and they were cautious in deploying them. It was only in the
last day that their numbers had stopped replenishing.


“They are finally all on the battlefield, Riel,” said Sitara to
her Rashad companion.


“Yes,” responded Riel in her unexpectedly delicate and feminine
voice, “now we can begin.”


“Where is Bren?” asked the Serraf leader to one of the younger
angelic women who stood at a respectful distance.


The blonde Serraf gestured to the very top of the mountain. “She
is preparing for her role.”


Sitara gave a solemn nod. It was likely that Bren and the eleven
other sisters on the mountain top would not survive the task that they had been
given. The Serraf had been fortunate in losing very few sisters during the
seemingly endless years of war. Their numbers had never been great, and the
death of even one Serraf was a weighty matter. To lose twelve at once…


The Serraf leader knew that it still did not compare to the
sacrifice of the other races. The Gaiana were not the only ones to fight to the
last death in this war. More than a dozen magical races were now extinct. It
was hardly comforting to know that the forces of light had destroyed nearly
that many races of demons throughout the years.


She looked once more over the massive battlefield. The armies tore
at each other like feral beasts. Sitara was too far away to hear the cries of
those fighting, but she could feel the awful din in her heart.


As terrible as the violence seemed now, Sitara knew that it was
about to get infinitely worse.


“Tell the sisters to prepare for the interior circle,” ordered
Sitara, “and inform Bren and the exterior circle of sisters that we are about
to begin.”


The blonde Serraf gave a humble bow and hurried away. Sitara could
not tear her gaze away from the valley of death.


Was this what the Creator intended when the world was brought into
being?


“You must not allow doubt to enter your heart,” reprimanded Riel
gently. “Our minds are finite, and we cannot see the greater plan.”


The Rashad was right, of course, but the shadow remained. Sitara
forced herself to turn her back on the battlefield.


“Come. We must not delay.”


She walked down a faint path that wove through the rocks and down
to the tree line. The natural life of this mountain had been mostly untouched
by the battle, but Sitara knew it would not survive the opening of the
Threshold. The peak, just like the rest of the land, would die and turn to
dust.


The Serraf and the Rashad made their way to a cave that was
obscured in a fold of the mountain. The crevice widened to reveal an elaborate
interior. The walls of the cave held dozens of carved scenes depicting the
creation of the world. In the center stood a raised platform made of white
marble, which was etched with intricate designs and runes.


Eleven Serraf stood on the platform, waiting for their leader to
join them.


Sitara didn’t waste time in issuing orders. “Begin building
defenses. We must delay the demons from approaching.”


“Why?” asked a voice from the edge of the room.


It was Toraun.


“Is not our desire to draw them here?”


Sitara barely spared breath to answer him. “Yes, but they will be
suspicious if we do not defend this mountain. We must make it just hard enough
to convince them of the need to attack.”


The council leader raised no more objections, but fell silent to
allow the Serraf to work.


Adesina watched closely as the Dream progressed. She could see the
threads being woven in a tapestry of magic, and she was amazed by the level of
skill before her.


The Serraf all split into pairs and began lacing their vyala
together, along with the power of their Rashad companions. Adesina could not
keep track of what was happening in detail, but she could sense that six
magical barriers were being placed at different levels of the mountain.


The air quivered as the spells took hold, and the silence that
followed was heavy.


The twenty-four Serraf and Rashad formed a circle around the
marble platform and bowed their heads in concentration.


“Bren, my child,” called Sitara to the empty space in the center
of the circle, “are you ready?”


A shimmering figure took form, and Adesina could recognize the
shape of another Serraf.


“Yes, dear sister,” the figure replied in a voice that sounded
strangely distant. “I am ready for all that must be.”


There was a slight hitch in Sitara’s throat as she gave the final
order. “Send the signal.”


 


***


 


High atop the mountain, Bren lowered her curly head in obedient
submission. The wind toyed with her dark hair, but she paid it no mind.


“It is time, my sisters,” she said to those with her. “Let us
begin.”


The twelve Serraf raised their hands simultaneously above their
heads and sent of a blinding burst of light. The signal could be seen from
anywhere on the battlefield, but only the armies of light knew what it meant.


The Serraf then began to knit their vyala together to form
what was essentially embellished flashes of colors and sounds. It certainly
looked impressive, but it served no real purpose.


Bren allowed her sisters to take over, and turned her focus to a
greater matter. Her body was needed to make their number twelve—the expected
number of any magical circle—but her vyala was to serve a different
purpose.


She knelt on the conduit that would allow her to channel her vyala
into the center of the circle within the mountain cave below, and she
concentrated every fiber of her being into the task.


It was true that she had volunteered for this honor. She had pled
for it. Yet, here at the end, she couldn’t help but feel a trace of sadness for
what was to come.


 


***


 


Adesina could sense what was happening on the peak above the cave.
She frowned in confusion for several moments before she began to understand.


They are acting as bait.


Ravi nodded in agreement. Yes. The Serraf above are meant to
draw the fire of any attacks, while the real ritual takes place here in this
cave.


“They will die,” whispered Adesina. “How can she let them die?”


“Sitara is allowing them to do their part in protecting the
world,” Ravi said firmly, but sadly. “It is likely they were chosen out of
numerous volunteers.”


The young queen knew he was right. Every Serraf would gladly give
her life to protect the world she loved so dear.


Even so, Adesina wept for every life sacrificed.


 


***


 


L’avan watched the battle with hungry eyes. He longed to take a
part in the fighting, but no mortal had been granted that privilege. Only the
Great Immortal Ones were allowed to fight in this particular campaign.


He, along with a small handful of other carefully selected humans,
had been told that they could observe from afar—although, he could not imagine
why.


L’avan sat on the back of a flying Qetza, soaring high above
Zonne. The Qetza, for another unknown reason, were also being kept away from
the fray.


“Look,” he shouted, pointing in the distance.


There was a brilliant surge of light from atop a lone mountain.
L’avan could not see the source, but he recognized it as magic.


“Yesssss,” responded the Qetza, Sesa. “Now the battle ssssshall
begin.”


L’avan’s expression was incredulous. He had never before seen such
a ferocious and bloody conflict, and it had been going on for seven days now.
“Are you saying that this past week has been nothing but a precursor to the
real combat?”


“Yessss.”


“Thousands of lives have been lost,” L’avan sputtered. “Hundreds
of thousands. How can that be possible?”


“The purposssse of thissss war isss not to kill demonssssss, young
human. Thisss battle will decide the fate of ussss all.”


A chill ran down L’avan’s spine. “What do you mean?”


Sesa didn’t reply.


A series of lights and colors began to swirl around the peak of
the mountain, and L’avan could hear the wrathful shrieks of the demons below.
There was a surge of the dark masses, and the armies of light slowly began to
give way.


“What is happening, Sesa?”


The Qetza seemed hesitant to answer. “The Sssssserraf have begun
the ritual to open a Thresssshold.”


The Thresholds were locations that humans only heard about in
myths.


“The Gateway to Heaven?”


The flying serpent shook his head. “No, a portal to another
world.”


The weathered soldier was baffled. “But…why?”


“I cannot ssssay at thisssss time.”


L’avan felt a twinge of resentment. “I have been a faithful
servant of the Great Immortal Ones for over forty years. Have I not earned the
trust of the Council?”


“Your ssservice doesssss you honor,” assured Sesa. “Watch, young
human. You will ssssee the greater plan sssssoon enough.”


Far below, L’avan could see that the front lines of the armies of
light were beginning to break.


“They cannot hold against such an attack for long,” he commented,
deeply concerned. “The demons will force their way through.”


“Yesss.”


“Can you not help them?” the soldier asked in desperation.


“No.”


“The Serraf will fail if the demons break through. How can you
stand by and watch?”


“With great difficulty,” she responded gravely.


L’avan felt a surge of guilt at his hasty words. He had seen much
conflict during his life. He had been fighting this war since he was a lad, and
now his head was full grey. Yet, sometimes he forgot that the Immortal Ones had
been fighting even longer. Their sacrifice on behalf of humankind—and all other
mortals—could not be measured.


“Forgive me,” he said humbly.


It was difficult to read the expression on the Qetza’s serpentine
face, but it seemed to take on a less somber light.


“There is nothing to forgive, faithful ally. It is not easy for
any of us to wait for our chance to be useful.”


Something in her tone implied that the Qetza would have that
chance. L’avan turned his aging eyes back to the battlefield with a flicker of
envy. Would he have another opportunity in this life to serve the cause of
light?


All along the base of the mountain, a ring of fire leapt into
being and grew until it was an impenetrable wall. The armies of light shied
away from the furnace, but the demons seemed even more desperate to reach it.


“The firsssst of the barriersss…” murmured Sesa to herself.


“Will that keep the demons at bay?” L’avan asked in a dubious
tone.


“No,” admitted the Qetza, “but it will slow them down.”


A black cloud rose from the rear of the demon ranks and soared
towards the mountain. It was the last of the Be’ezal, the winged demons with
long teeth and razor-like claws.


“Be’ezal,” he shouted unnecessarily. “They will attack the Serraf
on the mountain.”


Sesa turned her head away and continued to circle the valley, away
from the front lines. “The Ssssserraf know what isss at risssk. They have
meassssured the cossst and found it acceptable.”


L’avan’s heart weighed heavily in his chest. In his opinion, the
Serraf were the wisest of the Great Immortal Ones. He was in constant awe of
their power and majesty. They were not a warrior race, but they were certainly
not helpless in an attack.


Even so, there were hundreds of Be’ezal shrieking towards them.


Would they be able to survive in the end?











Chapter Thirty-three: Vyuhava Continued


 


Sitara and her sisters were perspiring with effort.


They knew that it was possible to force open a Threshold, but they
had only attempted it once before—and they had only pried it open enough to
prove that it was possible. Now that they were striving to fully open a
Threshold, they realized how greatly they had underestimated the task.


The ritual to open the gateway was approximately one third of the
way finished. The center of the circle was beaming with light, and the
incorporeal path that led to the other world could be seen. Once the ritual was
complete the path would become a reality, and beings could pass from one realm
to the other.


Sitara could sense that the demons had breached the first barrier,
and were contending with the next two—a double barrier. 


Time was running short.


 


***


 


L’avan gripped the leather harness that held him to the flying Qetza
so tightly that his fists turned white. The armies of light had been driven
back, and there was a thick black column of demons forcing their way through
the wall of fire and into the caves that led up the mountain.


The armies of light battered at the edges of the horde, but they
could not seem to cut off the stream that barreled towards the Serraf.


“They are losing,” he muttered hoarsely. “This battle will be
lost.”


The lights and colors on the top of the mountain had diminished
considerably. Judging by what remained, L’avan estimated that there could be no
more than three or four Serraf left standing.


Not enough to complete such a complex ritual.


There was another unexpected flare of blinding light, as there had
been at the beginning of this phase of the conflict.


All of the Qetza turned simultaneously and flew back to the island
where they had been stationed at the start of this campaign.


“What is happening?” asked L’avan. “Why are we leaving? The battle
is not over.”


“I am aware, young human,” Sesa replied. “The time hassss come for
the Qetza to do their part.”


L’avan’s heart sped up. “You are going to join the fight?”


“In a way,” was the evasive response.


The old soldier’s mind began to formulate a plan. Humans had been
banned from this specific conflict, but perhaps there was a way for him to take
part without disobeying orders.


Normally, the journey from the lone mountain to the windy island
would have taken days. The fleet Qetza reduced that time to a couple of hours.


There were only a couple of thousand Qetza still living, and all
of them waited patiently on the island just off the coast of Zonne. Sesa and
her companions landed, and the human passengers climbed off of their backs.


L’avan, on the other hand, held on to his harness firmly. “Will
you be entering the thick of the fray?”


Sesa turned her head around and gave him a quizzical glance. “No,
we will ssstay to the sssskiesss.”


He smiled in grim satisfaction. “Then I would like to come along.”


The Qetza’s serpentine face became quite stern. “No, young human.
You may not join ussss. You are to ssstay here and watch from afar.”


“You said you would not be in danger,” L’avan pointed out. “What
is the harm of having one small human on your back?”


“I ssssaid we would be ssstaying to the sskiesss,” corrected Sesa.
“I did not sssay there would be no danger.”


He leaned forward and put a hand on her scaly neck. “Please, Sesa.
I have given my life to this war. Let me stay with you.”


The Qetza took a deep breath, considering the situation carefully.


“Very well.”


L’avan did his best to hide a triumphant smile. “Thank you.”


Kirin, L’avan’s oldest surviving comrade-in-arms, was approaching
and overheard the last exchange. “You are going with them?”


“Yes.”


“But we are ssstaying at the rear, assss far from the fighting as
posssssible,” declared Sesa.


Kirin’s eyes took on a bright interest. “May I come as well?”


“No,” replied Sesa and L’avan in a single voice.


Kirin scowled darkly. “Why not? I am just as able to stay out of
the way as you, old friend.”


There had been a time when L’avan had been Kirin’s military
superior, and he could have ended the discussion with a simple order to stay
behind. Now, they were years past that. L’avan didn’t have the authority, nor
the inclination, to order Kirin around anymore.


“Well…”


Sesa was not happy about the situation at all. “Fine. But only if
a Qetza agreesss to carry you.”


Kirin found a Qetza without too much trouble. L’avan suspected
that his fellow soldier was less than truthful in making his request. Kirin
probably told the Qetza that he had special permission to go on this
undertaking.


Orders were given in the sibilant language native to the Qetza,
and all those that remained of the race rose into the air and flew back towards
the battlefield.


 


***


 


Sitara was faint from the massive drain of her vyala, and
she knew that her sisters felt the same. The ritual was almost finished, and
the Threshold was ready to open.


Deep within the mountain, the Serraf leader could sense the demons
battering the fifth barrier. It would not last much longer.


The time had finally come to complete what the circle of Serraf
had begun.


Adesina stood completely awestruck, staring at the massive
tapestry of vyala that had been woven together. She knew that she could
not re-create such a ritual if she had a hundred L’avan to help her.


Is that why this Dream was so important? To show her that there
was no way that Basha could complete the ritual on her own?


The young queen had no time to wonder. The light in the center of
the circle was blinding, and the pulse of power started to pound in her mind.


“Bren,” Sitara called out in a strained voice, “it is time.”


 


***


 


Bren crouched alone on the mountaintop, save a single remaining
Serraf. The Be’ezal seemed less desperate to kill them now that there were only
two, and they made lazy circles in the air above them. Occasionally they would
dive and swipe at the huddled Serraf, but it was only to pass the time.


Bren’s companion was bleeding freely, and she would soon collapse
from the loss of blood. All of the Serraf’s remaining strength was to keep Bren
safe from harm.


Bren, it is time.


The two Serraf breathed sighs of relief.


They had made it.


Now it did not matter if the Be’ezal attacked. It did not matter
if their strength failed. They had lived to fulfill their purpose.


Bren’s vyala was tied to the center of the circle inside
the mountain through the conduit on which she knelt. She could feel what was
happening, but it was nothing more than a simple connection between herself and
the circle.


As basic as the connection was, it still took every ounce of
concentration that Bren could muster. During the ritual—and the attacks around
her from the demons—her concentration had wavered from time to time.


Now, she solidified her focus until it became as hard as iron. She
fused the rod of vyala to the core of her being, and she opened the
floodgates of her soul.


The effect was instantaneous.


Every ounce of vyala she possessed flowed from her body and
down the conduit. It filled the center of the circle with a radiant glow that
grew brighter until it filled the whole cave.


Bren’s body fell slowly to the ground, lifeless and somehow
smaller than before.


The remaining Serraf sent off one more signal in a flash of light,
and then she, too, was struck down.


 


***


 


There was no question when the deed was done.


Sitara and the eleven other Serraf felt the undeniable surge of
power that filled the circle and completed the ritual.


Bren’s sacrifice had opened the Threshold.


A glowing pathway stood before them, leading upward to a portal of
light. All of the Serraf felt drawn to the new realm, but they resisted the
urge to walk through the gateway.


Toraun stared at the opening in wonder. “I have never seen
anything so beautiful.”


Few beings, immortal or otherwise, were given the honor of seeing
a Threshold.


“Now what do we do?” asked the council leader.


Sitara harnessed what strength she had left and began constructing
an elaborate illusion with her vyala. Two other Serraf lent their vyala
to help her where she was weak.


“The last signal was sent from the mountaintop. The Qetza will
soon begin their role in compelling the demons through the Threshold. We need
to protect ourselves until the demons have all been forced into the new realm.”


The illusion would serve as cover, should the first wave of demons
appear before the Qetza began their part. The demons would think that they had
entered the Threshold, and would rush to follow.


Sitara surveyed the work with satisfaction.


“It will not be long now. Let us hide.”


 


***


 


The Qetza had been holding their position for half an hour when
the final flash of light burst forth from the peak of the lone mountain. L’avan
leaned forward to stare at the source.


“No more light. Are they all gone?”


“Yessss,” said Sesa sadly. “They have paid for thisss battle with
their livessss.”


The weathered soldier was stunned. He could barely find the words
to speak. “Does that mean we have lost?”


Sesa didn’t answer. She was too busy listening to the orders that
were coming down the line.


The Qetza began to change formations, and Sesa made her way to the
rear. The Qetza carrying Kirin followed suit, and the two human witnesses
watched from behind as the fleet of flying serpents created an undulating
sphere with their collective bodies. A dozen Qetza, including Sesa and the one
carrying Kirin, hovered in a semi-circle around the sphere.


Sibilant chanting began at the center of the sphere, and slowly
spread outward. Electricity began to crackle in the air, as if lightning were
preparing to form.


Sesa did not participate in the chanting, and so L’avan ventured
to ask her a question.


“What is happening? Is the battle not lost?”


Her reptilian eyes were fixed on the sphere, but she answered his
query. “No, it isss not losssst. In fact, it isss won.”


“How? The Serraf are dead!”


“Only the onessss who meant to give their livesss.”


L’avan experienced a flash of intuition. “It was a ruse. The
circle on the top of the mountain was not the real circle.”


“Yessss.”


Kirin leaned towards them, listening closely.


“So, they succeeded in opening a Threshold?” pressed L’avan.


“Yessss.”


“But now what?” interjected Kirin. “What good will that do against
the demons?”


The chanting in the sphere was growing louder and more powerful. A
frenzied wind began to swirl around the ripple of the Qetza bodies.


“You are going to force them through,” realized L’avan, a wave of
excitement rushing over his heart. “You are going to rid our world of demonkind
forever.”


“That isss our hope.”


A disbelieving laugh escaped L’avan’s throat.


It was too perfect to believe. A world without demons to torment
and corrupt humankind. Was it possible?


Yet, it had to be. It was happening as he watched.


The electricity in the air made L’avan’s skin tingle. The wind had
risen to a gale, and he had to cling to the harness that was holding him to
Sesa’s back.


He watched intently as the chanting of the Qetza reached a climax,
and an enormous pillar of wind and lightning shot out the sphere, aiming for
the demon hordes.


The black figures were tiny to L’avan’s eyes, but he could see
that they were being picked up by the beam and forced towards the mountain.


Thousands of them.


Hundreds of thousands of them.


The armies of light were clearly buffeted by the powerful winds,
but they were able to hold their ground against the vyala of the Qetza.


“What is preventing the wind from harming the other armies?”
shouted Kirin over the gale.


“We are,” answered Sesa. “We twelve Qetza direct the currents of
the conjuration.”


L’avan saw Kirin nod in satisfaction and then reach into the pouch
on his belt. Kirin pulled out a short black rod that came to a jagged point,
like a broken bone. He pointed it to the Qetza on the far end of the
semi-circle, and a red bolt of unholy power burst forth from the end. The Qetza
gave a shrieking hiss as the attack charred its skin.


Kirin did not stop with the single attack. He continued to send
blood-red bolts down the line of Qetza.


“What are you doing?” bellowed L’avan. “Are you insane? You are
killing them!”


“You are on the wrong side of this war,” roared Kirin with a mad
expression on his face. “You cannot fight darkness!”


Sesa swooped out of the line of Kirin’s fire and whipped her tail
to knock the traitor from his harness.


Kirin cried out in pain, but he held fast. The Qetza carrying him
did several rapid barrel rolls until the harness gave way, and Kirin fell to
his death with a raging scream.


The remaining Qetza struggled to get the wind and lightning back
under control, but it was too late. The gale was in a frenzy, and the focused
beam had turned into a wave of force. All armies—both light and dark—were being
swept up the path that led to the Threshold.


Sesa realized what was happening, and she twisted her head to
reach back and snap L’avan’s harness with her teeth.


“Sesa,” the soldier cried in alarm.


“Roll when you hit the ground,” ordered the Qetza.


She jolted him into the open air with a vigorous stroke of her
wings, and her vyala-enhanced breath blew him towards safety.


L’avan was buffeted mercilessly, and he soon lost all sense of
direction. He knew that he was not falling as fast as he should have been, but
the terror he felt was still overwhelming.


The howling storm rang in his ears, and he could not see what was
happening on the battlefield. He hit the ground hard, and did his best to roll,
but he felt his arm snap from the impact.


For several moments L’avan laid on the ground, dizzy and
bewildered. When he lurched to his feet and looked around, the air was filled
with a heavy silence and the land around him was completely empty.


 


***


 


Adesina watched in horror as the vyala of the Qetza went
terribly wrong. The wind and lightning swept up everything—dead or alive—in its
path and forced it through the Threshold. Creatures of both light and darkness
struggled to hold on to something, to save themselves from the tempest, but it
was all in vain.


Even the Serraf, the Keepers of the Thresholds, could not prevent
themselves from being carried through the gateway.


When every creature had passed into the other realm, the Threshold
snapped close and the cave was abruptly left in darkness.


Adesina remained in the Dream long enough to see the residue of
the powerful magic that had taken place so long ago. The tapestry of vyala
was still in place. It had simply been frozen between worlds.


Understanding filled her mind, and she came to the awful
realization that her previous hope had been wrong. 


Basha could open the Threshold again.


All she needed was the right key.











Chapter Thirty-four: A Life Saved


 


Adesina jerked awake with her heart pounding and her mind racing.
Ravi was already at her side with his brow contracted in concern.


“Ma’eve?”


She was having a difficult time separating the Dream from the
present. “They were betrayed,” she gasped.


“Yes,” acknowledged Ravi.


“They did not mean to cross over to the other realm.”


“I know, dear one.”


Adesina’s thoughts became clearer, and she sat up with a jerk.
“The Threshold is not closed, Ravi. Basha can open it.”


He inclined his head. “If she completes the ritual, yes.”


The young queen frowned. “The ritual? But, the vyala is
still there. The Serraf did not have the time to remove it properly.”


“The vyala is there,” explained the Rashad, “but it is
dormant. The ritual must be completed to return power to the Threshold.”


Adesina began to understand. “That is why Basha needs L’iam.”


“Yes…”


She gave him a questioning glance, and he casually looked away.
Adesina could tell that he was deliberately shielding his thoughts from her,
and that made her suspicious.


“What is it?”


His expression was a picture of innocent confusion. “I do not know
what you mean.”


She decided to try a different approach. “You said that this Dream
was a vyuhava.”


“It could be,” reasoned Ravi, “if it plays a part in an important
decision.”


“How do I know if it will?”


A smile briefly touched his lips. “You will know.”


Adesina blew out her breath in exasperation. “Is all of the Dream
relevant to my decision, or only part of it? Should I have given more attention
to a specific section?”


“Only time will tell.”


It seemed that so much had happened in the Dream, and it was
difficult for Adesina to keep everything straight. The images were as vivid now
as they had been in her Dream—the masterful weaving of vyala, the
distant clamor of battle, the sacrifice of the Serraf, the betrayal of Kirin…


Those pieces of history were engraved on her heart.


She could feel the pain, the sorrow, the broken hope—all of it, as
if it were her own.


How had L’avan learned to move on from such a dark past? The tales
of Adesina’s people always portrayed him as a wise and gentle man, full of love
and hope for the future.


Mar’sal approached Adesina and Ravi hesitantly, uncertain if he
should interrupt their conversation. The young queen hitched the corners of her
mouth upward and gestured him forward.


It was easy to tell that her smile was forced, but he accepted her
invitation. “I brought you your breakfast cake, Adesina. Faryl and Than’os have
been practicing altering herbs, and she made some sort of paste to spread on
the top of the cake. It is actually quite delicious.”


Adesina’s smile became genuine. “Thank you, Mar’sal.”


The young man waited for her to bite into the lump of grain and
dried meat before returning to the others. He watched her face, to see if she
liked what she tasted.


The desert cakes were nutritious, but quite bland. The paste added
a lively tang to the mixture, and it was a welcome change from the monotony of
their daily diet.


Mar’sal could see that she was pleasantly surprised, and he
grinned. “I will tell Faryl that you approve.”


The broke up camp with practiced efficiency, and they continued on
their journey eastward. The terrain was still sandy, and the horses only kept
up to speed due to the hoof covers that had been purchased in Jame. The covers
prevented the hooves from sinking too far into the sand, which made walking
easier for the horses.


After the travelers took their midday break, they came upon an
unexpected ridge. They paused to survey the land ahead.


“Amazing,” breathed Mar’sal in wonder.


Adesina couldn’t help but agree.


The desert before them was a mass of elaborate dunes that
stretched out for leagues. The valley had more wind than the higher ground, and
the dunes were ever shifting as a result. Each dune was long and narrow, giving
it a snake-like shape that moved as if it were living.


Kendan scowled at the sight. “Perhaps we should find a way to go
around this valley.”


“Why?” asked Faryl, looking surprised.


“We do not know what is down there. For all we know, there are
monsters underneath the sand and that it what gives it that appearance.”


Ravi slowly shook his head. “I do not sense living creatures—other
than the usual ones, of course. The dunes hold nothing but sand. However, that
does not mean that there is no danger in venturing among them.”


Adesina turned to the Tracker. “Maizah?”


Maizah simply pointed towards the valley.


The young queen gave a shrug. “Basha is travelling with a guide in
that valley. It cannot hold too many perils.”


Kendan turned his scowl on her, and Adesina knew that he
disapproved of her lack of caution.


She pointedly ignored him and gestured to the rest of the group.
“Let us not waste time.”


She nudged Torith forward and the horse gingerly picked his way
down the slope. Ravi was not bothered by the shifting sands underfoot, and he
made it to the valley floor much sooner than the others.


The Rashad was inspecting the surrounding area when the others
made it to the lower level.


“This would be an ideal location for an ambush,” he rumbled in
dissatisfaction.


Both Kendan and Adesina nodded uneasily.


“It seems wisest to avoid this valley,” insisted Kendan.


Part of Adesina agreed, but there was a strange instinct tickling
the back of her mind and urging her forward.


“No,” she responded after a pause. “We will keep going.”


Her former teacher brought his mount close to hers and spoke in a
harsh whisper. “Do not be foolish, Adesina. I know that we do not always agree,
but now is not the time to be headstrong. This area is a trap waiting to happen.”


She was startled by his vehement tone. “I am not making this
choice simply to be contrary, Kendan.”


“Then, why?”


She wasn’t sure how to answer. “I…do not know. Please, trust me to
make this decision.”


He stared at her for several long moments before his expression
softened. “Sometimes I forget that you have grown up so much. As my student,
you never would have admitted uncertainty.”


Adesina gave a short laugh. “Yes, well, that was a long time ago.
I have since learned that there is much I do not know.”


The travelers began riding again, into the maze of snake-like
dunes.


“What do you do when you find yourself without an answer?”
inquired Kendan, keeping his horse next to Adesina’s.


She gave a rueful smile. “I trust that there is someone who
does.”


His face darkened slightly. “Do you mean some sort of deity? I
know that the L’avan are religious people, but I never thought I would see you
caught up in such nonsense.”


Adesina grinned. It had not been that long ago that she had felt
the same way about the “superstitions” of the L’avan.


“It is true that the L’avan are quite religious, and I admit that
I still have trouble understanding all of their philosophies. But…” She paused
to collect her thoughts.


“But?” he prompted.


“I first had to understand the importance of believing in something
greater than myself. That, to me, is the true lesson that I have learned from
my people.”


Kendan considered her words for a while before nodding
thoughtfully. “I can see the merit in that.”


An urgent motion from Maizah brought them up short.


She pointed first to the sky, where a hawk was circling above
them, and then to the dunes to their left. 


Adesina summoned a trickle of vyala to sense what was
hidden among the sands. She held up a single finger and gestured to Ravi. He
crept silently out of sight, and an expectant pause followed his disappearance.


He reappeared suddenly at their side. “There is a wounded man
hiding there. He has an arrow in his shoulder.”


Adesina immediately dismounted and started forward, but Kendan
caught her arm.


“Wait, he could be dangerous.”


She gave him a pointed look and shot off a few sparks of energy
from the tips of her fingers to make a point. He let go of her arm, a mixture
of amusement and admiration in his eyes.


Adesina slipped over the surface of the desert sand, followed
closely by Ravi. As she came around the bend, she saw the figure of a man
dressed in rough clothing the exact color of the sand around him. Crimson
blossomed on his shoulder where the arrow protruded, and blood also stained his
gloves.


A turban and scarf were wrapped around his head, hiding all of his
features except for his dark eyes. They were like black, bottomless pools with
pain and apprehension rippling across the surface. When he saw Ravi by
Adesina’s side, those emotions were joined by wonder.


Adesina moved slowly to avoid alarming him. She held out her hands
to show she was not armed. “I will not harm you,” she said softly, and knelt by
his side.


His body tensed as she drew near, but he made no other movement.
Adesina began to hum quietly as she used her vyala to probe his injured
shoulder. Ravi’s rich voice joined hers, harmonizing and creating a tune both
soothing and mesmerizing.


Adesina knew that she would need more of her vyala to heal
his wound, and she felt the familiar wave of fear at the thought.


I will help you, Ma’eve.


Ravi’s mind was like an anchor as she called forth the torrent of
her power.


Adesina pulled out the arrow and sealed the wound with a flash of vyala.
The stranger cried out in pain and raised a hand to press against his shoulder.
When he realized the pain had vanished, he pulled off a glove to feel the
healed skin.


“How did you do that?” he asked, bewildered.


He spoke with a thick accent, and the words rolled off his tongue
like molten lava. The heated motion of his voice was strangely contrasted by
the cool stillness of his eyes. Adesina was puzzled by all of the contradictions
she saw in him.


“I am gifted,” she replied simply.


He unwrapped the scarf from around his face, revealing cinnamon
brown skin and finely chiseled features. He was remarkably handsome and younger
than she anticipated, perhaps thirty years old or so.


“You are not a Desert Dweller,” he stated, examining her strange
coloring and glancing at her feline companion.


Adesina shook her head. “No, I am L’avan.”


He seemed to comprehend immediately. “Magic-users. I have never
before seen one of your kind.”


Her brow furrowed. “How is it you have heard of us so far from out
homeland?”


A small smile played at the corner of his shapely lips. “Down here
the L’avan are no more than myths from exotic lands. However, this,” he pointed
to his shoulder, “leaves no room for doubt.”


Ravi sat back on his haunches. “What is your name?”


The man’s eyes widened in shock. “You speak! How...?” His glance
turned questioningly to Adesina.


She quickly corrected his assumption. “It is none of my doing. The
Rashad are a race much older than the L’avan.”


Ravi ignored the young man’s astonishment and tried his question
again. “This is Adesina and I am Ravi, her guardian. What is your name?”


“Savir,” he stammered, “Savir an Kavi nan Darshan ol Henka.”


“And how did you come to be wounded, Savir an Kavi nan Darshan ol
Henka?”


He held up a hand. “Please, I am simply Savir to my friends. You
have saved my life, and for that you have my eternal friendship.”


Ravi inclined his head. “Savir, then.”


The young man nodded, as if sealing a pact. Then he straightened
his back and crossed his legs beneath him. “I was attacked by a group of Hanta
on my way back from hunting. They stole my kill, and left me for dead.”


“Harsh actions,” murmured Ravi.


Savir gave a half shrug. “This is a harsh land. Food is scarce
before the storms—all creatures go into hiding. Desert Dwellers take what they
must, and the Hanta have no love for my people.”


A sharp cry from the hawk circling above them brought his eyes
upward in alarm. “The storms are approaching. There is only just enough time to
reach my village. Do you have shelter?”


Adesina and Ravi exchanged glances.


“No, we do not.”


Savir was amazed at their lack of planning. “How can you enter the
desert when you know you cannot survive?”


An embarrassed flush colored Adesina’s cheeks. “We had hoped to
reach our goal before the storms arrived.”


The Desert Dweller did not look convinced at the possibility.
“Unless your goal was to travel a few days and then turn back, I do not see how
you could have achieved it.”


There was a heavy pause.


Savir’s expression gentled. “Are you alone?”


“No, there are five others with us.”


His expression became decisive. “Very well. You shall be my guests
during the storms. I can offer only food and shelter—a poor repayment for you
saving my life.”


Adesina immediately shook her head. “No, Savir, it is not a poor
repayment. You are saving our lives from the storms, and that puts us in your
debt.”


He lowered his head in a gesture of humility. “It is nothing,
truly.”


The hawk cried again from the skies above.


“Come,” said Savir. “We must travel quickly if we are to reach
safety in time.”











Chapter Thirty-five: Two Forms


 


Kendan was not pleased with the turn of events, and he made that
clear in his treatment of Savir.


“How do we know you will not simply lead us to our deaths and
steal our supplies?”


Even knowing of the natural suspicion that came with being a
Shimat, Adesina looked at her former instructor with surprise.


“Kendan!”


Savir looked deeply offended by the accusation, but he held his temper
in check. “I have declared you to be my guests, and that is an action bound by
honor. However, if you wish to stay here and brave the storms, I will not stop
you.”


The handsome Desert Dweller stiffly turned to face Adesina and
spoke with greater courtesy. “I will act as your scout and guide, if you will
allow me the privilege.”


The young queen bowed her head. “Of course.”


Savir walked a few feet away from the group and crouched in the
sand. His body began to shimmer like a mirage, and slowly changed form. When he
became solid again, he was a beautiful black hawk with the same liquid eyes. He
launched into the air with a few powerful strokes of his wings and joined the
grey hawk circling above.


Adesina stared after him, dumbfounded.


“He is a shape-shifter,” exclaimed Mar’sal.


“How is that possible?” asked Kendan. “I have never heard of any
human magic-users, other than the L’avan.”


Ravi furrowed his brow thoughtfully. “It is possible that the
L’avan are not the only descendants of a race of Immortals.”


The two hawks circled the group of travelers, impatient to begin
the journey.


“Well,” reasoned Adesina, “we can always ask questions later. For
now, we should follow them to safety.”


Kendan’s expression was a storm cloud. “We know nothing about
these people. He could be leading us into grave danger.”


Adesina felt a flash of impatience. “What would you suggest? The
desert storms can last for weeks. Do you want to sit here and wait for
the winds to strip the flesh off of our bones?”


It was clear that the former Shimat instructor had no response,
and that made him flush with anger.


“Do as you will,” he snapped, and turned to mount his horse.


Adesina indicated that the others should do the same, and the
hawks began flying southeast.


They traveled mostly in silence, but Adesina overheard a quiet
conversation between Faryl and Than’os.


“Kendan is right. We do not know what dangers lie ahead,” said the
former apothecary.


Than’os’s hushed reply was filled with confidence. “Adesina has my
complete confidence. If she feels it is right to place our trust in this Desert
Dweller, then I am certain it is the best thing to do.”


“She is still human,” Faryl pointed out. “She can still make
mistakes.”


The grin on Than’os’s face was evident in his tone. “I never
imagined otherwise.”


Adesina was glad to have the confidence of the L’avan, but it made
her uneasy as well. It was a great responsibility to bear such trust,
especially in perilous circumstances.


Savir led them on a steady path until nightfall, and then he
landed and transformed back into his human form. The grey hawk settled onto his
shoulder, and stared at each of them with fierce eyes.


“How do you do that?” Adesina asked in admiration.


Savir gave a mysterious smile. “It is the secret of the Henka. No
other tribe bears such gifts.”


“Can it be learned?”


The hawk on his shoulder gave a series of chirps, and Savir
chuckled. “She says that it can only be learned by those with the spirit for
it. She says the spirits of the other Desert Dwellers are too weak for such an
honor.”


Faryl gazed at the hawk with the appreciation of one who has
studied birds. “You can understand her?”


“Of course,” Savir replied. “How could she teach me if I did not
understand her?”


The older woman appeared uncertain how to respond.


The Desert Dweller settled down in the sand and folded his legs
comfortably. “When a Henka child is two years old, they are taken to a sacred
place in the desert where they are left alone for seven days.”


Mar’sal gaped at the idea. “How can they survive on their own?”


“They cannot,” admitted Savir. “That is the purpose. During the
child’s time alone in that sacred place, a desert animal is drawn to their
spirit and begins to care for them. A deep bond is formed, and the animal
becomes a special sort of guardian. Much like you and Ravi,” he gestured to
Adesina. “The spirit of the child and the spirit of the animal become
linked—while one lives, so does the other. Over time, we Henka learn to
transform into the same shape as our animals guardians.”


“Fascinating,” said Ravi. “How long has your tribe possessed this
ability?”


Savir stared at the sky in concentration. “Let me see…”


The hawk chirped again.


“Ah, yes. The first was Tagira the Wanderer. She lived ten
generations ago.”


Faryl was still studying the hawk at a respectful distance. “Can
she understand us?”


“Yes,” answered the Henka. “When the bond is first established,
the understanding of the animal guardian is limited—as is an infant’s. As the
child grows, so does the mutual understanding between creatures.”


The desert cakes and water were passed around, and Savir accepted
his with humble gratitude.


“Your gift of food and water is a sign of the purity of your
spirit.”


Than’os looked surprised and slightly embarrassed by the praise.
“It is nothing,” he stammered.


Faryl offered the flavorful paste, and Savir tried it with a
measure of hesitation. His eyes widened with delight.


“Is this a dish from your homeland?”


The former apothecary laughed. “Not exactly. It is simply
something we put together.”


“I have never tasted anything so…fresh! It is delicious.”


Mar’sal leaned forward in interest. “Have you never tasted fresh
fruit or vegetables?”


Savir shook his head. “The produce we receive through trade is
always dried. It would not last, otherwise.”


“What is it that you trade?” inquired Than’os.


“Spices,” was the simple answer. “There are some plants that only
grow deep in the desert, and merchants will trade much for our services in
harvesting them.”


Savir continued to tell them about life in Zonne, and the L’avan
described what it was like to live in Sehar. The Desert Dweller’s eyes grew
dreamy when they spoke of the forests that surrounded Yavar.


Savir confessed his love of music, which opened up an entire
conversation between himself and Ravi. The young man even taught Ravi a song of
the desert.


 


The land of gold


Where none are rich


The land of fire


Where strength is
born


The land of truth


Where dreaming sighs


 


This is the land
before my eyes


 


The land of courage


Where fear cannot
abide


The land of prudence


Where waste is not


The land of vigor


Where weakness cries


 


This is the land
before my eyes


 


Adesina was glad to hear singing again. She had no talent for it
herself, and she admired those who did. The L’avan were a people with a great
appreciation for music, and they applauded Savir enthusiastically for his song.


Kendan kept his distance from the group, refusing to socialize and
going to bed early. Adesina watched him go with frustration in her eyes.


“Nevermind,” Faryl said to the young queen, following the
direction of her gaze. “He is just being childish.”


“No,” disagreed Adesina. “He is hurt. I told him that I trusted
him, but then I disregarded what he had to say.”


“Trust does not mean blind obedience.”


“I know that,” the L’avan woman replied. “He did not expect me to
obey him, but he did not expect me to brush him aside either.”


Faryl’s expression became thoughtful. “Perhaps you should go talk
to him, then. We still have a long way to go, and our team needs to be whole.”


Adesina glanced at Ravi, who gave a slight shrug.


If you wish.


She got to her feet and walked over to where Kendan was wrapped in
his desert robes. She sat down next to him, cross-legged. “Kendan?”


He turned to face her. “Yes?”


His voice was calm and expressionless, but his eyes were flowing
with a tumult of emotions.


“I am sorry for giving so little credence to your advice.”


“You are our leader,” he replied. “It is your decision.”


Her expression became pained. “Please, do not do that. I am trying
to apologize sincerely. Do not turn this into a game of words.”


Kendan sat up, his back rigid and his arms tense.


“You said you trust me. Was that a lie?”


“Of course not,” Adesina defended.


“Then why do you continue to treat me like an outsider? I gave up
everything to join you on this rescue mission. You know as well as I that there
is no going back after what I have done.”


The young woman hesitated before answering.


“I have grown accustomed to grouping you with my enemies. I have
viewed you in that light for five years. It was the only way I could cope, at
first, and then it became habit.”


Kendan’s brow creased. “Cope with what?”


“My broken heart,” was the whispered reply.


Adesina couldn’t bring herself to look at the face of her former
instructor. She kept her eyes fixed on the ground between them.


She was surprised when she saw his hand reach over to grip her
own. Adesina’s gaze darted up, and she saw him looking at her with an openly
sorrowful countenance.


“My feelings for you were never a lie. If I had been able to speak
to you alone that day…but Basha stood there, watching my every move.”


Adesina understood. If Kendan had shown any sign of betrayal, he
would have been killed on the spot. She felt a wave of sadness at what had
passed between them all those years ago.


“I have been wrong in holding our past against you, even though it
was not done consciously. But there is something that you must remember.”


“What is that?” he asked.


“I am not your student anymore. I am not that broken-hearted girl
in the woods. I have grown, and I have learned. I need you to trust me as
well.”


A wry smile spread across Kendan’s handsome face. “I must admit it
is strange to see you so changed.”


Adesina placed her free hand over his, and turned her purple and
gold eyes directly to his dark ones.


“I was in love with you, Kendan, but that was a long time ago. I
did not marry L’iam out of revenge or desperation. I love my husband more
dearly than I have ever loved anything or anyone.”


She could see the pain that her words caused, and she knew that
Kendan still harbored feelings for her.


He removed his hand from hers with a self-mocking smile. “I know.”


Adesina did not try to comfort him. “I think it would be best if
we both forget our former selves and try to start anew.”


He gave a single nod, and she rose to her feet.


“Goodnight, old friend.”


Kendan’s response was whispered to Adesina’s retreating figure.


“Goodnight.”











Chapter Thirty-six: The Henka


 


It was a two-day journey from where the L’avan found Savir to the
edge of his village. They arrived with only hours to spare.


The great sandstorms could be seen approaching from the distance,
and it caused considerable fear for the unseasoned desert travelers. Adesina’s
heart pounded in her chest as the mass of sand and wind rose like a wall on the
horizon, blanketing the land in darkness.


Savir remained in his human form for the last league of the
journey, giving reassurance to Adesina and her companions.


“The storms are visible long before they reach us. It is a small
mercy that the desert gives.”


Faryl’s eyes were glued to the approaching mass of dust. “It seems
only moments away.”


“Yes,” agreed Savir, “but we still have plenty of time to reach
shelter. Do not worry. You will be safe.”


As they topped the rise of the dune before them, the large
settlement suddenly appeared before their eyes. The crude structures were
carved from the rocky outcroppings that rose from the golden sand. It blended so
well into the desert terrain that it was almost invisible to the eye.


“Most of our structures are underground,” explained Savir. “It
keeps the temperatures lower, and it provides greater protection from storms
and from enemies.”


Adesina was only able to identify it due to the number of people
bustling around in preparation for the oncoming gale. Animals were being herded
to safety, stretches of sand-colored canvas were being secured over openings, and
supplies were being distributed.


A warning shout went up as the visitors were spotted, and Savir
stood in a place of prominence.


“We must wait here until we are approached. To do otherwise is to
provoke aggression.”


Two Henka warriors climbed up the dune with ease and studied the
strangers with suspicion. The foremost Henka questioned Savir harshly in their
native tongue, and Savir answered in a mild and soothing tone.


With an imperious gesture, the two warriors began walking back
towards the settlement.


“We are to follow them,” translated Savir. “The tribe elders wish
to speak to us.”


The
members of the Henka tribe watched the visitors curiously as they were led to
the nearest underground opening. The carved stairs that led downward were worn
smooth with age and use, and the air had a scent that could only be described
as ancient. The smell was not stale or unpleasant, but it had a musty quality.
Canvas lanterns lit the passageways, and closer inspection showed that they
were filled with glowing insects rather than flammable materials.


The
caverns were connected by a maze of tunnels, and it seemed that every portion
of space was designated for a specific purpose. They walked past the storerooms
and the common areas and into the residential section of the underground
village.


The
doorways were covered only with canvas curtains to give a measure of privacy.
The two Henka warriors that were leading the way paused outside one of these
partitions and spoke respectfully in their native tongue to the occupants on
the other side.


A
short response was given, and the visitors were waved into the room.


Adesina
was surprised by what she saw. The Henka village seemed completely without
adornment, but this room was a splash of bright colors. The ground was covered
with patterned rugs, and large pillows provided padding for those sitting. The
plain canvas glow lamps had been painted with idyllic scenes, and the stone
walls were also painted with elaborate murals.


Half
a dozen aged women sat comfortably on the floor, with ramrod-straight backs and
intense eyes. Their expressions and body language defied the clear signs of
advanced years that showed in their wrinkled skin and snowy hair.


The
village elders were all dressed in the simple desert robes that every other
Zonnese wore, and they bore no ornaments to signify rank. And yet they each had
a noble bearing and an air of unmistakable authority.


Like
Savir’s hawk, which perched on his shoulder, each of these Henka had a desert
animal of some sort near to them. Adesina saw two wild dogs, a hare, a snake, a
large rodent with a thin tail that became bushy at the end, and a smaller
hunting bird that was about half the size of a hawk.


The
most prominent of the aged women—the one with the desert rodent—beckoned for
the visitors to come and sit with them.


“Come,
young travelers. I am Gauri le Jaya len Omana ol
Henka, Chief Elder of the Henka Desert Dwellers. Join us and explain why
you are here.”


Savir
remained standing, since he had not been included in the invitation, and
lowered his eyes to the ground in humility.


Adesina
and the others found unoccupied pillows and sat down cross-legged. Everyone
looked to the L’avan queen to begin, and so she took a deep breath to collect
her thoughts.


Give
your full name and title. It is considered polite.


“I
am Adesina, daughter of Me’shan and E’rian, Queen of the L’avan.”


There
was a shift in the atmosphere of the room. The faces of the Henka elders
remained impassive, but there was an increased interest in the newcomers.


“Two
days ago we came across Savir an Kavi nan Darshan ol
Henka, who had been dangerously wounded. We healed his wound, and he offered us
shelter from the storms.”


Gauri turned her wise eyes to Savir for the first time. “Is this true,
son of Kavi?”


“Yes, Honored Elder,” was his quiet reply.


“These strangers preserved your lifeblood?”


“Yes, Honored Elder.”


“You owe them a great debt.”


“I have declared them to be my most honored guests.”


One of the elders from the corner of the room—one sitting next to
a wild dog—spoke up. “The Darshan clan will join with the son of Kavi in giving
shelter and comfort to these visitors. Our hearts are glad that lifeblood was
preserved.”


Gauri
looked over Adesina’s face and observed, “You are tired from your journey. Go
and rest, if it pleases you. Tonight we shall feast in your honor, and tomorrow
we will discuss your greater purpose.”


The
L’avan queen bowed her head politely. “Thank you for your hospitality.”


The
Henka elders all waved aside her thanks and murmured, “It is nothing.”


The
elder that spoke for the Darshan clan addressed Savir. “Take them to your
mother’s shelter. She will see to them.”


Savir
beckoned for Adesina and the others to follow him, and they walked back into
the maze of tunnels.


“Is
this a matriarchal society?” asked Than’os with interest. “I did not see any
male elders.”


Their
Henka guide looked startled. “Male elders? Of course not! Does such a thing
exist among the L’avan?”


Mar’sal
grinned. “Well, we are ruled by a king.”


Savir
glanced at Adesina with confusion. “I thought…”


“The
ruler of the L’avan is my husband,” she explained. “I only rule in his absence.
The L’avan do not place importance on gender when it comes to the leaders of
our people.”


Savir
continued to frown. “Is your husband the eldest of the L’avan?”


Several
chuckles sounded around the group.


“No,”
smiled Adesina. “He is king because his father was king before him.”


The
perplexed expression cleared from the Henka’s face. “Ah, I see! Your people
have bloodline leaders.”


“Yes,
I suppose we do.”


“It
is a strange concept,” mused Savir as they descended a set of stairs. “One’s
parentage does not make one worthy or unworthy of leadership.”


Adesina
couldn’t help but agree. “That is true.”


“What
if there is someone more worthy to lead your people, but they do not come from
the appropriate bloodline?”


Than’os
answered, “Most often they become leaders to a lesser degree—military officers,
royal advisors, or teachers.”


“What
if the current leader is unworthy of the role?”


The
L’avan soldier smiled softly. “It is tradition for the eldest child of the
current ruler to become the next in line for the throne. However, it is not
law. If the eldest child is unworthy of becoming king or queen, then the
current leader can choose one of the other children. Or even a niece or nephew,
if it comes to that.”


“Has
that ever happened?” asked Adesina, curious about this aspect of L’avan
royalty.


Than’os
shook his head. “Not to my knowledge. There have been those who have declined
to be the royal heir and the crown has passed to a younger sibling, but that
has only happened once or twice.”


Savir
gave a friendly smile. “It seems rather complicated. The Henka are simply led
by the wisest of the tribe.”


They
slowed in front of another canvas curtain, and the Henka warrior spoke through
the cloth.


“Mother?
It is I, your son Savir.”


A
pleasant and round voice answered. “Come in, my son.”


The
living area for Savir’s family was little more than an alcove. It had a plain
canvas glow lamp to shed some light, recesses carved into the wall where one
could lay down and sleep, and a few pillows in the center for sitting. Adesina
had observed as they were walking that the Henka had large common areas for
eating and socializing. These private quarters seemed to be used mainly for
sleep.


A
lovely woman with greying hair and a plump face was sitting on a pillow while
mending a set of robes. A younger woman with cherubic features, looking close
to Savir’s age, sat next to her. A hare slept in the lap of the older woman,
and a cobra wound itself around the younger woman’s arm.


The
older woman’s eyes widened at the entrance of the group. “Savir! You have
brought guests.”


“Yes.
The elders told me to bring them here. They preserved my lifeblood, and they
are my honored guests.”


Savir’s
mother gave her son a worried glance, as if measuring his well-being. Then she
gave the visitors each a warm smile and an embrace. “You are most welcome. I am
Urja le Asha len Darshan ol Henka.”


The
younger woman also stood to greet them. “Welcome! I am Vanhi le Urja len
Darshan ol Henka. Savir is my twin brother.”


It
seemed that it was custom for every individual to introduce themselves, and so
each of the travelers stated their name and their parents’ names. Kendan
introduced Maizah and explained that she was mute.


When
it was Ravi’s turn, Urja and Vanhi stared at him in astonishment.


“I
am Ravi, son of Riordan, of the Ruana clan of the Rashad.”


Urja
was the first to recover from the shock of seeing an enormous feline speak.
“We…we are honored to have such illustrious guests. Please, follow me and I
will show you to your sleeping quarters.”


It
was a short walk down the tunnel to another simple alcove.


“This
will be the men’s shelter,” Urja said, gesturing to the plain curtain. “And
this,” she pointed across the hall to a curtain that had been dyed a light
shade of green, “will be the women’s shelter.”


She
hesitated and turned her eyes to Adesina’s guardian. “Forgive me, Ravi an
Riordan nan Ruana ol Rashad, but I do not know where you prefer to take your
rest.”


“I
am bonded to Adesina le E’rian len Ed’mon ol L’avan,” he replied solemnly.


Urja
was grateful for the clarification. “Of course. I will have extra pillows
brought to her shelter for your comfort.”


She
wished them a peaceful rest and walked away, leaving Savir to whisper a few
last instructions to the men of the group.


“It
is not improper for men to be in a woman’s shelter, but he must always ask
permission to enter first. Women may enter a man’s shelter without permission,
but it is still polite to request it.”


Kendan
flashed a sideways smile at Adesina before acknowledging the advice. “Anything
else we should know about Henka etiquette?”


Savir
considered his question. “Most of it you will learn as you go. You are
visitors, and indulgences will be granted. However, there is one thing you
should keep in mind. Unless you have been given permission to use a person’s
single name, you should call them by their full name. It is acceptable for you
to call another man by a partial name after you have formed a social
connection—for example, if you were to call me Savir an Kavi—but a woman must
be given her full name until she bids you otherwise.”


Mar’sal
looked daunted by this expectation. “What if you cannot remember all of it?”


Savir
grinned. “Then you should speak as little as possible. You may even be admired
for your silence. After all, a quiet man is a pleasant man—as the old joke
says.”


He
laughed merrily, but Mar’sal still seemed uncomfortable with the thought.


“What
about women?” asked Faryl.


“Women
may call anyone by a partial name once they have been introduced, but a single
name is always reserved for those with permission.”


Adesina
could see the growing discomfort among her male comrades, and she hid a smile.
It would be difficult for them to remember to act sufficiently subservient.
“Well, Savir, I think I can speak for all of us in saying that you are welcome
to use our single names.”


Everyone
nodded, and Savir beamed with pride. “Thank you. Your friendship means much to
me.”


He
walked back to his mother’s shelter with a bounce in his step, and the company
of travelers went into their respective sleeping quarters.


Adesina
was interested to see that the stone of their walls had been decorated with
simple paints, as well as the glow lamp’s canvas. It seemed like quite a luxury
had been extended to them as honored guests. Their individual sleeping alcoves
were padded with thin cushions, rather than just a blanket, and several
comfortable pillows were laid out on the floor.


“They
have been very generous to us,” stated Faryl with gratitude.


“Yes,”
agreed Adesina and Ravi.


“Do
you have a preference in your bed?” asked the former apothecary.


The
alcoves were carved one above another, in two rows of three. The bottom alcove
was nearly level with the floor, and the middle one only just above normal bed
height. The top one could be reached by placing a foot on the edge of the
middle alcove and climbing up.


“I
will take a lower one,” decided Adesina. “Ravi has bad dreams if I do not sleep
near him.”


The
Rashad smiled at her teasing. “Or perhaps you are afraid you will fall out of
bed during the night.”


“I
certainly am,” admitted Faryl. “These look rather narrow. I think I will also
sleep on a lower one.”


Maizah
took off her boots and climbed into an upper alcove. She looked quite
comfortable lying that high off of the ground. She settled down on the cushion
and closed her eyes to go to sleep.


Adesina
and Faryl exchanged grins and followed suit. The young queen was exhausted, and
she was glad to sleep in a comfortable temperature again.











Chapter Thirty-seven: Legends


 


“Adesina?”


Savir’s
voice sounded just beyond the canvas curtain.


The
L’avan woman stirred and raised her head. “Yes, Savir. Please come in.”


The
room had become quite dim, and she could only see the outline of his form as he
entered. He walked over to the glow lamp and gave it a gentle shake.


The
insects within the lamp buzzed into activity, and the light was restored to the
room.


Adesina
rolled out of her sleeping alcove and sat up. “What time of day is it?”


“The
middle hours have passed, and now we prepare for our evening meal.”


Faryl
and Maizah also climbed out of their beds, and the five of them sat on the
pillows on the floor.


“I
can hear that the storms have begun,” commented Ravi, whose hearing was quite
keen.


Adesina
could also hear the faint whistling of powerful winds from afar.


“Yes,”
acknowledged Savir. “We have secured all of the openings to the surface, but
the sound still travels down the tunnels.”


“How
long do these storms last?” asked Adesina.


The
Henka warrior raised both hands. “That is dependent on the whim of the desert.
Last year they lasted for nine days, but the year before they lasted for
thirty-two days.”


Adesina
felt her heart grow cold. “Thirty-two days?”


Savir’s
face was solemn. “Yes. We started rationing our resources after twenty days. We
always store enough food and water to last for thirty days, but we were worried
that we would not have enough to last us through that year’s storms.”


“There
is no way to tell how long they will last?” Adesina’s voice was tinged with
desperation.


She
knew that Basha could not travel in the storms anymore than they could, but she
hated the idea of L’iam being under Basha’s control for one moment more than he
already had.


Savir
slowly shook his head. “There is always an hour or two of stillness before the
last storm begins, but the last storm can last for up to three days.”


“What
is the shortest amount of time these storms have lasted?” inquired Faryl,
casting a glance at Adesina.


“My
grandmother remembers a year when the storms lasted only six days.” The young
man observed the expression on the L’avan queen’s face and quickly added, “It
is quite rare for the storms to last more than twenty days. I would say that it
is most common for them to last between ten and fifteen days.”


“Adesina?”


The
voice came from the other side of the curtain, and she recognized it as
belonging to Kendan.


“Come
in,” she answered, doing her best to put aside her disappointment in the delay
of their journey.


The
former Shimat’s face darkened slightly at the sight of Savir, but he kept his
tone light. “We were told that it was time to meet for the evening meal.”


“Yes,”
said Savir as he got to his feet. “Forgive me for keeping you all waiting. You
must be hungry.”


They
walked down the tunnels, back towards the entrance to the caves. The sound of
the torrential winds grew louder, and Adesina easily believed that survival
without shelter was impossible.


There
were two large common areas where the Henka tribe gathered together to share
their meals. One of the caves held all of the children and young teenagers, and
a handful of adults supervised their noisy meal. The other cave was reserved
for the adults and the older teenagers, and the clamor was only slightly more
subdued.


There
were no tables or chairs in the common area. The Henka sat in rows, and there
were bowls and plates placed on the ground with food that was shared all around.
Adesina saw that it wasn’t uncommon for the Henka to stand up in the middle of
the meal and walk to a different area to sit and socialize.


Savir
led them to the highest point of the room, where the tribe elders sat together.
Gauri stood to greet them and addressed the rest of the Henka.


“My
children, we have been given a great honor. Savir an Kavi nan Darshan ol Henka
was attacked by lowly Hanta barbarians and left to die in the desert.”


The
Henka all hissed in disdain.


“His
lifeblood was fleeing, but he was saved by these visitors. They healed his
wounds, and returned his life to him.”


The
Henka cheered.


“They
have traveled from a distant land, and have no shelter of their own in the
desert. It is our honor and our pleasure to share our shelter with them.
Tonight, we feast in their honor.”


Following
this cue, eight Henka women entered the room carrying a large beast on a
platter. It was bigger than a horse, and it resembled something between a boar
and a scorpion. It had been roasted over an open fire, and it was garnished
with steamed vegetables and edible roots.


Sounds
of delight escaped every Henka mouth, and several people hurried forward to
begin carving the beast.


Gauri
seated the visitors among the elders, and she even bid Savir to join them. The
young man flushed with pleasure and sat down next to Adesina and Faryl.


“I
have never sat with the elders before,” he whispered. “It is a great honor for
a man. My mother will be so proud.”


Indeed,
Urja gave her son a broad smile from across the room and nodded in approval.


Large
plates with meat and vegetables were brought up to the elders and their guests,
and Gauri offered the food first to Adesina.


The
meat of the strange beast had a heavily mineral scent, and it was slick with
grease. Adesina only paused briefly before accepting a large hunk, along with
some sort of baked tuber.


Savir
leaned forward to offer an explanation. “This is a feast, indeed. This was the
tribe’s only captive aradsus, and it was being saved to see if we could
domesticate the beasts. They are violent creatures with terrible tempers, but
they give a nutritious milk.”


“I
am sorry you had to kill it, if it was your only one,” expressed Faryl.


The
young warrior shrugged. “After the storms we shall try to capture another one.
It will be great sport for the warriors of the tribe.”


The
meat of the aradsus was salty as well as greasy, but it had a flavor similar to
pork. When paired with the somewhat bland tuber, it became more balanced and
was a rather tasty meal.


“Now,
Adesina le E’rian,” said Gauri, who was sitting across from the young queen,
“tell me what has brought you to the deserts of Zonne.”


Adesina
cast her mind back on the past several weeks that had taken her from her home.
So much had happened, and she wasn’t sure how much to share with these people
who were nearly strangers.


“I
have an enemy—one that I have known since my youth. She has sworn to destroy me
and all that I hold dear.”


All
of the elders were listening, and they nodded in complete understanding. They,
too, had lifelong enemies who threatened their way of life.


“She
has captured my husband and has altered his mind so that he no longer remembers
who he is. She has brought him to Zonne to… attempt to gain power, and we have
come to stop her.”


The
Darshan elder gave a wistful smile. “You have come in search of your heart.”


“No,
Pallavi,” corrected Gauri with a shrewd expression. “There is more to this
tale. Bare your mind to us, Adesina le E’rian. We may have been put in your
path to help you to succeed.”


Tell
them of the Threshold.


Adesina
couldn’t tell if that we her thought or if it belonged to Ravi.


“There
is a place in the desert,” she began slowly, “high atop a lone mountain. It is
a place of magic—a doorway between worlds. My enemy wishes to open that doorway
and to call forth unspeakable evil.”


A
wave of murmurs passed through the Henka elders.


“You
speak of the Threshold,” stated an elder on the other side of Gauri.


Adesina
stared at them in amazement. “Yes. How…?”


“The
Desert Dwellers are the guardians of the Threshold until the Great Ones
return.”


“Who
gave you this task?” asked Ravi.


The
other Henka who had heard the Rashad speak had been filled with astonishment,
but the elders looked as though it was simply a confirmation of something they
had known by instinct.


“Our
mothers gave us this charge, just as it was given to them by their mothers. We
have been watching and waiting since the Desert Dwellers were one people.”


“Can
you tell us what you know of the Threshold?” asked Adesina eagerly.


All
eyes turned to the Darshan elder, who straightened with pride.


“I
am Pallavi le Prema len Darshan ol Henka, Elder of
the Darshan clan and Keeper of Memory. I am she who can tell you of the past of
the Desert Dwellers.”


All
who were within earshot heard this declaration, and a hush fell over the Henka
as Pallavi stood to tell the tale of their origins.


“In
ancient days, there were creatures of great power. Humankind has reduced this
part of history to myth, but we Henka know the truth. Humans were the lesser
beings, and we lived by the grace and mercy of the Great Ones.”


Several
Henka nodded knowingly.


“Many
of the Great Ones were creatures of Light—benevolent and generous, sharing
their magical gifts freely. Other Great Ones were creatures of Darkness, and
they bore no love for mortal beings. A war began between the Great Ones. On one
side there were those who wished to rule and dominate, and on the other side
there were those who wished to protect and nurture. The war lasted for a
century, and even the humans joined the fight after many years.”


Adesina
could see that many chests puffed out in pride. It was clearly part of their
heritage that their ancestors had been among those who fought in the Great
Wars.


“The
final battle was fought here on the soil of Zonne, then green with life. The
battle was fierce and it ravaged the land, lasting for seven days. Our
ancestors were not allowed to join in the final battle, but they watched from
afar.”


Flashes
of Adesina’s Dream passed before her eyes as she listened to the tale. She saw
L’avan and the Qetza, the lone mountain, and violence of war.


“The
Zeras—beautiful angels of Light—opened a portal to the stars, and all of the
Great Ones were called to pass through. Our ancestors were left alone in the
ruins of the war-torn land, wondering where to find their new purpose.”


Adesina
and Ravi exchanged glances. This was where the tale of the Henka passed beyond
what they already knew.


“Nayati
the Scholar was leader in those days, and he knew that the service of humankind
to the Great Ones was not complete. He rallied those that witnessed the final
battle, and declared that they were to search for their purpose at the door of
the portal.”


Pallavi
paused for dramatic effect.


“Nayati
the Scholar and his Ten Companions traveled across the wasted lands of Zonne,
searching for some sign of their revered masters. They came at last to Daemon
Mount—the lone mountain that grows up from flames—where the gateway to the
stars can be found.”


A
chill ran down Adesina’s spine. That was the location of the Threshold.


“Daemon
Mount pierced the sky, like an unholy blade—jagged, as if torn from the womb of
the earth. A ring of fire encircled the base, spewing forth molten stone and
turning aside the bravest of warriors.”


Several
Henka children had crept closer to hear the story, and their eyes widened at
the theatrical description.


“Three
of the Ten Companions turned away, declaring that passage was impossible. The
angelic Zeras had made certain that the gateway would be safe from intruders.
However, Nayati the Scholar would not give up. He sat at the base of the
mountain and pondered how he might conquer the magical flames.


“Layfan,
one of the remaining Companions and dear friend to our honored ancestor,
suggested digging underneath the ring of fire, but the flames ran deep in the
earth. Nayati the Scholar reasoned that if they could not go underneath the
fire, then they would have to go over it.”


The
young L’avan queen frowned, wondering how such a thing could be accomplished.


“Nayati
the Scholar and his Seven Companions worked to build a bridge that would span
the river of flames. They did not want strangers finding the path across the
barrier, so they built it in a hidden crevice among the rocks.”


The
children nodded in understanding, smiling in approval at the plan.


“When
time came to cross the wall of fire, two more Companions turned away. They were
willing to help build the bridge, but they could not bear to go over the heat
of the molten rock. Nayati the Scholar and his Five Companions went forward
bravely, but not all would make it to the other side.”


Adesina
found herself holding her breath with the rest of the audience.


“One
of the Companions lost his footing while crossing the bridge. He tried
desperately to cling to safety, but he fell to a fiery grave.”


The
children gasped in dismay, and the adults looked equally grim.


“Nayati
the Scholar and his Four Companions soon found that there even more dangers
beyond the wall of fire. The first mountain cave held many traps and obstacles,
and it was a struggle for them to cross. There were floors made of spears and
walls that crushed unsuspecting visitors. There were cleverly covered holes in
the floor through which one could fall and break a leg, and there were hidden
blades that swung out to cut off limbs.”


Adesina’s
brow creased thoughtfully. She wondered how accurate this tale was. Would they
be faced with the same challenges, or was it an exaggeration?


“Most
deadly of all was a magical shadow of sleep that ensnared the unwary. Two of
the Companions died when the shadow caught them as they tried to navigate the
dangerous traps of the great cave.”


Pallavi
cast her eyes across her audience.


“Do
you suppose that they were safe at last?”


Several
listeners shook their heads.


“No,”
Pallavi answered her own question. “There was one more trial to face. Nayati
the Scholar and his Two Companions entered a room where they were faced with a
terrible object of magic—a mirror that revealed the truth, no matter how
carefully hidden. Nayati the Scholar saw terrible truths about himself, and it
caused his heart to recoil. Yet, he was a strong man. He faced the truth, and
he was able to pass beyond.”


The
rapt audience cheered.


“Viveka
the Gentle followed her leader, facing the truth of her nature and accepting
it. She was evermore changed by what she saw, but she did not flinch.”


They
cheered again.


“The
final Companion was Layfan, the oldest friend to Nayati the Scholar. He faced
the mirror, and was given a unique vision of the future. Layfan told Nayati the
Scholar that he must face his truth by leaving his old friend alone. Nayati the
Scholar was saddened, but he knew that Layfan must follow the path that was
shown him.”


Pallavi
took a deep breath and continued her tale in a lowered voice.


“Nayati
the Scholar and Viveka the Gentle were the only ones to reach the gateway to
the stars. The portal was closed, but there were words inscribed on the door in
magical light. The words bade Nayati and Viveka to act as guardians of the
sacred Threshold, and to keep it from the hands of evil until the return of the
Great Ones.”


The
words were profound, and their impact could be seen clearly on the faces of the
Henka.


“Nayati
the Scholar and Viveka the Gentle returned from Daemon Mount, and made their
home in the deserts of Zonne. They and their children were the first Desert
Dwellers, and we have always honored the pledge to guard the Threshold until
the day of the Great Return.”


Applause
sounded the end of the tale.


Pallavi
gave a humble bow, and once again took her seat. The buzz of hundreds of
different conversations sprang up as the Henka returned to their feasting
activities.


Adesina
sat silent, pondering all that had been spoken.


Gauri
leaned forward and said to the L’avan queen in a low voice, “Come to the elders
later, child, and we will tell you the rest of the tale.”











Chapter Thirty-eight: Private Instruction


 


Adesina
was summoned from her sleeping quarters after everyone else had gone to bed.
Ravi was allowed to go with her, due to his role as her guardian. They were led
down the tunnels to the sub-cave where the elders sat together.


“Welcome,
Adesina le E’rian. Welcome, Ravi an Riordan. Please, sit with us.”


The
young queen and the Rashad did as they were bid, and then looked around
expectantly. 


“Are
you going to tell us the rest of the tale now?” asked the young woman.


Gauri
nodded. “Yes, child, in good time. First, I wish to ask you some questions.”


“Very
well,” agreed Adesina with a trace of hesitation.


“You
call yourself the Queen of the L’avan, correct?”


“Yes.”


“How
did you come by this title?”


“Through
my husband, who is king,” replied Adesina evasively.


She
wasn’t certain the reason, but she felt the need to be careful in her answers.


“How
did your husband come by this title?”


“Through
his father, who was king before him.”


Gauri
smiled in appreciation of the fencing manner of their conversation. “And how
did your first king come by the title?”


Adesina
glanced at Ravi, but his face gave away nothing.


“Through
his father,” she admitted finally, “whose name was L’avan.”


“The
children of this L’avan took his name to identify their race?”


“Yes.”


The
intent stares of the elders increased in interest, and Adesina could feel the
pressure of their collective intensity.


“Do
you know much of this L’avan’s personal history?”


“Some,”
allowed Adesina.


“Was
he ever in this part of the world?”


There
was a heavy pause.


“Yes,
he was,” answered Ravi unexpectedly.


Satisfaction
washed over each aged Henka face.


Gauri
leaned back and folded her arms. “Is your first father the same Layfan from our
legends?”


Adesina
nodded slowly. “I believe so.”


Pallavi
spoke up in excitement. “It must be true. We have heard tales of magic-users
from distant lands that are called L’avan, and such powers can only have been
born from the same source as our own.”


The
young queen felt strangely reluctant to correct the assumption.


“What
was the source of your people’s power?” inquired Ravi.


Gauri
rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “Nayati the Scholar bore no signs of magic. Nor
did any of his children. However, it is said that he spoke of residual magic
from the great battle on this land that tainted the life that remained. It has
never been confirmed, but we believe that our ancestors absorbed some of that
residual magic.”


“Are
the Henka the only tribe with such powers?”


“No,”
the elder shook her head. “All Desert Dwellers have one ability or another. In
the beginning we were all one family, but time and circumstances have separated
us into our individual tribes.”


Adesina
studied the faces of the Henka elders. “Why is it important for you to know the
origins of my people?”


Gauri’s
back straightened with pride. “Because we are the guardians of the Threshold
until the return of the Great Ones. We cannot allow just anyone to approach
Daemon Mount and disturb the holy gateway.”


“Do
you intend to stop us?” Adesina asked quietly.


There
was a pregnant pause.


“No,”
Gauri finally declared. “You are the children of Layfan, and you share in the
task that has been given. We will aid you in your quest to stop your enemy from
defiling the Threshold.”


The
young woman exhaled softly. “Thank you.”


“You
said there was more to your history than what was told at the feast,”
encouraged Ravi.


Pallavi
jumped at the opportunity with enthusiasm. “Yes. In my grandmother’s
grandmother’s time the Henka possessed a book that was written by Nayati the
Scholar. It gave his personal account of the journey to Daemon Mount, and all
of the trials he faced to reach the Threshold. The book was lost during a
sandstorm, but the knowledge it contained has been passed down through the
generations.”


Adesina’s
heart quickened. She had been worried about the barriers created by the Serraf
ever since she had seen her vyuhava. Perhaps the Henka held the answers
that she needed to get past them.


“There
are three barriers that guard the gateway,” explained Pallavi, “and you will
need to conquer each in order to reach your destination. Fortunately, your
enemy will have to do the same.”


The
L’avan frowned. Her Dream had told of six barriers, not three.


“The
first is the wall of fire. Nayati the Scholar and his Companions built a hidden
bridge to overcome this obstacle. If you face the mouth of the mountain in the
high hours of the sun, there will be a single shadow that does not appear to
have a source. Go to that shadow, and you will find the bridge.”


Adesina
and Ravi nodded in acknowledgement.


“The
second is a room of traps and obstacles, just as it is told in the legends.
Those can be overcome with care, but the real danger lies in the shadow of
sleep. Unlike in the legend, the shadow does not come and go. It is constant,
and it drains away the life of any living creature in the room. Nayati the
Scholar’s two Companions who died in that room fell into no trap. They were
under the shadow for too long, and their lives were leeched from them.”


“So,
we need to overcome the physical obstacles as quickly as possible,” clarified
Adesina.


“Yes.”


The
shadow must be a separate barrier from the obstacles. The two would have been
created separately out of necessity.


That
answered part of Adesina’s silent question. But what of the other two barriers
that hadn’t been mentioned?


“The
last barrier is called the mirror in the legend. In truth, it is an empty cave
that is filled with strong magic. Nayati the Scholar referred to it as the Cave
of Terrible Truth.” Pallavi’s expression was solemn. “It may seem a simple
thing to face truth, but Nayati wrote that it almost destroyed him. The only
way to overcome this barrier is to accept the truth and to move forward. If you
try to deny it, you will fail.”


Adesina
could feel a bubble of apprehension expanding in her chest, and she did her
best to keep the fear from her face. What kind of truth would she be forced to
face?


“If
you are able to pass all three of the barriers, you will enter the sacred
chamber where the Threshold is located.” Pallavi raised a finger in warning.
“This does not mean that you are free from danger. Our history tells us that
the gateway was closed for a reason. Great evil lies on the other side, and our
legends tell of its consuming hatred for humankind. Even if you are able to
open the portal between worlds, you will be confronted with the purest form of
darkness imaginable.”


“There
are also creatures of Light on the other side,” pointed out Ravi.


“Yes,”
concurred Pallavi, “but there will be no telling which will be standing at the
Threshold to greet you.”


“I
am afraid we have little else to offer, child of Layfan,” admitted Gauri. “We
are glad to give you shelter during the storms, and we will give you a guide to
Daemon Mount when the time comes for you to leave. Other than that, this
journey must be your own.”


Adesina
felt a sudden surge of warmth for the women sitting before her. “You have given
us more than you know, and I am forever grateful for your kindness and
friendship.”


“It
is nothing,” murmured the elders with sincerity.


“Go
now and rest,” encouraged Gauri. “It is essential for you to keep up your
strength.”


Adesina
bowed out of the room, but she did not return to her own sleeping quarters.
Instead, she went across the hall to where the men of her company were staying.


“It
is Adesina,” she called through the curtain. “May I come in?”


Kendan
pulled back the canvas and gestured her in with a wave of his hand. Faryl and
Than’os were experimenting on herbs in the corner, and Maizah sat quietly near
the foot of Kendan’s bed.


“It
seems we are all here,” the young queen observed.


“Yes,
we are,” confirmed Kendan. “What did the elders have to say to you?”


Adesina
told them about the warnings and advice she had received.


“Well,”
said Mar’sal slowly, “at least Basha will have to go through all those things
as well. That should slow her down, since she does not have any vyala to
aid her.”


Kendan
was pacing in front of the entrance with a frown on his face. “I am not so
certain of that.”


“What
do you mean?” asked Than’os.


“That
book you mentioned—the one written by Nayati—may be the one that came into
Shimat possession,” the former teacher mused.


Adesina
recalled the conversation they had while traveling across the ocean. “You mean
Basha may have Nayati’s book about the Threshold?”


“It
seems the most likely option. I cannot imagine who else might have written a
book about the Threshold of Zonne.”


“What
does it matter if she has the book?” asked Mar’sal. “It would only mean that we
have the same pieces of information.”


Kendan
shook his head. “Her information would be more complete. Also…”


He
paused and stared at the ground intently.


“Also?”
urged Adesina.


“There
was a rumor,” he squinted, trying to remember the details, “that the book told
of traps that protected the magical artifacts, and it also revealed a way to
avoid them.”


A
stunned silence filled the room.


“Do
you mean to tell me that Basha may have a way to bypass the barriers that
protect the Threshold?” Adesina asked in a subdued tone.


“It
is possible,” affirmed Kendan. “I cannot be sure, because it was only a rumor.
I cannot even be sure that the rumor dealt with the same ancient text. I might
be confusing it with another translation of the time.”


“How
many ancient Zonnese texts can the Shimat possibly hold?” Faryl said in an
exasperated tone.


Kendan
didn’t blink. “The Shimat have gone to great lengths to procure any information
that has to do with magic.”


Mar’sal’s
face was filled with doubt. “So, what can we do?”


The
former Shimat waved a hand. “There is nothing we can do about Basha, unless we
manage to catch up to her.”


“Which
does not seem likely,” inserted Than’os.


Adesina
did her best to appear confident and unconcerned, but she wasn’t sure she
succeeded. “Then we shall focus on getting through the barriers ourselves.”


They
all knew that it was their only real option at present.


“First
of all, the wall of fire,” began the L’avan queen.


“We
know where to look for the bridge,” continued Than’os, “but that does not mean
it is necessarily the best option.”


“Oh?”


He
looked over at the group’s leader. “Why not use your vyala to carry each
of us over the flames in safety?”


Adesina
felt the cold claw of fear clutch her heart, and she could sense that Ravi was
keenly aware of her emotions. “I…cannot…”


“I
do not think that would be wise,” interrupted her guardian.


“Why
not?”


All
eyes were on Adesina and Ravi, and the young woman could hardly bring herself
to meet their stares. She, too, looked to the Rashad for a plausible answer.


“We
do not know what trials we will face once we pass the first barrier of Daemon
Mount. It may stretch each of us to the limit of our abilities. This land has
been drained of its natural vyala, and so there is no way to quickly
replenish what we use. We must be careful not to waste energy when there are
other options available to us.”


The
L’avan indicated their understanding and Adesina suppressed a sigh of relief.
She would not be forced to admit her growing terror to those that followed her
on this mission.


“Yes,
you are right,” agreed Kendan. “We need to plan the use of our resources
wisely. Is there any way we can find more details about the obstacles of the
second barrier?”


“Why
not ask the Henka to tell us all of the variations of their legends? Surely
there would be a basis of truth to each tale,” suggested Faryl.


“Yes,
you may be right,” mused Than’os. “It certainly would not hurt.”


“We
have several days to prepare for our journey,” said Kendan brusquely. “We shall
gather what information we can while we are here. We should also make sure that
we are keeping in good physical health. We will each need strength for the last
part of this mission.”


Adesina
and the others assented immediately.


There
is something more important for you to do, Ma’eve.


She
turned to her guardian and gave him a questioning look.


We
must find a way for you to master your vyala once more.











Chapter Thirty-nine: Storms in the Desert


 


Violent
winds howled relentlessly across Zonne, and the sound echoed in the well-hidden
cave to the east of the Henka camp. The constant noise made Basha feel as
though she was going mad.


She
was in a foul temper, even without the cacophony. She had been holed up with
her two companions for three days now, and there was no end in sight.


How
she hated men.


They
never had anything intelligent to say—least of all these two with her. They had
the most infuriating habits. The festering stench of their overripe bodies
sickened her to the core. And worst of all, they had the tendency to undervalue
her. 


Loathsome
creatures.


Normally,
Basha could overlook her extreme distaste for the gender. After all, they did
have their uses. However, she was not accustomed to being trapped in a small
enclosure with them.


The
Zonnese guide had tried to be social for the first few days of their journey,
but her consistently cold manner had soon taught him to keep to himself. He had
assured her that the storms would not be a problem, but he had failed to
mention that they would be spending day after day in a desert cave.


They
had stopped traveling a full day before the storms even arrived because the
next closest cave that could have sheltered them was at too great a distance.
The caves were known only to a handful of guides, and they were always kept
well stocked this time of the year. They had plenty of food and water to wait
out the storms…if Basha didn’t kill them first.


The
L’avan was somewhat better, and yet infinitely worse. He followed Basha’s every
command without question or hesitation. At first she had found this amusing. Now,
it filled her with unreasonable anger.


The
former king did nothing but follow commands.


His
body needed rest when exerted, but his mind did not appear to need sleep. He
simply sat through each night, staring at the ground. He never spoke, he never
changed expression. He was barely more than a living corpse.


Basha
had thought that it would be a great pleasure to exact revenge on Adesina, her
oldest enemy, but the reality of the situation was far from pleasing.


The
L’avan didn’t know what was happening. He didn’t know he was a slave to
his precious wife’s nemesis. He didn’t know that he had attacked her with his
own magic. He didn’t know that he traveled toward an end that would destroy
everything his people held dear.


He
simply followed orders.


There
was no guarantee that Adesina knew any of this either.


True,
she knew that Basha had enslaved her husband. That prissy wench must
have seen her husband’s face when they last met.


Was
that knowledge enough to satisfy Basha’s need for revenge?


No, she admitted to herself, it
is not.


What
would grant her that sense of fulfillment?


Basha
cast her icy eyes across the darkened cave. A glow lamp sat in the center of
the room, but it barely gave enough light to keep from stumbling over crates.
The guide reclined in a corner, carefully carving a piece of stone into some
form of tribal art. The L’avan king sat with his back against the far wall, the
wolfish mask covering his empty face.


Certainly
there was nothing in the present that would shift Basha’s temper.


Her
slender fingers began to stroke the spine of the dusty tome at her side. The
binding was made from ancient leather, and it required gentle handling.
Repeating what had become a nightly ritual, Basha opened the large book and
carefully read the pieces of parchment that bore a translation of the faded
text.


The
parchment with filled with the spidery writing of the Shimat scholars. There
were several drawings that illustrated the text, and Basha studied each with
obsessive focus.


The
shape of the lone mountain seemed unique—Basha had never seen a peak quite like
it. The guide told her that the locals called it Daemon Mount, and they swore
that it rose from the very depths of Darkness.


Superstitious
drivel!


The
book wrote of a wall of fire that surrounded the entire mountain. Basha had
asked the guide if that was accurate, but he could not tell her. No Zonnese
ever went within a day of Daemon Mount, for fear of losing their soul.


Basha
snorted to herself in derision.


If
the ancient account could be relied upon, there was a stone bridge that would
lead them over the ring of flames.


From
there, the path would lead through the entrance of a cave and upwards towards
the peak, but there was another way. A secret way.


Basha
traced the faint illustration with the tip of her calloused finger.


The
author of this aged tome had gone to great lengths to discover and document the
secrets of Daemon Mount. What could have driven him to take such pains? Did he
seek power, just as Basha did now?


Given
what she had seen of these naïve Zonnese, the author had probably been on some
sort of fool-headed spiritual journey.


None
of that mattered now.


The
writer of the book was long dead, and his life’s work was now in the hands of
the Shimat—more importantly, in the hands of Basha.


Breyen
had asked her to be the leader of their clandestine group with a promise of
greater power and a speech about the great possibilities of the future. Basha
had no interest in Breyen’s aspirations, nor the ones of the splinter
organization—she had plenty of her own.


First,
she would complete her current task. If Breyen’s theories were correct, this
journey would be the key to immortal life and endless power for Basha. Not only
that, but she would also have the ultimate revenge on her lifelong foe. Adesina
would know that Basha was the source of the destruction of everything
she held dear.


A
gruesome smile spread across Basha’s thin lips.


After
that was complete, the real work would begin.


 


***


 


L’iam
was disoriented.


Where
was he?


There
was something that he had been trying to do, but now he couldn’t remember.


Was
he looking for something? Or someone?


No,
that was not it. Someone was looking for him.


He
closed his eyes and tried to clear his mind. He was becoming more easily
confused these days, and he could not afford to let that happen. He had an
important task that he had to accomplish.


But
what was it?


The
image of his wife’s face floated through his thoughts, and L’iam jolted back to
himself.


Adesina.


Yes,
he remembered now. He had been captured by the Shimat, and he was being taken
into the desert.


He
did not know why he was in a desert, or what evil designs the Shimat had for
him. He only knew that he had to keep fighting his captors with every shred of
willpower he possessed.


More
fragments of memories came back to L’iam and he recalled what he had been
attempting to do.


He
needed to regain control of his body.


Ever
since he had learned of his capture, he had striven to force his mind back into
his body. Repeated efforts had strengthened the connection he was able to
establish. However, it seemed that the more his mind and body linked, the more
disoriented he became.


Why
was that? Did it have something to do with that foul potion he had been forced
to drink?


L’iam
shook his head.


It
didn’t matter right now. All that mattered was taking back control of his body
and finding a way to escape his Shimat captors.


He
had to do that at any cost.


He
had to…


L’iam
slowly opened his eyes and looked around in bewilderment.


Where
was he?


 


***


 


The
Master was unhappy.


Maizah
watched Kendan as he busied himself with mending a strap on his boots. His brow
was contracted and his eyes were locked on the piece of leather before him.
Yet, she could tell that his mind was far away.


He
was thinking of her.


Maizah
knew little of the thing others called “love,” but she was well acquainted with
expressions of longing—every slave arrived with that look on their face, before
the weight of reality carried it away. It was the longing for something that
had been very dear, and was gone forever.


The
Master had that look now.


He
hid it well whenever he thought someone might observe it, but it became clear
when he believed he was alone.


Yet,
Maizah saw it.


She
saw everything, because no one seemed to consider her an observer. Before she
had come to this desert land, she had always kept her eyes to the ground. It
was not wise to see too much.


Now,
that had changed. Ever since she had saved Than’os’s life, something within her
had begun to transform. She felt different, and she saw herself differently.


Now,
her eyes were lifted, and she watched the world around her with fascination.


Mar’sal
was lonely for someone in his homeland. He kept a length of pink ribbon in his
pocket, and he held it in his hand whenever he was not doing something active.


Faryl
would make a discovery about magic, and Than’os would marvel at what she had
learned. Then, when she looked away, he would smile fondly—as if he were
letting her believe that he didn’t already know what she was telling him. Why
would he do something like that?


Ravi
never strayed far from Adesina, but lately he had been closer than before. It
was as if he was afraid she would suddenly disappear somewhere he could not
follow. And Adesina…


Adesina.


A
shadow of fear followed her, like a cloud over the sunshine of her incredible
abilities.


What
was making her so afraid?


No
one else seemed to be consciously aware of the change in their leader, but they
could all sense in the back of their minds that something wasn’t right.


Ravi
appeared to be aware, but he seemed uncertain how to guard her from this unseen
threat.


A
glowing magical bond had been growing between Adesina and Ravi for several days
now, and it grew brighter and stronger with each moment. Maizah did not know
when it began—not while they were in Sehar, that was certain—but she had first
noticed it when they landed in Zonne.


The
Tracker had never seen anything like it, and she did not know what it meant for
the future of their mission. Perhaps she should find a way to communicate what
she was seeing to the Master.


No.


Adesina
was quite capable of informing others of the bond, if she wished for it to be
known.


Maizah
was surprised with herself that she had considered taking matters into her own
hands. If the Masters knew of her thoughts, she would have been whipped for her
insubordination.


Well,
the other Masters would have. Not her current Master.


He
was strangely kind to her, and he rarely treated her like a slave at all. In
fact, she often felt that he viewed her more like a favored servant. Maizah had
never known such friendliness before.


Adesina
had mentioned that the group would be given a Henka guide when they left the
encampment after the storms ceased.


What
would that mean for Maizah?


They
already knew their destination, and they had no need for a Tracker anymore.
Would she be sent back to the other Masters?


No,
the Master had said that he was considered a traitor and could never return.
The only other way was to send a message with Maizah’s location and wait for
another Master to retrieve her—which was unlikely, due to the nature of the
mission.


What,
then?


Would
she wait here at the Henka village until they returned for her? Would she be
allowed to follow them, even if she had no other skills to offer? Or maybe…


Maybe
the Master would set her free.


Maizah’s
heart began to race at such an idea. She wasn’t sure if she was feeling fear or
excitement—probably both.


The
Master did not appear to be opposed to the idea of freeing slaves. After all,
he had set Faryl free. Would he be willing to grant her such a marvelous gift?


What
would she do if she had her freedom?


Her
mind spun with all of the possibilities.


Her
parents had been taken from Joura, and they had told her that they still had
family living there. Perhaps she would return to Joura and seek out her living
relatives. After all, it seemed important for others to be connected to family.
Shouldn’t she place the same value on those relations?


Maizah
shook her head mentally. Joura was not a small nation, and she didn’t even know
the name of the town where her parents had lived. She had few resources and
little ability to communicate with others. It would take her a lifetime to
locate the family she had never known.


Maybe
she could train in a profession. Faryl was a healer, and the Master did not
disapprove. Maizah could also train to be a healer, if that was an appropriate
occupation for a freed slave. Her only real skill was as a Tracker, but she was
reasonably certain that she would be able to learn to do other things.


A
small smile stole across her face and she allowed it to stay.


Maizah
knew the danger of hope, but she could not help but feel its warming rays. The
future held many possibilities, but most of them seemed full of promise for the
slave girl.











Chapter Forty: Bonding of the Mind


 


Adesina
and Ravi found themselves sitting in the lower levels of the underground Henka
settlement. The area was only used as a last stronghold in the event of an
attack, and so they were completely alone. The Henka elders had given
permission for the area to be used by Adesina as she trained for the trials
ahead.


The
young queen was not certain that she needed space, but she was glad to have the
privacy.


Ravi
had assured her that they would find a way to bring her vyala into
submission, but Adesina was filled with doubt. She had felt its strength, and
she was not confident that she could overcome it.


“Take
a deep breath, Ma’eve. You will work best if you have a clear mind.”


She
followed Ravi’s instructions.


“Are
you ready to begin?”


Adesina
wasn’t sure that she’d ever be ready, so she lied. “Yes.”


The
Rashad smiled, sensing the truth.


“Today
we will not be working with your vyala.”


She
gave him a startled look. “What?”


“Our
ultimate goal is for you to become master of your powers, but we must first lay
a foundation upon which you may stand.”


Some
of her fear drained away. “I see.”


Ravi’s
long tail flicked back and forth in a somewhat idle manner. “I would like to
explore the extent of our Joining.”


The
young woman’s brow creased. “Why is that?”


“The
Rashad legends tell of the time before we became mortal—when we were the
servants of the Serraf. In those legends, the Rashad were capable of doing
extraordinary things.”


“Such
as calling down a meteor from the sky?” Adesina asked archly.


“That
is where I got the idea,” admitted Ravi seriously, “but the effort would have
killed me if you had not intervened. In the legends, a Rashad would have been
able to accomplish the same task with only a portion of the cost.”


“You
believe this was due to the Joining,” inferred Adesina.


“No,”
corrected Ravi. “I know it is because of the Joining. It is stated
clearly in the legends that the Rashad who were bound to a Serraf received a
joint share of their power and glory.”


“So,
the purpose of this exercise is to give you more power?” teased the young
queen.


Ravi
smiled. “You are forgetting the first law of this world: balance. A bond such
as Joining is strong because it is perfectly balanced. If I benefit from it,
you do so equally.”


The
chill of dread crept back into Adesina’s mind. “Are you saying that my vyala
will become even stronger?”


“Things
do not have to be the same in order to be equal,” reminded her guardian. “The
Rashad were never as powerful as the Serraf. An exchange of vyala would
only be a benefit to one party, and the bond would be weakened by unbalance.
There is something else that the Rashad have to offer that is of immeasurable
value to the Serraf.”


Adesina
leaned forward with interest. “What is that?”


Ravi
gave a feline grin that was both amused and mischievous. “I do not know.”


She
snorted in exasperation. “You do not know?”


He
laughed. “Ma’eve, our legends are old and incomplete—as are most tales of that
nature. There are certain pieces that have been omitted or lost over time. We
shall simply have to discover the truth for ourselves.”


“Very
well,” Adesina grumbled. “Where do we begin?”


“With
our minds,” replied Ravi. “Our thoughts have become more closely connected, but
I have more practice in discerning specifics. Therefore, I am able to see more
of your mind than you of mine.”


“Is
that a Rashad trait or your personal ability?”


“Both,”
he answered. “The Rashad have highly developed skills of discernment, and
personal aptitude can raise it to a level of near-clairvoyance. There are
certain Rashad who have become so adroit that they can read the minds of others
with ease.”


Adesina
seated herself on the ground, since it was clear that they would not be doing
much physical activity today.


“Are
you one of those individuals?”


Ravi
shook his head. “No, but my skills are more sharp than usual. I find that a lot
depends on the person with whom I am dealing. I can sense more with you,
because we have always been close. Now that we have been Joined, I can almost
see your mind as you think. If I am concentrating, that is.”


“So,
you are going to teach me how to read your mind?”


“I
am going to teach you how to open your mind to mine,” he clarified. “If we can
make a mental connection, our bond should do the rest.”


Adesina
moved into a comfortable position and closed her eyes. She took a deep breath
and cleared away all external concerns.


When
I think something and I mentally direct it to you, you are more likely to hear
it through our bond.


Adesina
nodded. Yes, that makes sense.


To
do this is much like sending a message by a carrier. In order to create a
connection between our minds you must imagine yourself casting a line between
us and drawing me into your thoughts.


The
young woman frowned in concentration. She tried to follow his instructions, but
something within her resisted.


“You
have to be willing to show me every corner of your mind,” explained Ravi. “If
you hold back in any way, the connection will not form.”


Adesina
naturally recoiled from the idea of such unrestrained intimacy, but she
overcame that reaction and paused to examine it.


Why
should it bother her so much?


Ravi
was one of her closest friends. In fact, the only person closer was her
husband, L’iam. She shared her dreams and her fears with her constant guardian,
so why not open her mind to him?


“Let
me try again.”


She
directed her thoughts at him, imagining them to be thick and sturdy ropes. She
could sense when Ravi had locked on her thoughts, and she pulled the figurative
ropes back into her mind.


It
was rather disorienting to experience another complete consciousness entering
into her head, and she pressed on her temples with the palms of her hands.


Ravi!


Do
not be frightened, Ma’eve. It is only I.


She
felt his calming presence, and her heart rate began to slow. She could feel the
warmth of his affection for her, and the strength of the emotion almost brought
her to tears.


Oh,
my dear one, I am so proud that you have let me in. I feared that you would be
unwilling to even try.


Adesina
smiled, and she knew that he could see each of her emotions clearly. I can
still change for the better.


She
sensed his laughter long before it rumbled from his chest.


“Yes,
you can.”


His
words were unnecessary, since he was connected to her mind, but it helped to
create the illusion of distance while Adesina adjusted.


“What
do we do now?” she asked.


“Now,
I invite you to explore my mind. It will strengthen the bond between us, and…”


“And?”


Ravi
shrugged. “And it will distract you enough that I will be able to explore your
mind without interference. We need to become mutually familiar with each other’s
inner self if we are to maximize the potential of our Joining.”


Adesina
chuckled at his candor and closed her eyes again. In her mind she imagined a
doorway that connected her mind to Ravi’s. With only the slightest hesitation,
she walked through.


 


***


 


Ravi
was no more than an infant.


Adesina
could see his large eyes peering out of his round, fuzzy face as he examined
the world around him. She couldn’t help but think about how adorable and tiny
he was.


Ravi’s
mother reclined in the shade with her newborn, and his father sat talking with
Rajan, the current ruler of the Rashad.


“You
can imagine our surprise,” said Riordan to Rajan. “After all, our clan has
never produced a leader before.”


“Bloodlines
do not matter,” answered the Rashad ruler. “Only the soul.”


“Of
course,” Riordan bowed his head in deference. “It is simply that our people
have been waiting for so long. There was talk that the lack of a new leader was
a sign of change.”


“What
talk?” Rajan asked with a frown.


Riordan
suddenly looked uncertain. “Well…that perhaps your own son was meant to be the
next in line to lead us.”


The
aged Rashad shook his head. “If Rance was meant to be leader, he would have
been born looking like me.”


The
cub Ravi approached his father and batted playfully at his paw. Riordan smiled
at his second son.


“No,”
continued Rajan, “our people were never meant to be a monarchy. I know that it
seems appealing from time to time—especially when a new leader is not born when
expected—but this is the way things are meant to be.”


He
lowered himself to the ground, so he could look the cub in the eye. Ravi
returned his gaze with innocent curiosity.


“This
child is special, Riordan. I can sense it. He brings with him the future of our
people.”


Ravi’s
mother looked at Rajan with concern. “What do you mean, revered leader?”


“I
am not certain, Rabia. It is simply a feeling I have in my heart.”


Young
Ravi continued to watch the adults around him, and Adesina knew that he
understood what was being said.


 


 


***


 


Ravi
was now the Rashad equivalent of a teenager.


He
laughed and romped with his friends in the green grasslands west of Pevothem.
The other Rashad treated him with deference, even though they tried to hide it,
and Ravi did his best not to notice.


A
group of five adult males approached the youngsters, and the play slowed to a
halt.


Ravi
did his best to appear pleased to see them. “Hello, Rance. Are you only just
returned from your mission?”


The
foremost male was Rajan’s son. He had dark tan fur and an unpleasant sneer on
his face. “Is this how the future leader of the Rashad spends his time? I would
have thought he would be too busy with his training for such frivolity.”


The
four Rashad behind Rance muttered their agreement.


“We
were all training this morning,” answered Ravi. “Rajan said we could take a
break.”


Rance’s
icy blue eyes narrowed. “Do you feel you have the luxury of taking breaks?” he
asked in a dangerous tone.


Ravi
steeled himself for what he knew was coming. “Your father knows best. If he
suggests time away from studies, then I will follow his counsel.”


“My
father is weak,” spat Rance. “He is only leader because of the color of his
fur.”


Ravi
flared in anger. “Rajan is a great leader. He is wise and kind and strong.”


A
nasty smile spread across the other’s face. “Well, then as his heir, you need
to cultivate those traits as well. Let us begin with strength.”


All
of the other Rashad backed away, leaving Rance and Ravi in the center of a
rough circle.


“I
do not wish to fight,” said Ravi quietly.


“Ha!”
exploded Rance’s wrathful voice. “You are not able to fight me. You do not have
the strength or skill to even try.”


Without
warning, the adult Rashad lunged at the youth and sunk his teeth into the
scruff of Ravi’s neck. Rance forced him to the ground with his paws, growling
ferally.


Ravi
struggled to get back to his feet, but he was smaller and weaker than his foe.
All he could do was snarl in return.


“Rance,”
stammered one of the young onlookers, “please do not hurt him. We are sorry for
wasting time when we should be training.”


Rance
released Ravi’s neck, but he continued to bear the youth to the ground. “Look
at your future leader,” he crowed. “He is a disgrace to all Rashad, is he not?
Is he not?!”


“Yes,
Rance,” murmured all of Ravi’s friends.


The
adults laughed raucously and turned to walk away.


Those
that remained stared at the ground in disgrace while Ravi got to his feet and
shook himself free of dirt and grass.


“Ravi,
I…” began one of the young Rashad, but he fell silent with shame.


Ravi
scowled after Rance, and Adesina could feel his anger and his embarrassment.
There was something else that she could sense in his heart, although less
strongly—pity. After a moment he shook his head. “I do not blame you for
agreeing. Let us go home and resume our training.”


 


***


 


It
was the day that Ravi was to be acknowledged as an adult by the Rashad—his
second birthday.


The
second birthday was always an important one for a Rashad, but this day was
special to the entire race. Ravi was now an adult, and he could be formally
declared to be the successor of Rajan.


There
was a great gathering in the hills of the Rashad Grasslands, where Rajan would
make his ceremonial announcement. The two black-coated felines stood on a rise,
where they could be seen by all. Adesina shared in Ravi’s nervousness, and she
longed to reach out and comfort him.


“My
beloved people,” began Rajan, “this is a joyful occasion for all of us. It is a
day for which we have long waited, and now it is finally here.”


The
listening Rashad roared in unison, showing their support and happiness.


The
aged leader took a step to the side and declared in a loud voice, “I present to
you Ravi, son of Riordan and Rabia, my successor as leader of-”


“I
challenge this decision!”


All
heads whipped around to stare at the source of the interruption.


Rance
stood behind the crowd, supported by a group of a dozen other Rashad. His head
was raised proudly, and his eyes gleamed with a desire for violence.


Rajan’s
expression was infinitely sad and weary. “You cannot challenge this, my son.
Ravi was born to be my heir.”


“Not
so,” sneered Rance. “It is an ancient law that gives any the right to challenge
the choice of successor.”


“It
may be an ancient law,” allowed Rajan, “but it has never been implemented. All worthy
Rashad honor the choice of the Creator.”


The
gentle emphasis in his father’s words caused Rance to snarl in rage. “I am
worthy. I could be the greatest leader the Rashad have ever seen, but you are
all blinded by this mindless tradition. Only fools would pledge their loyalty
to this weakling.”


The
pity that Ravi felt for his rival had grown since he was younger, and the anger
had almost completely faded away. Adesina sensed that he was frustrated,
though. He could not understand why Rance would persist in acting this way.


“I
said I challenge you, Ravi,” roared Rance. “What is your answer, coward?”


Ravi’s
pride prickled, and he responded in a clear voice. “I accept.”


“Ravi,
no!”


Rabia
and Riordan were both stricken with fear. Rance was well known for his skills
as a warrior. Rajan said nothing, but his eyes were overflowing with sorrow.


Ravi
walked down the hill and into the circle that had formed for the two
combatants. Rance’s supporters were all part of the inner ring, and Ravi knew
that he would need to be wary of them. They were not above interfering with the
fight in order to give their leader an advantage.


Rance
and Ravi circled each other slowly.


“Are
you prepared to die, cub?” rasped Rance.


“You
have been away for a long time,” pointed out Ravi. “I am no longer a helpless
child for you to bully.”


“Some
things never change.”


Rance
lunged at Ravi, but the younger Rashad neatly sidestepped the attack.


“So
true, Rance,” he said. “Perhaps you should have considered that before
challenging me.”


“Why
is that?” hissed the older feline.


“The
ancient law allows for a challenge to be issued, but it does not say that the
victor automatically becomes the next leader of the Rashad. Even if you win
here today, your father will never choose you to succeed him.”


Rance
shrieked in rage and dove at his opponent.


Ravi
crouched defensively and allowed his attacker to advance. At the last moment,
he shifted out of the way and raked his claws across Rance’s hindquarters.


The
first blood had been drawn.


The
two Rashad bit and clawed at each other viciously, roaring in pain and in
anger. Rance was now in his middle years, and he did not have the same amount
of energy as Ravi. The younger male knew this, and he purposefully prolonged
the fight in order to tire his opponent.


Conversely,
Rance knew that Ravi was inexperienced and impulsive. He fought in a manner to
infuriate the youth, hoping that he would make a fatal mistake.


“You
have never been good enough for this role,” hissed Rance. “You know that you
will fail, and you will be the downfall of the entire Rashad race.”


“That
is not true,” contradicted Ravi.


“Even
your family knows that it is true. Your parents may show you support, but they
do not believe in you. Think of how your own brother treats you.”


Ravi
could not deny that Ruvim was one of his greatest critics. Nothing seemed to
please him, no matter how hard Ravi worked.


“You
are a failure before you even begin.”


“Silence!”


“You
name will be a stain on your entire family’s clan.”


“SILENCE!”


Ravi
locked his teeth around Rance’s neck in an effort to stop his mocking words.
Adesina was overcome with the waves of emotion that flowed through her future
guardian—fury at Rance’s never-ending violence and troublemaking, shame that
his own brother had no faith in him, fear that others were right to doubt him…


Ravi
froze as his mind became more clear.


He
could taste blood in his mouth, and Rance had ceased to struggle. He quickly
released his jaw and backed away, staring in horror at what he had done.


Rance’s
throat had been crushed, and he was bleeding profusely. He was unable to
breathe, and his eyes were already starting to cloud over.


“No,”
whispered Ravi. “What have I done?”


A
challenge between Rashad meant bringing your opponent into submission. It never
meant death.


He
looked around at the faces of the onlookers, and their expressions were rigid
with shock. Riordan and Rabia stared down at their son as if he were a stranger
in their eyes.


Rajan
appeared next to Ravi, but his gaze was locked on his dying child.


“Rajan,”
panted Ravi, “I did not mean…”


“Go,”
the leader said quietly. “Go to the mountains and cleanse your soul. I will
come to you when it is time for you to return to our people.”


The
young Rashad did not question the decision. He gladly ran from the crowds of
horrified witnesses. He did not feel the burning muscles in his legs, nor the
searing of his lungs. He only knew that he must flee.


Ravi
had been running for more than a league when he stumbled and fell to the
ground. Instead of getting back on his feet, he remained where he lay.


With
a heartbroken sob, he buried his face in the grass and wept.











Chapter Forty-one: Upward Path


 


Adesina
was dumbfounded.


There
was no other way to describe what she was feeling. She had assumed that Ravi
had led a peaceful life filled with philosophical contemplation. He had always
seemed so calm and so steady.


Yet
his past was proving to be more tumultuous than she could have imagined.


It
made her feel closer to him. He, too, knew the cost and the pain of taking a
life. He knew what it was like to be an outsider, and he knew what it felt like
to bear the burden of others’ expectations.


Adesina
wondered what else she would find in the hidden corners of his mind.


She
delved deeper.


 


***


 


Ravi
had been alone in the mountains of Pevothem for just over a month. He still
could not shake the shadow that had settled over his heart.


He
had killed Rance.


No,
that had not been his intention, but it had happened all the same.


Rajan
had told Ravi to come to the mountains and cleanse his soul, but the young
Rashad did not know how. Instead, he found himself replaying the events of that
unspeakable night over and over in his mind.


He
felt tainted—forever defiled and unworthy of the company of others.


“Ravi,
my son,” called a familiar voice from behind.


He
turned around and saw Rajan approaching him.


Ravi
burned with shame at the sight of his leader, and he could hardly bear to be
called by such an endearing term. His eyes dropped to the ground, and he
crouched in a position of utter submission.


“Revered
leader.”


Rajan’s
eyes were saddened at he beheld his heir. “I see you have not been able to
cleanse yourself of what happened.”


“I…I
have tried, revered leader. Truly, I have.”


Rajan
laid down next to Ravi, so close that their sides were touching. It was a
gesture of friendship and trust.


“I
know you have, my son. I can see your struggles in your eyes.”


“I
know why you have come,” said Ravi, “but I cannot return with you.”


Rajan
cocked his head to the side. “Why is that?”


“I…”
There was a hitch in Ravi’s voice, and he paused before going on. “I am not
worthy to live among the Rashad. I deserve to be exiled.”


“Exiled?”
repeated Rajan in surprise. “You have not been exiled, Ravi. Where did you get
such an idea?”


It
was Ravi’s turn to be startled. “You told me to leave—to come here and to stay
until I am free from the stain of my actions.”


Rajan
chuckled, but it bore a hint of sadness. “My son, I did not ask you to come
here as a punishment. I asked you to come here so you would have time to heal.
You have experienced something profoundly tragic, and it takes time and
reflection to move past such pain.”


The
younger Rashad could barely believe what he was hearing. “You…you do not blame
me for killing Rance?”


“I
know you, Ravi. You truly are a son of mine. I would no more think you capable
of such intentional violence than your gentle mother.”


Ravi
immediately thought of his sweet and loving mother, who had never so much as
raised her voice in anger. Yes, it was almost impossible to imagine her
purposefully harming another creature.


“I
am not like her,” he murmured. “She is pure, while I am sullied.”


“Do
you think she has never made a mistake?” asked Rajan. “Do you think that there
is anyone who is without regret? When I was your age, I made just as
many rash decisions and tragic mistakes.”


“I
doubt you ever killed someone,” said Ravi with self-loathing.


“No,”
admitted Rajan, “but I caused great harm to my dearest friend.”


This
caught the attention of the younger male.


The
leader proceeded to explain. “It used to be a common pastime for my friends and
I to go swimming in the ocean. We did this by jumping from the lowest cliffs we
could find and then climbing back to shore.”


The
borders of the Rashad grasslands and Pevothem that touched the ocean consisted
only of steep and rocky cliffs. There were no beaches and no easy access points
that led to the water.


“My
friends and I would often tease each other into reckless behavior. One day I
goaded my oldest friend to jump from a cliff that was much higher than the
others we frequented. He broke his back, and almost drowned before we could
rescue him.”


Rajan
recounted the tale frankly.


“My
friend forgave me with an open heart, but I could not forgive myself. I was
tormented by the sight of him, and I soon became reclusive and distant from the
rest of the Rashad. I was so certain that they were all judging me for my part
in that terrible event. It took me a long time to realize the truth of the
matter.”


“What
truth is that?” asked Ravi.


“That
no one judged me at all. They pitied me, they loved me, they longed to give me
comfort. I could not accept it because I could not forgive myself. I could not
believe that the Rashad would willingly welcome me into their hearts. It took
me years to discover that I was wrong.”


Ravi
stared at the grass between his paws. He also felt that self-condemnation and
that terrible isolation.


Rajan
continued softly, “It is time for you to come home, back into the hearts of
those who love you and miss you. It is time for you to forgive yourself.”


“I…I
cannot…” was the strangled reply.


“We
have all made choices that we regret—some more important than others—but we
cannot allow that regret to define who we are. We must allow ourselves to learn
and to grow. None of us are now what we will eventually be—but if we begin on
the correct path, we change into the person we are meant to become.”


Adesina
felt a swell of emotion as the wise Rashad leader spoke. She recalled Ravi
giving her the same words of comfort when she learned the truth about the
Shimat order and her own role in it.


She
could now feel the same spark of hope deep within Ravi’s young heart that she
had experienced all those years ago.


“It
is time to come home,” repeated Rajan.


Ravi
nodded with tears in his eyes. “Yes, let us go home.”


 


***


 


Still
within Ravi’s mind, Adesina recognized her father’s home in Yavar, the capital
of Pevothem. Adesina’s parents, Me’shan and E’rian, sat in comfortable chairs
next to the fireplace, while a child version of E’nes wrestled with a
yellow-furred Rashad. Ravi was seated next to E’rian, and she rested her hand
on his back in a familiar gesture.


“I
am glad that you are home again,” E’rian said with sincerity. “We all missed
you very much.”


Ravi’s
expression was still haunted by the tragedy of recent months, but he did his
best to smile. “I missed you as well.”


“We
went to the Reader today,” E’rian said with pride. “It seems that our little
Ma’eve has a dava as well as E’nes.”


Adesina
smiled fondly at the statement. A dava was the L’avan equivalent of a
soulmate—the person with whom you are most compatible and ultimately meant to
love.


“Really?”
responded Ravi. “That is rather unusual. Only about one in ten L’avan children
have a dava, correct?”


Me’shan
inclined his head. “Yes, but I think you will be even more surprised by the
match.”


“Prince
L’iam,” exclaimed E’rian with a laugh. She placed a hand on her rounded belly
and grinned. “Our daughter is betrothed to a prince!”


Ravi
was indeed surprised. “The families of L’aslo and Ed’mon have not had such
direct ties in a long time.”


E’rian
continued to speak to her protruding abdomen. “She is meant to do great things,
I just know it.”


“Well,”
said Ravi with exaggerated patience, “he is only a second royal son. It is not
as though he is the crown prince. How much influence can the wife of a second
royal son have?”


E’rian
knew that he was teasing her, but she took the bait anyway. “One does not need
a title to make a difference.”


“Then,
why does it matter that she is betrothed to a prince?”


She
made a small noise of exasperation. “It does not, I suppose, in regard to her
ability to influence others for good. However, that will not change my
excitement that my daughter will someday marry into the royal family.”


Ravi
refused to give up his jest. “Perhaps it is best that she is only betrothed to
a second son. Can you imagine a daughter of yours becoming queen? Disaster!”


“Ma’eve
would make a wonderful leader,” insisted E’rian. “The Reader said that she was
strong and had a great capacity to love.”


The
Rashad wrestling with young E’nes shot Ravi a disapproving glance. “You should
not tease E’rian so, brother.”


Me’shan
and Ravi chuckled together, and eventually E’rian joined them.


“Well,
at the very least, she will not want for anything,” concluded the young mother.
“King L’unn and Queen Ta’mala were quite pleased with the match. The betrothal
will be formally announced after Ma’eve is born.”


“When
will that be?” inquired Ravi.


“This
spring,” answered Me’shan with obvious anticipation.


“I
hope you will not defer you next visit until then,” said E’rian to Ravi with a
hint of reprimand.


“I
will not,” promised Ravi with a smile. “Perhaps I will come again in a couple
of days. My mother is still resting after the birth of my younger sister, and
she likes to have her sons near.”


“As
long as it is before next week, you are most welcome,” said Me’shan. “Next week
we are leaving on a short expedition to the central lands. Normally, I would go
by myself, but E’rian insisted on coming along with E’nes.”


Ravi
and E’rian shared a smiling glance. They both knew that it took very little for
E’rian to convince her doting husband to give her whatever she wished.


“Very
well, I will be certain to visit again before you leave.”


The
room was filled with happiness and contentment, but Adesina couldn’t share in
any of it. 


She
could not rid her mind of the knowledge that her mother was mere weeks away
from being captured by the Shimat, who would take her to the place where she
would be held hostage until dying during childbirth.


Adesina’s
birth.


 


***


 


In
the vision of Ravi’s past, he was only slightly younger than his current age.


He
roamed the Rashad grasslands with restless energy, occasionally breaking into a
run. Sometimes he was accompanied by his sister, Rissa, or by Remah, but most
of the time he preferred to be by himself.


Ruvim
had left more than a year ago to seek out his Greater Purpose, and Ravi felt
envious at the thought. It was an honor to be given such a calling by the
Creator, and every Rashad privately hoped to be granted the opportunity.


Rajan
reminded Ravi that there were many responsibilities that came with his role,
but the young Rashad still felt useless. Even though Rajan was in his twilight
years, he had plenty of energy and he fulfilled his calling to the smallest
detail. Now that Ravi had finished the bulk of his formal training, there was
little else to do but to gain experience.


He
laid down on the dewy grass and stared up at the stars. He could hear them
singing softly, and he hummed along with the familiar tune. He closed his eyes
and relaxed his mind, doing his best to push away the feelings of
dissatisfaction with his life.


As
he did so, a sensation came over him that was completely alien to his young
mind. Adesina recognized it as the foreboding that preceded a vyuhava.
Instinct led Ravi to let go of his waking mind and to allow himself to cross
over into another state of being.


The
Dream came immediately.


Adesina
witnessed the vision through her guardian’s eyes, and she felt a chill when she
saw the dungeons of the Shimat fortress.


It
was a scene she had witnessed before, years ago when she had first learned
about the truth of her own birth. She saw E’rian’s huddled and emaciated form,
her abdomen swollen with the arriving baby.


Adesina
saw Signe and Breyen watching the birth with cold and calculating eyes, caring
nothing for the life of the woman before them—only measuring the value of the
child.


She
watched as E’rian used the last of her life force to forge a bond between the
infant and her father, ensuring that they would never cease to search for each
other.


The
past version of Ravi jerked awake with tears flowing from his eyes. Adesina
could feel his pain and anguish as he finally knew the fate of his dear friend.


“E’rian,”
he sobbed. “Oh, sweet E’rian!”


Adesina
felt the depth of Ravi’s affection for her mother, and his sorrow became almost
overwhelming for her as an observer. Adesina knew through the bond of their
minds that Ravi had considered E’rian to be a rare example of untainted joy and
beauty in the world, and the Shimat had taken that away.


The
horrible dungeon scene played again in Ravi’s mind, and he shuddered anew at
what his beloved friend had experienced. Slowly, the tears on his face began to
dry as the magnitude of what he had seen dawned in his thoughts.


E’rian
had been pregnant when she disappeared, which meant that what Ravi had just
witnessed occurred shortly thereafter.


That
had been fifteen years ago.


“She
is alive,” he breathed. “Ma’eve is alive.”


The
decision was upon him, and Ravi knew it. He was being given the opportunity to
set out on a greater path that would define his entire life. Ravi knew deep
down that the path would be difficult and that he would be required to
sacrifice much along the way.


A
vision of the two paths opened before his eyes, and he saw the teenage form of
E’rian’s daughter. She stood amidst peril, and the road to her was dangerous.
Ravi could not see details of the threats that stood on that path, but they
were symbolized by a menacing darkness. The other path open to the young Rashad
was clear and gentle, leading to a life that was safe and predictable.


Which
path would he choose?


It
had seemed a simple answer less than an hour ago. Did he not crave a greater
meaning in his life? However, now that he was faced with the decision, he found
himself strangely hesitant.


The
lithe figure of Ma’eve reached out to him, and he suddenly knew his decision.
She was sad and lost and alone. Ravi knew that she was meant for something more
than what was immediately apparent. She needed to be shown her true purpose in
life.


As
soon as the choice was made, Ravi felt a strong emotional connection to the
girl he had never met. He felt a profound conviction that he would do anything
for her—he would give his life for her.


He
was now her guardian.


The
vision before his eyes closed, and he found himself staring at the moonlit
grasslands of his home. He said a silent farewell to the familiar sight, and
began to run.


Ravi
would say goodbye to his family and to Remah, and then he would begin his
journey. He did not know where to find Ma’eve, but he would not stop searching
until he found her.











Chapter Forty-two: Training


 


Adesina
opened her eyes and looked around in confusion.


She
was sitting in the Henka caverns, and it took her a moment to recall how she
had gotten there. Her body was stiff and her bottom ached from sitting on the
hard stone for so long.


She
was uncertain how much time had passed, but it seemed reasonable that it had
been several hours since she and Ravi had begun their mind bonding.


Adesina
had witnessed Ravi’s entire life—all of his thoughts and emotions as well as
the events. She knew every small detail about her guardian, and she loved him
all the more for it.


The
connection between their minds was still open, and Adesina discovered that she
could not close it.


“Ravi?”


He
already knew what she was thinking. “It cannot be closed, Ma’eve. Our minds
will be forever linked. It must be the first stage of developing our Joining.”


It
was quite disorienting for both of them. It was as if they both had two
minds—or, rather, that they shared two minds equally. Adesina had her own
thoughts and actions, but she was also constantly aware of Ravi’s thoughts. She
knew what he knew, she felt what he felt, and she thought what he thought—all
simultaneous to her own mind.


“Fascinating,”
commented Ravi. “I have never experienced anything quite like this before.”


“Nor
have I,” agreed Adesina. “I must say, it makes me slightly uneasy.”


It
was unnecessary for her to say so, because she knew that Ravi could feel her
emotions as easily as his own.


“You
fear what this means for our independence,” he stated.


“Yes.
Are we no longer individuals?”


The
Rashad frowned thoughtfully. “I am not sure. Perhaps we can try an experiment.”


Adesina,
of course, knew what he was thinking. “I shall do something that you do not
wish me to do, and we shall see if your desires override mine.”


“Precisely.”


The
young queen cast her eyes about the room and spotted a slight ledge that jutted
out from the wall. It was a good distance from the ground, and climbing to it
would be dangerous.


Ravi
growled. “Do not be foolish, Ma’eve. You do not need to break your neck just to
make a point.”


Adesina
was momentarily frozen with indecision. Ravi’s desire for her to stay safely on
the ground was clear and strong. It was as if her own mind was telling her that
it was a needless risk.


“I
will do it anyway,” she declared stubbornly.


It
was not the first time she had done something against her better judgment. The
only difference this time was that it was also against Ravi’s better judgment.


She
walked over to the wall and searched for a handhold. It was difficult for her
to get a firm grip, but she managed to pull herself up off of the floor. Her
hands ranged over the rock, feeling for the next ridge that would hold her
weight.


Adesina
could sense Ravi approach, and she could almost see what he saw. There was a
good grip just out of her reach, but if pushed up more with her legs…


Ravi
experienced a stab of anxiety, but Adesina managed to grab the handhold.


“Interesting,”
she muttered, trying to preserve her breath.


“Ma’eve,
you have proven your point,” Ravi said in a strained tone. “Now please come
back down and tell me what you find interesting.”


That
caught her attention.


“You
do not know?”


“I
am a little distracted,” he replied tersely.


She
climbed back down to the ground and felt Ravi’s immediate relief.


“Well,”
she said, “I think we have discovered two important points of our Joining.
First of all, with the correct amount of focus, I can see what you see. It is
not a clear picture, but enough that I can make use of it.”


Her
guardian’s eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “Hmmmm, I wonder if that can be
developed.”


“Second,”
she continued, “you do not automatically know my thoughts. You can still shut
them out or override them with thoughts of your own.”


Ravi
added, “We have also learned that we are still individuals with independent
decision-making skills.”


“I
am relieved that is the case,” admitted Adesina, and she knew that Ravi felt
the same.


“There
is something else that I noticed.” Ravi settled back on his haunches. “I could
sense the strain of your arms as you climbed. If it is possible for me to share
in your physical exertion, it might also be possible for us to share physical
strength.”


Adesina
grinned with excitement. “Shall we explore the possibilities?”


Ravi’s
returning smile reflected her enthusiasm.


“Yes,
I think we should.”


 


***


 


Three
days had passed since Adesina and Ravi had begun their training, and the young
queen was finally feeling like they were making some progress.


The
resources of the empty cavern were limited, and so their training was hindered.
Normally such circumstances would have left Adesina feeling frustrated, but the
sand storms left them with little else to do with their time.


Early
in the morning on the fourth day, the L’avan and her guardian pushed aside the
curtain to their sleeping quarters and saw Kendan standing in the tunnel
outside. His expression was expectant, as if he had been waiting for them.


“Good
morning, Adesina. Good morning, Ravi.”


“Good
morning,” they responded.


“Would
you come with me, please? I have something to show you.”


Kendan
led them through the residential section of the settlement and then up a set of
stairs. The sound of the storms grew louder, and Adesina exchanged a confused
glance with her Rashad companion.


The
top of the stairs opened to a large area that looked almost like an obstacle
course that had been carved from the rocks. Sturdy sheets of canvas covered the
openings that led to the outside world, and the wind could be heard howling loudly.
Even with the coverings, the air of the room seemed hazy with dust. Adesina’s
throat began to feel dry from breathing it in.


“This
is where the Henka warriors are trained,” explained Kendan. “It is not used
during the storms, due to the unceasing noise and the dusty air. If you wore
something to cover your mouth, though, it would be a valuable place for you to
continue your training.”


“How
do you know we have been training?” Adesina asked cautiously.


Kendan
raised an eyebrow at her. “I am not blind, Adesina. You have spent the last day
and a half running in circles and attempting to climb walls. This area will
allow you to be more effective in…whatever you are doing.”


She
knew he was right. Adesina looked over the area with interest and took note of
the new possibilities.


It
seemed that the Henka focused quite a bit on developing agility. There were a
number of exercises that focused on jumping, climbing, and fast footwork. There
was also a small maze that could be used in teaching stealth techniques, as
well as how to avoid being caught by surprise.


“This
is perfect,” Adesina declared with a smile.


Kendan
grinned. “I thought you would like it. There is one more thing I would like to
offer to you.”


“Oh?”


He
placed a hand on his chest. “My services as a training instructor.”


Adesina
stared at him with wide eyes. “What?”


“I
have quite a bit of experience, as you know. I would be a valuable asset to you
in this matter.”


Ravi
frowned slightly. “You do not know the purpose of our training. How can you
help if you do not know such essential information?”


Kendan’s
self-assured expression faltered. “That would make it more difficult,
certainly. I would not wish to force your confidence in the matter, but I might
still be of assistance. There are basic principles that are useful in almost
any situation.”


Adesina
glanced at her guardian.


You
do not wish to tell him about our Joining.


You
hesitate as well.


It
might be wise to wait to tell anyone.


I
agree.


The
exchange took a fraction of a second.


“I
told you that I trust you, Kendan, and I do. However, there are things that I
cannot tell you right now.”


It
was clear by the look on his face that he was disappointed, but he responded
without hesitation. “I understand.”


“Would
you still be willing to help us train?”


“Of
course,” he replied. “After all, it is the Shimat way to only reveal what is
necessary to one’s subordinates.”


His
comment stung Adesina.


“It
was not my intention to imitate Shimat practices,” she said slowly.


He
shrugged. “It may not have been your intention, but it is not easy to suppress
a lifetime of teachings.”


“Difficult,”
asserted Ravi, “but not impossible. That is something you would do well to
remember in days to come.”


Adesina
was ever-present in Ravi’s mind, and she could see the flash of a vision that
passed before the Rashad’s eyes. The vision showed Kendan standing before an
open door with Signe barring the way.


The
young queen was not certain if it was a literal representation or a symbolic
one, but she suddenly feared for her former teacher.


Kendan
noticed the change in Adesina’s expression, and his brow wrinkled in
contemplation. After a few moments, he cleared his throat. “Shall we begin?”


They
started with a series of basic exercises—running up inclines, climbing over
obstacles, and zigzagging between barriers. Ravi stood at a vantage point to
oversee the upcoming challenges, which gave Adesina a rough idea of what to
expect before she saw them herself. Ravi also fed his strength into Adesina,
which extended her stamina.


Adesina’s
memories of training with Kendan had become softened over the years, but he was
quick to remind her of his ruthless pace and unforgiving standard of
perfection.


“Sloppy,”
he snapped. “Do it again.”


Even
with Ravi’s supporting strength, the young queen found herself breathing
heavily. “I have not had formal training for seven years, Kendan.”


“Is
that going to be your excuse for everything?” he sneered.


She
felt her temper begin to warm at his goading. “No,” she replied in a tightly
controlled tone, “but it will take time for me to reach my former abilities.”


“Time
is wasted if you are not giving your best,” was his only response. “Do it
again.”


Adesina
grew increasingly frustrated and angry. It was only Ravi’s constant soothing in
her mind that kept her from lashing out at her former Shar.


His
methods are harsh, but we are making progress.


Are
we?


Yes,
dear one. Our control over how much strength and vision that we share is
growing more refined. When we began this training, your physical exertion was
an automatic drain on my strength. Now we can control the flow.


She
had to admit that it was true. Their shared vision was not perfect, but it was
not nearly as blurry as it had been in the beginning. They were also learning
to regain a measure of privacy from each other, if they wished to shield their
thoughts.


“Again,”
Kendan shouted.


I
might throw a rock at his head…


Adesina
felt Ravi’s amusement, which didn’t help her mood.


She
sprinted forward and vaulted over the series of small rock formations scattered
across the room. Ravi’s watchful eye helped her to measure each block so that
no energy was wasted by jumping too high or too far.


When
that was finished, Kendan sent her into a rock maze to see how quickly she
could solve it. At first, Adesina was confused by the change of focus in the
training. It wasn’t until she got a flash of Ravi’s perspective that she
understood.


Hidden
in a dark crevice, Kendan waited for her to come around a corner. He held a rod
about a meter long, and his arm was raised to strike.


Under
normal circumstance, there would have been no way for Adesina to anticipate the
attack. However, these were not normal circumstances.


The
young L’avan whipped around the corner and grabbed Kendan’s arm, throwing him
off balance and bringing him to his knees.


The
expression of shock on his face made her want to chuckle.


“How…?”


She
helped him back on his feet and gave a cocky grin. “Why not see if you can
figure that out?”


Kendan’s
dark eyes gleamed, and he accepted the challenge with a single nod.











Chapter Forty-three: The Final Piece


 


“We
will not be training with you today, Kendan.”


The
former Shimat looked at the Rashad in surprise. “Oh?”


Ravi
shook his head. “We have a different sort of training that must be done.”


Adesina
felt a flash of apprehension, but she was immediately calmed by Ravi’s
reassurance.


It
is time. We are stronger now than we were before, and it is time to master the
last element of our Joining.


It
was true that Adesina felt different than before. The past week had opened up a
world of possibilities, and she was certain that she and Ravi were only
touching the surface of their combined potential.


They
left the bemused instructor and made their way back to the abandoned lower
levels of the Henka settlement, where they would be completely alone.


Ravi
sat back on his haunches, facing the young woman he had sworn to protect.


“We
have come far in exploring our Joining and learning to use its gifts. A deep
mutual knowledge of each other has been the key. We must know each other’s
strengths and weaknesses in order to accomplish all that we wish to do.”


Adesina
indicated her agreement.


“In
that regard, I have an advantage over you.”


She
tilted her head to the side. “Is that so?”


“Yes,”
he responded. “I have a comprehensive understanding of L’avan vyala, and
I have had the opportunity to work closely with it throughout my life. You, on
the other hand, know little about Rashad vyala.”


Adesina
felt slightly embarrassed. “I assumed that all vyala was the same.”


“In
a way,” Ravi acknowledged. “Vyala is the life force of the universe, but
it is uniquely manifest in everything. One cannot expect a rock and a horse to
be identical in vyala.”


“Of
course,” she readily agreed.


“Do
you remember the exercise that L’iam gave you when you first began to use your vyala?
He taught you how to connect to the world of the spirit and to observe the
hearts and souls of those around you.”


Adesina
nodded.


“Since
then, you have learned how to use that skill in a deeper manner. Your
connection to that type of vyala is more functional than simple
observation. However, I would like you to repeat that exercise now. Use only a
thin stream of your power and use your gifts to observe only.”


The
young queen complied. She was aware of the torrent of power that lay just
beneath the surface of her being, and once again it chilled her with fear.
Ravi’s mind was an anchor of reassurance that all would be well, and she was
grateful for her steady guardian.


When
Adesina had first taken part in this exercise, she had noticed that Ravi was
not like the L’avan. His soul was a kaleidoscope of shifting color that dazzled
Adesina’s vyala-enhanced vision. L’iam had told her not to concern
herself with the mysteries of the Rashad, and said that no mortal truly
understood.


“He
was correct, in a way,” said Ravi in answer to her thoughts. “Even the Rashad
have lost much knowledge throughout the generations since we set aside
immortality. We keep no written records, obviously, and oral tradition is not
perfect.”


“You
do not understand your own powers?” Adesina asked in disbelief.


“We
know how to use our powers,” explained Ravi, “but we do not understand why they
are so different from our fellow creations. You see, everything that bears vyala
has a recognizable tone to it. When you are viewing the world through your
powers, you are able to identify everything around you even if you cannot see
it, correct?”


“Yes.”


“You
know the location of trees and streams and birds, even though they are out of
sight.”


Adesina
nodded again. “Yes.”


“How
do you know this?” questioned Ravi. “How can you tell a stone from a log?”


She
had never been asked to explain it before. She struggled to find the right
words. “They…they are just different. My mind can tell them apart.”


The
Rashad smiled. “That is because part of you can differentiate between the
different kinds of vyala by instinct. Living creatures have a unique
tone as well, and if you were to spend enough time studying a person, you would
be able to identify them by their vyala alone.”


“Is
that how you always know where I am?”


Ravi
chuckled. “I do not always have a perfect knowledge of your location, but yes.
I am able to find you because I know your vyala.”


Adesina’s
eyes narrowed thoughtfully. “Is that how Maizah is able to track magic-users?”


Ravi
inclined his head. “Yes.”


“Interesting,”
she mused.


The
various tones of vyala were interpreted by Adesina’s eyes as a myriad of
colors. She had always taken note that the world seemed more vibrant when she
was connected to her vyala, but it wasn’t until now that she realized
what that meant.


Her
gaze was drawn back to her guardian, whose ever-shifting colors seemed
strangely out of place.


“Why
are the Rashad different? You do not seem to have a set type of vyala.”


“We
do not,” confirmed Ravi. “Our vyala is changeable, according to our
needs. It means that there are more possibilities for what we can accomplish,
but it also means that we will never be as powerful as those who are solidly
attached to a specific type of vyala.”


“Why
is that?”


He
paused, and Adesina could feel him searching for a simple way to explain. “Think of it this way: if you
were to plant a garden every spring and then clear the earth every fall, you
would have a large number of possibilities of what your garden could produce
each year. On the other hand, if you were to plant a tree in that same patch of
earth, you would not see much variation, but the tree would continue to grow
taller and stronger with each passing year.”


Adesina
rested her chin in the palm of her hand. “So, why not simply focus on a type of
vyala and develop it?”


Ravi’s
deep laugh rumbled in his chest. “Why not simply grow a different color of
hair, Ma’eve? Why not sprout a set of wings? It sounds like an easy change, but
it is not. While there are legends of the great power of the immortal Rashad,
none of my people have ever been able to discover how to end the shifting of
our vyala.”


“How
will this help me to control my own power?” asked Adesina.


“I
can change my vyala to be whatever you need,” asserted her guardian.
“You have learned to combine certain threads of power to create specific
effects, and now you have at your disposal an infinite variety of vyala.
Together we can discover how to accomplish anything.”


Adesina
felt a rush of excitement. She had always been limited in what she could do
with her magic. Granted, she was able to do much more than other L’avan, but
her creativity was still restrained by her ability. What would it be like to
have all limitations removed?


“For
now,” continued Ravi, “I will act as a steadying force. We must tame your vyala
back into submission, and I can anchor you while you do that.”


The
L’avan felt her guardian’s vyala swirl for a moment before it changed to
a slightly brownish tone. He felt strong and solid in her mind, and she had the
impression that she could withstand almost anything while connected to him.


Even
with that sense of reassurance, Adesina felt a tremor of trepidation. She had
grown accustomed to keeping her vyala tightly in check, and she did not
know what would happen if she simply let it flow.


Ravi
sent her waves of encouragement and support through their Joining, and Adesina
took a deep breath.


She
reached within herself and unleashed her power.


It
coursed through her like a torrential wind, and Adesina was so overcome that
she fell to her knees. L’iam had once said that vyala was a living thing
and must be treated as such. Adesina never believed that more than now. The
power was like an angry behemoth that was finally free of its chains.


Ravi’s
feline face tightened with concentration, and Adesina could sense him acting as
a shield to protect her mind from the buffeting of the wild magic.


You
are the master of your soul, Ma’eve. You must claim control.


She
closed her eyes and imagined the struggle taking place in her mind. She
visualized herself standing in an open field with Ravi by her side, and the vyala
was a fiery silhouette standing across from her.


She
drew her Blood Sword from the sheath across her back.


Part
of her knew that this was all in her imagination, but it felt vivid and real.
She drew comfort from the feel of the hilt in her hand, and she raised the
weapon in a stance that bespoke of her readiness to fight. The emblem of the
falcon shone brightly, and the slender blade seemed to glow with power.


The
fiery silhouette suddenly seemed uncertain. Ravi was like a stone foundation,
giving her sure and steady footing. Her Blood Sword blazed in her hands,
becoming a symbol of her power and authority.


“Kneel,”
she commanded the silhouette.


The
vyala creature flared in anger, and its fists clenched at its side.


“I
am your master! You will obey!”


Leach
its fury, Ma’eve. Cleanse it of the poison.


Adesina
was surprised by Ravi’s instruction. Leach its fury? How could she possibly
accomplish that?


She
studied the creature before her, trying to understand why it had changed so
drastically from when she first began her training with magic.


Foremost,
she could sense its rage. It bore a blackening hatred that tainted its entire
being. Beyond that, Adesina could feel its fear and desperation. She could feel
its doubt and its sorrow.


The
emotions were radiating tendrils from the silhouette, and Adesina began to
trace them back to their source. If she was going to rid the vyala
creature of the poison—as Ravi had called it—then she needed to find the core.


The
trail of negative emotion led downward to a shadowy line on the ground. Adesina
followed it backwards and discovered that it led directly to herself.


She
was the source of the poison.


For
several moments Adesina stood dumbfounded.


What
did this mean? Was she the creator of the monster before her? Was she the only
cause for her loss of control?


Adesina
looked down at Ravi, and his luminous eyes stared back in compassion.


I
see now. I finally understand.


The
young queen studied her own heart. Yes, she was angry. How could she be
otherwise? The Shimat were truly a plague on the earth, and they had taken
everything she loved. Yes, she was afraid. Time was running out and L’iam’s
life hung in the balance. She could not help but feel doubt at her own ability
to save him. How many lives had been lost because she had been unable to do
more? Because she had not been a stronger warrior?


A
figure appeared before her, standing between herself and the fiery silhouette.
He had curly brown hair and a sunny smile, with wry brown eyes that were open
with affection. Adesina felt her chest constrict and she found it difficult to
breathe.


It
was Aleron, her friend who had been dead for five years.


“How
long are you going to punish yourself?” asked Aleron with a hint of
exasperation.


Adesina
stared at her friend. “How…?” she gasped.


His
smile widened to a jaunty grin. “You of all people should know that the dead
are not gone.”


Another
figure appeared next to Aleron. Again, Adesina immediately recognized the
twinkling eyes and heart-shaped face. The newcomer brushed her golden hair off
of her shoulders.


“I
always thought you were so smart, but maybe I was overestimating you,” said
L’era. “How could you possibly think that you are to blame for our deaths?”


“Because
I am,” whispered Adesina hoarsely.


The
two figures exchanged glances with exaggerated patience.


“You
cannot control everything,” pointed out Aleron.


“Besides,”
added L’era, “we were the ones that insisted on coming with you. You did
everything you could to keep us safe.”


“You
thought of our well-being before your own,” reminded Aleron with a loving
smile. “You always think of others before yourself.”


Adesina
felt tears streaming down her cheeks, but she did nothing to stop them. “I am
so sorry, my dear friends.”


“We
know,” said the boy from the High City. “We never blamed you, and it is time
that you stop blaming yourself.”


L’era
nodded emphatically.


“Human
life will always be filled with mistakes and regret. We will always stumble and
fall. If you keep a ledger of everything in your life that you have done wrong,
you will never realize anything that you have done right.” Aleron suddenly
seemed wise beyond his years. “Learning to forgive yourself and to move forward
is one of the greatest lessons that one can learn. Nothing is wasted if we use
each experience to become better.”


Adesina
gave a trembling laugh. “When did you become so enlightened?”


Aleron
and L’era laughed with her.


“Our
journey does not end with death. We all have much to learn.”


“There
is one more thing we want to tell you,” said L’era.


“And
then you must go?” Adesina asked sadly.


The
young princess nodded. “We love you, Adesina, and we have faith in the goodness
of your heart. The Shimat tried to rob you of that goodness, but you held on to
it throughout everything. Do not let them win now.”


Adesina
thought about the fear and anger she had been carrying in her heart for the
past several years—ever since she had learned the truth of the Shimat order.
Those dark emotions had become so much a part of her that she almost didn’t
notice that they were there. Yet she was clearly changing. Her vyala was
proof of that.


Most
of the time the darkness remained in the back of her mind, but L’iam’s capture
had made it her focus once more. She hated the Shimat. She wanted them
destroyed.


Aleron
and L’era looked saddened, even though she hadn’t vocalized her thoughts.


“We
do not deny that the Shimat is an evil organization, Adesina, but it is not
completely filled with evil people. Think of Lanil and Kendan,” reminded L’era.


“The
Shimat do everything in their power to take away the humanity of those under
their influence, but there are those who fight back—even without knowing the
truth.” Aleron’s brown eyes were intent upon the L’avan queen. “You do
know the truth, my friend. It is up to you to continue fighting by filling your
heart with love and compassion—not hate and anger.”


Adesina
knew that they were right, but the thought of removing years of bitter
resentment from her soul seemed daunting.


You
cannot wipe it away with a single stroke. Leach the poison away bit by bit
until it is gone.


Her
attention turned back to the fiery silhouette that represented her vyala.
She imagined herself pulling at the numerous threads of dark emotion—drawing
them away from the creature and bundling the threads at her own feet.


The
silhouette gradually became more calm, and the blazing exterior became an
orderly glow.


Aleron
and L’era beamed at her.


“What
do I do with these?” asked Adesina, gesturing to the bundles of negative
emotion at her feet.


“It
is difficult to get rid of them,” admitted Aleron, “but I know that you will
find a way in time.”


“Just
keep them from taking over again,” warned L’era.


“I
love you—both of you,” said Adesina in farewell.


“We
love you, too,” replied Aleron.


“Take
care of that foolish brother of mine,” smiled the young princess.


The
two figures disappeared, leaving Adesina and Ravi alone with the tamed
embodiment of the queen’s vyala.


Instead
of trying to force it into submission, as she had tried before, Adesina
extended her hand to the glowing figure of power.


“Come,”
she invited.


The
silhouette walked forward and took Adesina’s hand.











Chapter Forty-four: The Ending of the Storm


 


The
L’avan travelers had been with the Henka for eleven days when a ghostly hush
fell over the settlement.


Adesina
was sitting with the village elders, studying one of the few scrolls that
remained intact in the hard desert climate. The Henka relied primarily on oral
tradition, but they had a few legends that had been written down many
generations ago.


The
L’avan queen looked up with disbelief in her eyes.


“It
is quiet,” she stated unnecessarily. “The wind has stopped.”


Relief
and satisfaction passed over the faces of the aged Henka women.


“Yes,”
said Gauri. “The storms are coming to an end.”


Adesina
recalled what Savir had told her about the period of silence before the final
storm. “This period of quiet will last an hour, correct?”


“More
or less,” acknowledged Gauri.


“Then
the final storm can last for up to three days?”


“It
can,” said the Chief Elder. “A mere fourteen days of storms is a blessing. The
children will be glad to run and play outside once more.”


Adesina
had a harder time considering the lost time a blessing, but she was grateful
that it was not twenty or thirty days.


She
carefully rolled up the scroll and handed it back to Pallavi. “Please excuse
me, honored elders. I must go make plans with my companions. We must be prepared
to leave as soon as the storm ends.”


The
old women chuckled at her eagerness, but they waved her away in good humor.


Adesina
hurried to the common area, where she had last seen her fellow travelers.
Mar’sal had been playing some sort of game with a group of children that
involved kicking a ball made from leather. Now, the children were nowhere to be
seen and Mar’sal sat with Faryl and Than’os, who were discussing new ideas for
herbal hybrids.


“Where
are your friends?” asked Adesina with a grin.


Mar’sal
laughed and shrugged. “They became excited when the winds died down, and they
all ran off. I suppose they went to their homes to spread the news.”


“This
silence is a good thing, right?” Faryl’s face was filled with hope. She had
made it clear that she hated being confined like a prisoner to the weather.


Adesina
nodded. “Yes, it means that there will only be one more storm before the end.”


The
former apothecary sighed in relief. “I am anxious to be moving again.”


The
L’avan queen couldn’t have agreed more. “We should begin our preparations to
leave. Mar’sal, would you check on the horses and make sure that they are ready
to travel? Than’os, would you go over our supplies and see what we need? We
will barter with the Henka for any supplies that we lack.”


The
two L’avan soldiers got to their feet and bowed in acknowledgement. Faryl also
stood and smiled shyly.


“I
will go with Than’os and make sure we have all the medicinal supplies that we
need.”


Adesina
kept her face casual. “That is a good idea.”


Kendan
and Maizah approached as the other three were leaving.


“Did
you find any helpful information about Daemon Mount from the Henka scrolls?”
inquired Kendan.


Adesina
shrugged. “Not really. There were a few tales of those who have tried to enter
the mountain, but it seems that Nayati the Scholar was the only one to ever
return from such a venture.”


Maizah
gestured to her ear and then towards the entrance to the caves.


Adesina
smiled warmly. She was glad to see the young woman finally starting to interact
with others of her own accord. “Yes, the winds have stopped. I have sent the
others to begin our preparations to leave as soon as the last storm ends.”


Kendan
grunted in approval. “That is wise. Basha will do the same.” He paused for a
moment before continuing. “I hope you do not think this presumptuous, but I
have made inquiries concerning the distance between this settlement and Daemon
Mount.”


Adesina
wasn’t surprised that he had taken the initiative. “What did you find?”


“It
is an eight day journey from here, assuming that there are no unnecessary
delays.”


She
gave a discouraged sigh. How long had it been since she had last seen her
husband? “Well, at least that gives us time to try and catch up with Basha.
Perhaps we can intercept her before she reaches the mountain at all.”


Kendan
didn’t look confident at the prospect. “Perhaps. Also, I thought it would be a
good idea for us to have a guide for the remainder of our journey. I would not
like to be delayed again, like we were with those parasites.”


Adesina
agreed immediately. “Yes, that would be wise.”


“Good,”
he said with a slight smile, “because Savir has volunteered to take us to
Daemon Mount.”


She
barked a short laugh. “I see. Well, that is ideal.”


“I
thought so, too.”


“Is
there anything else that you can think of that needs to be done?”


Kendan
looked surprised but pleased to be asked his opinion. “It seems to me that all
we can do now is wait for the storms to end.”


 


***


 


The
final storm did not last three days—it only lasted a day and a half. Adesina
awoke from her midday nap to the sound of peaceful silence.


Faryl’s
excited voice whispered in the dim light of their sleeping quarters. “Listen!”


Adesina
could not help but feel excited as well. “Yes, I know. The storms have ended.”


The
older woman gave a noisy sigh of relief. “I cannot wait to see the sky again.”


As
the Henka tribe members also awoke, the realization spread through the
settlement, and it became noisy with the bustle of preparing to return to the
surface. The young men were sent to clear away the sand from the entrances, and
the children were sent to begin cleaning all of the caves that had been used.


Adesina
made her way to where the elders stood waiting. It was tradition for them to be
the first to emerge on the surface after the annual storms.


“Gauri
le Jaya,” she addressed the Chief Elder, “please forgive my ignorance, but I do
not know the ceremony for leave-taking. My companions and I would like to
resume our journey as soon as possible.”


Gauri
nodded sagely. “Adesina le E’rian, it is good of you to be so considerate of
our honor.”


The
other elders murmured their agreement.


“Our
farewells are simple, because we always hope that the separation is brief. It
has been a great honor to shelter the children of Layfan. You and your fellows
may leave as soon as you are ready.”


Adesina
pressed the old woman’s hand between her own. “Thank you, Gauri le Jaya. You
have saved our lives, and we owe you a great debt for your kindness.”


Gauri
waved her free hand in denial. “It is nothing, child. Truly, it is nothing.”


Adesina
walked back to the common area and found her companions waiting there with
their horses. Savir was also with them, and Adesina was surprised to see that
he had a horse as well.


“You
are not going to transform into a hawk?” she asked curiously.


He
gave a small smile. “No, not on this journey. It would be safest for you if I
am close by to show you the way.”


“Is
the path so perilous?” inquired Ravi.


The
young man looked uneasy. “The deep desert is unforgiving.”


At
last the sand was cleared away, and the Henka elders climbed the stairs that
led to the surface. With a great cheer, the members of the tribe followed their
leaders.


Adesina
could feel a gentle breeze touch her face as she ascended, and she was startled
to find that the air was cool. The sky was bright azure, and there were no
clouds to be seen. The air smelled fresh and clean, unlike the dusty and heavy
scent that was usually found in the desert. The day was only just beginning to
wane, but the outside temperature felt more like evening.


Faryl
closed her eyes and breathed deeply. “At last,” she whispered to herself.


Kendan
frowned. “I am surprised at how cool it feels. It does not seem like the desert
at all.”


Savir
merely nodded. “The storms cleanse the skies and bring the winds from afar. We
will have a day or two of pleasant weather before the heat returns.”


The
Henka elders came to bid them farewell, along with Savir’s mother and sister.
As it had been said, the ceremony was simple and brief. The women kissed each
of the travelers on the forehead and wished them safety and success.


Adesina
felt the warmth of gratitude in her heart. These people had given them shelter
without any thought of reward. The Henka had fed the L’avan and protected them,
even if it meant making sacrifices in their own comfort. Adesina was happy to
know that there were such people in the world.


“Goodbye,
Adesina le E’rian,” said Gauri, as she kissed the young leader on the forehead.
“Our shelter always welcomes you.”


“Goodbye,
Gauri le Jaya,” responded the L’avan queen. “If there is ever anything that my
people can do on your behalf, do not hesitate to ask.”


Savir
led them eastward, and Maizah confirmed that Basha was on the move as well. The
Shimat kidnapper had taken cover from the storms in a location slightly south
of the Henka settlement, and it seemed that the two groups were both aimed
toward the same point in the desert. 


The
Henka warrior chatted amiably while keeping a watchful eye on the terrain. He
gave useful advice about desert travel and pointed out signs of possible
danger.


“Do
you see that circular indentation in the sand?”


It
was faint, but Adesina could make it out. “Yes.”


“That
is a nesting mark. We need to give them a wide berth, or we will run the risk
of sinking into the sand and being attacked by the creature living there.”


They
turned their horses to the side and rode around the mark in the sand.


Than’os
studied it with interest. “I fell into one before we had the fortune of having
a proper desert guide. It was inhabited by a hideous monster, like a giant
insect.”


Savir
nodded. “Yes, that is one of many predators that live beneath the sands. It is
a miracle that you did not lose your life.”


The
L’avan soldier gave a broad smile to Maizah. “No, it was an act of bravery.”


Maizah
fixed her eyes on the ground, but Adesina could sense how pleased she was with
the acknowledgement.


Savir
pointed again. “Do you see those slightly darker streaks in the ground over
there?”


It
was a rocky patch among the sand, and some of the stone appeared to be stained.


“Yes.”


“In
the normal desert heat those spots look like pools of water, but in truth they
are sections where the rock is weak. Even the weight of a small animal would
cause it to crumble, giving way to jagged rocks below. Many unwary travelers
have been fooled and rushed forward to their deaths.”


“It
amazes me that anything can live in this cursed place,” muttered Kendan.


The
Henka quirked an eyebrow in amusement. “The desert is certainly not for the
weak. It is a testing ground for those who wish to know the deep truths of
life.”


“What
sort of truths?” Kendan asked testily.


Savir
shrugged. “I do not know yet. I am young, and it has not been my privilege to
seek for answers.”


“How
does one seek for answers?” inquired Faryl.


The
young man smiled. “That depends on the question. My father is seeking right
now. He took his journey into the deep desert to cleanse his mind, so that he
may know the proper way to search.”


“How
long has he been gone?” asked Ravi.


“Just
over a year.”


Mar’sal
frowned. “How do you know he is still alive?”


Savir’s
exterior was calm, but there was an anxious tension underneath. “I do not know.
If he returns, we will celebrate his journey. If he does not return…”


There
was a heavy pause.


“What,
then?” urged Faryl gently.


“Then,
we will keep waiting,” concluded Savir.


They
rode up an unsteady slope, and the Henka guide signaled for them to stop when
they reached the peak.


“There,”
he pointed. “There in the distance is Daemon Mount.”


It
did not look like a mountain yet. It appeared to be a dark, smoky haze on the
horizon that was contained in a single point. Adesina considered using her vyala
to enhance her vision, but she decided against it. She would see it clearly
soon enough.


The
young queen and her guardian exchanged glances.


Only
eight more days…











Chapter Forty-five: Approaching the Mount


 


Adesina
and her companions were less than a day away from Daemon Mount.


They
had been pressing their pace as hard as they could in hopes of catching Basha
before arriving at the mountain, but it had all been in vain. Basha had pressed
just as hard, as if she could sense she was being chased.


Dusk
was approaching, and Adesina welcomed the cooling air with a sigh of relief.


“How
much farther, Savir?”


The
young man twitched when his name was spoken, and he rubbed his hands together
nervously. “I am not certain, Adesina. I have never been so close to the
mountain.”


Her
eyes narrowed. “Is it dangerous?”


His
expression became apologetic. “I do not know. We stay away from it out of
respect for the great magic.”


“And
due to tribal superstition as well,” assumed Kendan.


Savir
made no excuses. “Perhaps you are right.”


His
hawk was circling in the air above them, and it gave a high-pitched cry. Savir
glance upward with a frown, and then he dismounted and hurried to the south.


“She
sees something over here.”


Adesina
also dismounted and gestured for Kendan and Ravi to follow.


“The
rest of you stay here.”


The
travelers had been in low land for several days now—almost like a sandy valley.
Savir started up a slope, leading the others along the easiest path. Adesina
spotted a dark object half-buried in the golden sand and she pointed it out to
Kendan.


“Yes,
I see.” His voice was grim.


It
took Adesina only a moment longer to recognize it.


It
was a human hand.


Savir
jerked to a stop when he realized what he was seeing. “Oh,” he said in
surprise.


The
heavy weight of dread settled in Adesina’s chest as Kendan moved forward and
began uncovering the body. Adesina struggled to breathe as he worked, unable to
force herself to help him.


It
cannot be…


No,
Ma’eve, I do not believe so.


Adesina
wasn’t comforted until she saw the face of the corpse.


It
was not L’iam.


The
face belonged to a Zonnese man, but Adesina did not recognize him. He had been
dead for about a day, judging by the stage of decomposition. The stench of
death filled Adesina’s nostrils, and she placed a hand over her nose and mouth
in distaste. The dead man’s throat had been slashed, and he had bled to death.
Most likely, while Basha watched.


“This
must be Basha’s guide,” said Kendan stonily. “He outlived his usefulness.”


The
young queen felt a deepening disgust for her lifelong rival. Basha had never
been one to value something unless it served her purpose.


That
means we are close enough to the mountain that a guide is no longer necessary.


Adesina
and Ravi looked at each other, and then continued up the slope. The ground
became more firm as they reached the top, and they found that they were
standing on a rocky ridge.


A
gust of wind caught Adesina’s breath, and she paused to take in the sight
before her.


Daemon
Mount rose like a jagged tooth out of the relatively flat desert terrain. The
rock was reddish in color, and in the fading light it took on a bloody
appearance. The base was encircled by a wall of fire—easily a hundred feet
tall—which seemed even wilder and more ominous as the sun descended.


An
image came to Adesina’s mind of a gory specter rising from the depths of the
underworld.


She
shuddered.


The
only time she had seen this mountain in its entirety was in her Dreams, and it
had been vastly different then. She felt as though she was looking at the
rotten carcass of the battle that had taken place centuries ago.


Adesina
suddenly felt suffocated, and she turned her back on the terrible mountain.


She
could feel the death of that place, as if it were crushing her soul.


Kendan
walked up to join them, and his expression twisted at the sight of the lonely
peak.


“It
almost makes me believe in the powers of Darkness,” he said in a strained
voice.


In
Adesina’s mind, however, it removed any traces of doubt.


She
was about to walk back down the slope when a surge of energy stopped her in her
tracks. The young queen whipped around and stared at the mountain in horror.


Nothing
was visibly changed, but the aura of the peak had transformed beyond
recognition. Only moments before it had been a vacuum of life and light,
exuding a bleak sense of desolation. Now, it was a beacon of vyala.


Kendan
could sense that something had changed, even without magical ability. “What has
happened?” he asked.


Adesina
struggled to form her words as a wave of terror washed over her.


“The
ritual has begun…”


 


***


 


Adesina’s
heart was pounding and her thoughts were racing. If the ritual had already
begun, how much time did they have before it was completed?


A
flutter of knowledge from an unknown source entered her mind.


At
least a day. Perhaps two, if the vyala
is sufficiently weak.


The
travelers were still a day behind Basha, which meant they might not catch up in
time to stop the ritual from being finished.


She
nudged her horse to go faster, wishing to gallop through the night in order to
reach her destination. Her desperation to reach the mountain flooded every
corner of her being.


“We
are traveling as quickly as we can, dear one,” reminded Ravi. “We cannot be
reckless with our strength if we are to succeed in rescuing L’iam.”


She
could understand his logic, but her heart still rebelled against any delay.


The
oppressive sense of foreboding grew stronger as they drew nearer to Daemon
Mount. The added heat of the fiery barrier made the journey seem almost
unbearable, even though it was still early in the day. Even Savir seemed
uncomfortable with the growing temperature.


“We
cannot take the horses with us when we enter the mountain,” pointed out Ravi,
“and they would not do well waiting in so much heat.”


Adesina
agreed. She had shared the thought with Ravi before he spoke it.


The
horses meant that they could travel faster, but it was equally important that
the animals be fit for the return journey.


They
were about a quarter of a league away from the edge of the barrier when the
horses began to shy nervously. Adesina did her best to restrain her impatience
as she brought Torith to a halt and patted his neck in reassurance.


“We
will walk the rest of the way,” she announced to her comrades. “Bring enough
food and water for three days, but leave everything else.”


“What
about the medical supplies?” asked Faryl.


Adesina
knew it would be foolish to leave those behind. “Assemble a standard pack.”


She
turned to their Henka guide. “Savir, I want you to take the horses back to our
last campsite and wait. We will send a signal when we need you to return for
us.”


He
was clearly relieved that he would not be asked to go any nearer to the
mountain, but he also looked concerned for their safety. “Are you certain I can
be of no more assistance?”


The
L’avan queen smiled. “You have already done much for us, and we are forever in
your debt.”


Savir
waved his hand. “It is nothing, Adesina. I wish I could do more. What is the
signal you will send?”


Adesina
held up her hand and summoned a trickle of vyala to shoot off a few blue
sparks from her fingertips. “I will send an explosion of blue light into the
sky.”


The
Henka warrior nodded and gathered the reins of all the horses. He tied them to
one another in a long line and climbed onto the lead horse. “I will wait for
your return for as long as I have life,” he vowed fervently.


Adesina
immediately shook her head. “Wait for us until there are only enough supplies
to get you back home. Promise!”


Savir
pursed his lips together is displeasure. “It would be cowardly to abandon my
task.”


“You
must promise, Savir,” insisted Adesina. “If we have not returned by then, our
lives are most likely lost.”


He
sighed in resignation and gave a short nod. “Very well. I promise.”


Adesina
smiled at him with affection and raised a hand in farewell. Then she turned
back to her companions, who were all waiting for her command.


“Let
us go.”


The
march to the edge of the barrier was slow and arduous. The heat sapped them of
energy and made their bodies ache. Their joint anxiety at reaching Daemon Mount
only added to the sense of agonizing lethargy in their movements.


“How
much time do we have?” gasped Faryl as she battled through the heavy sand.


Kendan
answered. “The Henka elders said that we needed to stand before the entrance at
midday in order to see the bridge that crosses the flames.”


“We
are almost there,” encouraged Mar’sal. “Do not give up.”


Even
though they only had to walk a quarter of a league, it seemed like much more.
All of the travelers were struggling to continue near the end of the march.


The
scent of sulfur filled the air, and it made drawing breath seem even more of a
battle. The entrance into the caves of Daemon Mount sat on the west face, and
was a black maw on the base of the mountain. It seemed to absorb the light
around it, even with the added illumination of the flaming barrier. The seven
companions stood directly in front of it, on the other side of the furnace, and
gauged the position of the sun.


“The
sun is not directly above us, but we should still be able to locate the
bridge,” said Than’os. “What were the instructions from the elders?”


“They
said to look for a shadow that does not seem to have a source.”


Seven
pairs of eyes studied to surroundings, searching each shadow carefully.


“There,”
pointed Mar’sal to the north. “Look at that thin shadow between the ones cast
by those boulders.”


It
was difficult to see, but Adesina eventually found the shadow. She nodded, “I
believe you are right.”


They
walked over to where the two large boulders sat and gazed between them.


Faryl
stared at the empty space in confusion. “I do not see anything.”


I
can sense… something…


Maizah
bent over to pick up a handful of sand and then hurled it into the air before
them. The golden grains scattered in a graceful arc, settling before they
touched the ground.


The
outline of steps came into sight.


“It
is invisible,” exclaimed Mar’sal.


“No,”
said Kendan slowly, “it is disguised.”


Adesina
could see that he was correct. The bridge was built to exactly mimic the
appearance of what stood behind it. The two boulders obstructed the view from
any other angle, forcing them to look at it in a manner that would disguise its
existence.


“I
can see why this is so dangerous,” muttered Adesina. “We will have to walk
across the barrier with very little between us and the fire.”


The
flames in this area were somewhat lower, but the bridge was also low to
minimize visibility from the sides. The heat along the overpass would be
intense.


“I
will go first,” volunteered Kendan.


Adesina
snorted. “Do not be stupid. I will go first.”


The
former teacher’s angry retort was interrupted by Ravi’s deep voice. “You are
both being foolish. The leader across this bridge needs enhanced senses and a
body that is steady and low to the ground. It would be best for me to go first,
since I am not easily unbalanced.”


Adesina
felt her cheeks flush. “Of course. That is the wisest choice.”


Now
is not the time for pride, dear one.


She
nodded.


You
are right.


The
young woman addressed the others. “Ravi will go first, and I will bring up the
rear. Kendan, I would like you to be in the middle to keep us on course.”


The
former Shimat was appeased and he nodded graciously.


Ravi
started up the almost invisible stone steps, and Faryl followed with much
trepidation. Than’os preceded Kendan and Maizah followed, leaving Mar’sal as
the second to last.


Ravi
moved slowly, crouching slightly and giving his full attention to the task at
hand. Adesina had learned how to shield herself from Ravi’s thoughts, if she
wished to do so, but his focus at the moment was too intense to ignore. She
could see through his eyes and she felt what he felt.


The
blistering heat from the wild flames below was almost too much to bear. The
pads on his paws began to grow painful from walking on the hot stone, and the
faint smell of singed fur touched his nose.


Adesina’s
anxiety swelled.


Will
we be able to make it?


Ravi
was also fearful, but he steadied himself with his solid determination.


We
must.


It
was now Adesina’s turn to walk onto the bridge.


It
became difficult to breathe, and not just because of the super-heated air. Her
skin felt as though it were on the verge of blistering, and it was a challenge
for her to keep her balance on the narrow span of stone.


She
told herself not to look down, and her eyes immediately strayed to the chasm
beneath her feet. The barrier seemed to originate from deep within the earth,
and the blaze spewed forth like a tidal wave. Adesina knew that if she fell she
would be dead long before she hit the rocks below.


A
flash of vyala erupted from the mountaintop, and the whole of Daemon
Mount began to glow faintly with power. The earth beneath their feet began to
rumble and shake as another stage of the ritual to open the Threshold was
completed.


Adesina
fell to her knees and gripped the searing stone with both hands to keep her
balance. She heard Faryl shriek in horror, and she looked up just in time to
see Than’os begin to fall.


Adesina
lashed out with her vyala and suspended him in midair, but she was
unable to protect him from the flare of molten magic that spat out from the
chasm.


He
screamed in pain, and Adesina jerked him upward in a failed attempt to save him
from injury. She floated him across the barrier of fire and set him down gently
on the other side.


The
rest of them did their best to hurry across the bridge, so they could attend to
their wounded friend.


Faryl
knelt by Than’os’s side and began searching frantically through the medical
pack. The smell of burnt flesh permeated the air and Than’os groaned softly,
even though he was unconscious.


His
entire right side was badly burned, and his right hand was no more. The sight
of him caused Faryl to sob as she tried to reassure herself.


“He
is alright! He is alright! We can save him.”


Adesina
placed a comforting hand on her shoulder and quickly took command. “Mar’sal,
try to heal him.”


The
L’avan soldier didn’t need to be told.


With
the delicate touch of a healer, he wrapped his friend in a blanket of vyala
and washed away all sense of pain. Than’os stopped groaning and his expression
smoothed into one of peaceful slumber.


Adesina
watched with admiration as Mar’sal wove his vyala with expert precision,
reviving burnt tissue and knitting together open wounds. He was unable to
restore Than’os’s lost hand, but he melded together the end of the injured
forearm.


It
was an exhausting process, because the damage was extensive. When Mar’sal was
finished, he collapsed next to Than’os with a gasp.


“I
did what I could,” explained Mar’sal, “but he still has minor burns. Curse this
desolate land! I cannot replace my vyala here, because there is none
around us from which I can borrow.”


“He
will live, though, will he not?” asked Faryl in distress.


Mar’sal
nodded. “Yes, he will live.”


Kendan
wiped his sweaty forehead with the back of his hand. “Let us move away from
this inferno. The entrance to the caves should be in that direction.”


“Lift
Than’os onto my back,” instructed Ravi. “I will carry him.”


The
ground was rocky, and Adesina could sense that Ravi’s paws still hurt from
crossing the bridge. Still, he murmured no complaint as they made their way to
the black opening into the mountain.


The
entrance was tall and wide, but it was well shaded. It offered blessed relief
from the unrelenting desert sun. There was a patch of soft sand near the
northern wall, and Ravi gently deposited Than’os there.


Than’os’s
clothing had been badly burned, so Kendan removed his desert robe to wrap
around the unconscious man.


“We
cannot take him with us,” the former Shimat said grimly.


“We
cannot just leave him behind, either,” snapped Faryl.


Mar’sal
shook his head. “When he wakes he will be quite weak. It would be best for him
to rest here.”


The
apothecary turned to Adesina with a pleading gaze. “We do not know what kind of
dangers live within the barrier. We cannot leave him helpless.”


Adesina
felt sympathy for the older woman, but she knew what had to be done. “I am sorry,
Faryl, but we cannot bring him with us. We have more obstacles to overcome
before reaching our goal, and we have little time.”


Maizah
touched Adesina’s arm softly and then gestured to herself. She knelt next to
Than’os and pointed to the ground.


“You
wish to stay here with him?” asked the young queen.


Maizah
nodded.


Kendan’s
brow creased, and he rubbed his chin. “I suppose that makes the most sense. We
do not need a Tracker now that we are in the mountain, and she has no combat
training to aid us in a fight.”


“I
could stay with him,” offered Faryl.


Adesina
immediately disagreed. “No, Faryl. We have need of your skills.”


Maizah
gestured to herself again and pointed to the ground.


Adesina
felt uneasy about leaving them alone, but it seemed to be the best option.
“Very well, Maizah. You stay here with Than’os and wait for our return.”


The
Tracker smiled with a trace of satisfaction.


Kendan
handed her a knife and asked, “Do you know how to defend yourself?”


Maizah
hesitated for several moments before nodding.


“Good,”
he responded. “Keep Than’os safe until we get back.”


She
straightened slowly, and pride filled her eyes at the task she had been given.


Another
surge of energy brought the L’avan and Ravi around to face the darkness of the
mountain caves.


“Come,”
said Adesina to her remaining companions. “We do not have much time.”











Chapter Forty-six: Barriers


 


The
caves of Daemon Mount were large and smooth, almost as if they had been carved
out of the earth instead of forming naturally. The light decreased sharply as
the travelers moved away from the entrance, and Adesina paused to rummage
through her pack.


As
a parting gift, the Henka had given them smaller versions of the glowing lamps
that were used in the settlement. They were not much larger than a man’s fist,
but they gave sufficient light to the travelers. Adesina and her companions all
pulled the lamps out of their packs and shook them gently to awaken the
luminescent insects within.


There
were two trails leading away from the cave entrance. One led to an upward path,
and the other led downward. Adesina immediately started for the trail that
wound upward, and the others followed without hesitation.


The
path narrowed into a tunnel with a steady incline. Kendan eased his way forward
in the line until he was walking next to Adesina.


“You
act as though you know the way,” he commented quietly.


“I
suppose I do, in a way,” she replied.


“Is
it because you can sense the magic?”


She
hadn’t told anyone about the contents of her Dreams, and she wasn’t keen on sharing
them now.


“The
power of the Threshold is strong,” she stated evasively. “It would be difficult
to hide such a thing.”


Kendan
made a thoughtful noise. “Yes, I suppose so.”


The
path wound back and forth, almost as if it had once been a riverbed. The travelers
made their way upward for more than half and hour before the path began to
level out. The tunnel opened up to a large empty area and a tall, smooth wall
of stone.


Adesina
pursed her lips together. “I think we have reached the second barrier.”


She
was about to suggest probing it with her vyala when Kendan dropped his
pack and sprinted towards the wall. He jumped as high as he could, pushing his
feet against the vertical surface in order to grasp the top.


He
only just made it.


He
allowed himself to hang for a moment, adjusting his grip and gathering his
strength. Then he pulled himself up to a kneeling position on top of the stone
wall.


Kendan
studied the opposite side of the barrier and gave a low whistle. “This will not
be easy.”


“What
is on the other side?” asked Faryl.


Kendan
smiled grimly. “A rocky pit. There are several small stone platforms spanning
it, and it seems that we will need to jump from one to another in order to
cross.”


Adesina
pursed her lips together thoughtfully. The Henka elders had said that the
second barrier consisted of several obstacles. This rocky pit must be the first
of them.


Faryl
paled. “I…I do not think I can do that.”


Adesina
and Kendan exchanged concerned glances. Mar’sal was weak and Faryl was
frightened. That meant that it was up to the two former Shimat to get everyone
safely through this barrier. Her heart sank as she considered that they were
off to a poor start to overcoming the trials of the mountain.


The
L’avan queen briefly considered using her vyala to carry her companions
across the obstacles, but she dismissed the idea. The natural vyala of
Daemon Mount was low, and she had no way of replenishing her energy once it was
expended—other than with time, which they did not have. She needed to ration
her power very carefully or she would not be able to stop Basha from completing
the ritual.


Adesina
straightened in determination, walked over to the wall and placed her back
against it. “Faryl, I want you to stand on my shoulders and let Kendan pull you
up to the top.”


The
older woman immediately shook her head. “I cannot. Please, let me go back to
Than’os and Maizah. I will wait for you there.”


“Do
as I say,” commanded Adesina sternly.


Faryl
was shaking as she put a foot on Adesina’s bent thigh and hoisted herself upward.
The young queen steadied the other woman, and the weight was soon lifted as
Kendan grasped her arms and pulled her up.


“Sit
right here with your back against the wall,” Kendan’s voice instructed the
apothecary.


“Mar’sal,
you go next,” said Adesina.


The
soldier frowned. “I think I should go last, your Majesty.”


She
motioned to him impatiently. “You expended a lot of energy to heal Than’os. I
can make the jump more easily than you can at the moment.”


He
offered no other argument, but climbed onto her shoulders and then onto the top
of the wall. Adesina grunted softly under Mar’sal’s weight, but she held firm.


Then
it was Adesina’s turn to run and jump at the obstacle.


I
will lend you strength, Ma’eve.


She
dashed across the open area and launched herself into the air with all her
might. Kendan caught her hand and used her momentum to lift her the rest of the
way.


Her
former teacher grinned with admiration. “I have never seen you jump so high.”


She
smiled in return. “I would think not.”


“How
are we going to get Ravi up here?”


In
a fraction of a second, Adesina sensed Ravi shift. He focused his attention on
where he wanted to be, and he willed himself to be standing there. His vyala
flickered a lavender-blue, and Adesina saw that it obeyed his desire.


“Do
not worry yourself,” said Ravi from behind Mar’sal. “I will follow without any
trouble.”


Adesina
almost laughed at the expressions on Kendan and Faryl’s faces at the sudden
appearance of the enormous feline on top of the wall. She distracted herself by
examining the next obstacle to overcome.


Kendan’s
description of a “rocky pit” was an understatement to say the least. The bottom
was not visible from where they stood. The only thing that Adesina could
distinguish was a multitude of spear-like rocks that rose out of the abyss. The
stone platforms that Kendan had mentioned were no more than a meter wide, and
they were far enough away from each other that one would have to jump from one
to the next.


The
walls of this section of the cavern were smooth, offering no alternative of
climbing around the obstacle. The ceiling was higher than the area before the
wall on which they now stood, but it was also smooth and without any helpful
features.


Adesina’s
brow furrowed in concern. The Serraf had created the barriers to slow the
progress of the demons, but not to stop them. It was not meant to be impossible
to reach the peak of Daemon Mount, but it was not meant to be easy either. If
Adesina had been alone in crossing this first obstacle of the second barrier,
it would not have been a problem. However, half of her companions were
considerably weakened, and that made things much more difficult.


Adesina
saw Faryl take on a ghostly hue and begin to shake as she stared at the
obstacle before them. “If there is a deity with an ounce of mercy,” she
whispered as she turned her eyes to the ceiling, “they will take my life now
and spare me the agony of this.”


Mar’sal
winced, as if he half expected her to be struck down on the spot. Adesina and
Ravi could not help but chuckled at his response.


“The
Creator is filled with mercy, Faryl,” said Ravi. “Unfortunately, that does not
mean that our journey to the Threshold will be an easy one.”


Adesina
turned to Kendan. “I will go first this time. I am more nimble than you.”


He
pulled out a length of rope and offered it to her. “Tie one end around your
waist, and the other around Faryl. I will do the same with Mar’sal.”


The
L’avan soldier protested. “I am quite capable—”


Kendan
cut him off. “Under normal circumstance, yes. Now you are weakened, and we will
take no chances.”


Adesina
tied the rope around herself first, and then knelt in front of Faryl. “Have you
ever hopped from stone to stone to cross a river?” she asked in a low, soothing
voice.


Faryl
swallowed and nodded.


“It
is just like that—one simple hop at a time. Do not look down, do not let fear
overcome you. Just focus on the next stone, and remember that I will be looking
after you.”


The
apothecary clenched her eyes shut and nodded again.


“I
will go first and I will tell you when to follow,” instructed the young queen.


Adesina
stood and turned to face the chasm. She took a deep breath, steadied herself,
and took a small leap forward.


The
platform was made of rock, but it was tall and thin. It shuddered slightly
under her sudden weight.


“The
stepping stones are a little unsteady,” she warned the others. “Try not to land
on them too hard.”


Adesina
moved on to the second one and then paused.


“Alright,
Faryl, jump onto that first one and then wait for me to advance. Let me stay
one platform ahead of you.”


Kendan
gripped the older woman’s arm in a gesture of confidence. “You will be fine. Do
not think about it—just go.”


With
a small squeak of terror, Faryl hopped forward. Her arms flailed wildly, and
she looked about to lose her balance.


“On
your knees,” snapped Adesina. “Ground yourself before trying to stand.”


Faryl
dropped and gripped the edges of the platform, her eyes wide with fear. The
stone swayed for several moments before becoming still once more. She looked to
Adesina for further instructions.


The
L’avan woman moved on to the next platform, careful not to pull the rope too
taut, and then gestured for Faryl to advance. Adesina felt beads of sweat
forming on her brow, but not from exertion. Her heart pounded with the worry
that Faryl would not be able to make it across the chasm. 


Kendan
and Mar’sal followed closely behind, and it seemed to be going quite well.
Adesina breathed a bit easier with the knowledge that they were not in any
immediate danger.


The
L’avan queen jumped onto
the last platform. There was only one jump left before she would be safely on
the other side of the pit. She had just begun to turn toward Faryl when she
felt the stone
beneath her feet shift and crumble.


She
scrambled to leap back to the previous platform, but she was not fast enough.


“Faryl!”



It
was the only warning cry she could give as she fell.


The
rope caught on the stone platform between the two women, snapping it taut and
bringing Adesina to a sudden halt. The rope bit into her midsection painfully
and she slammed into the pillar, badly injuring her knee. The crash of falling
rock echoed from below, and the air filled with dust.


Her
companions all cried out in panicked voices.


“Ma’eve!”


“Adesina!”


“Adesina!”


It
took Adesina a moment to regain her breath. Her knee was searing with pain and
she was unable to speak initially. As soon as she was able, she yelled, “I am
here. I am alive.”


She
could see Ravi standing on the edge of the chasm, his face frozen with anxiety.
She concentrated on seeing through his eyes, and the situation appeared grave.
Neither of them could see a way for her to get to the other side without that
last platform.


The
sharp throbbing of her injuries added to the frustration of the situation, and
she clenched her fists in anger.


I
will have to use my vyala.


Ravi
was reluctant, but he agreed.


I
cannot see an alternative, but please use it sparingly. You will need much
strength for what lies ahead.


“I
am going to use my vyala to finish crossing,” she called to the others.
“When each of you get to the last standing platform, I will do the same for
you.”


Adesina
summoned her vyala to support her weight, pulled a small knife from her
belt and used it to cut herself free from the rope. Then she used her power to
float over to Ravi’s side.


When
she looked back, she could see that Kendan was standing on the same platform as
Faryl. He must have leapt forward to help support Adesina’s weight as she fell.


The
young queen felt a rush of gratitude for Kendan’s quick thinking and trained
skills. He was proving to be indispensable on their mission to rescue L’iam.


Adesina
brought each of her comrades across safely, and they all sat down to rest and
calm their minds. Adesina measured her personal energy with anxiety, wondering
if she was using too much of her vyala for what was ahead.


Perhaps
if she did not use anymore she would be fine.


“Thank
you, Faryl,” said the young queen sincerely.


Faryl
shook her head. “It was Kendan that kept me from falling forward. He deserves
your thanks.”


“Yes,
but if you had not been wary of this obstacle, we would not have been tied to
each other. I would have fallen without anyone to catch me.”


The
older woman gave a shaky laugh. “Well, I am glad that my fear of heights served
a useful purpose.”


Adesina
looked at her former teacher and gave him a warm smile of appreciation. “Thank
you, Kendan, for keeping me safe.”


A
flush of color touched his cheeks, and he simply nodded.


Mar’sal
moved forward and gently touched Adesina’s injured knee. “You cannot walk like
this. Let me heal you.”


She
put a restraining hand on his arm. “No, Mar’sal. You do not have the vyala
to spare right now.”


He
raised an eyebrow. “I certainly do. Besides, it must be done and it is more
important for you to conserve your energy for fighting Basha.”


“You
are more tired that you admit,” she insisted.


“You
look rather worn out as well,” Mar’sal stated drily.


It
was true that Adesina was feeling tired—more tired than she should be.


Why
was that?


She
had been using her vyala as sparingly as possible, and she had been
getting as much rest as she could. Granted, she did not sleep well under such
conditions, but she had been through worse before.


Her
eyes took in the faces of each of her companions.


They
all looked weary and pale. Even Ravi was lower on energy than what she was
accustomed to sensing.


Adesina’s
brow furrowed.


Something
was wrong.


She
searched her mind, trying to find what it was that she couldn’t quite remember.


Her
mind turned to Ravi’s, and his presence was a clarifying force that snapped
everything into focus.


The
third barrier.


The
Henka elders had told of a shadow that drained away the life of those who
passed through it. Adesina had surmised that the third barrier of the Threshold
was one that siphoned away the lifeforce of those within its perimeters.


“We
have to hurry,” said Adesina suddenly.


Faryl
looked alarmed. “Why?”


“The
elders warned us about this section of the mountain. They told us that there
was a magical spell that could kill us.”


Understanding
sparked in Kendan’s eyes. “A spell that would drain our lives away.”


“No
wonder we are so tired,” remarked Mar’sal.


“How
many more of these obstacles will we be forced to face?” asked Faryl, not
expecting to be answered.


“I
do not know,” responded Adesina, “but we must move as quickly as we can.”


Mar’sal
leaned forward and touched Adesina’s knee with his healing vyala before
she could protest. He repaired the torn tissue and strengthened the bone,
making her feel better than she had before the fall.


“Mar’sal!”


He
folded his arms across his chest. “You said we had to move quickly, so do not
waste time reprimanding me. It is done.”


Adesina
didn’t know whether to laugh or to rap him sharply on the head with her
knuckles. She settled with shaking her head and climbing to her feet.











Chapter Forty-seven: Weakening


 


The
five companions walked a short distance through an archway that led to the next
section of the barrier. Adesina noticed that Mar’sal was not very steady on his
feet, and she gave him a sharp look. He immediately straightened his back and attempted
to look stronger.


The
archway led to a ledge, and there was a short drop down to the main floor from
there. This section of the barrier almost appeared to be some sort of maze. The
path from the base of the ledge wound around to a narrow entrance in a stone
wall approximately the same height as Kendan. Adesina could see multiple paths
diverging from the entrance, but it was not clear where they all led.


The
ground was an upward incline, which limited Adesina’s view—even though she
stood on a ledge two meters from the floor.


“A
maze?” asked Kendan scornfully. “Is that all they could devise?”


He
jumped down from where they stood and walked towards the entrance.


“Kendan,
wait.”


As
he slowed to a stop, his boot landed on a section of the floor that glowed
orange on contact. Adesina didn’t get a clear look, but she sensed a surge of
magic.


Acting
on instinct, she connected to her vyala and pushed him out of the way. A
bolt of fire burst from a circle on the ceiling and scorched the ground where
Kendan had been standing only moments before.


“What
was that?” gasped Faryl.


Kendan
got to his feet, looking shocked and relieved. “I should have been more
cautious. Thank you, Adesina.”


He
crept back to where he had been standing and studied the ground carefully.
After a moment, he shook his head.


“I
do not see anything. No marks, no pressure points, no switches…”


“There
was a symbol,” said Ravi, “but I did not get a good look at it.”


Adesina
jumped down from the ledge and joined Kendan. He was right—the ground appeared
to be empty—but something glimmered just beyond her sight.


She
used her vyala to enhance her vision, and a rune suddenly appeared. Ravi
was able to see it as well through her eyes, and he made a thoughtful noise.


“It
is the symbol for connection. That circle on the ceiling must be a conduit of
some sort.”


Adesina
remembered a detail from her Dreams of the final battle that took place on this
mountain. There had been a conduit on the top of the peak that allowed the
Serraf Bren to transfer her energy to the Threshold from afar.


“This
conduit must connect to the fire barrier outside. The runes activate the
connection, and the fire flows to wherever it is directed.”


Kendan’s
expression was somber. “It will take some fast reflexes to navigate this maze.”


He
looked back and Mar’sal and Faryl, both of whom were pale and drawn. Adesina
followed his gaze and immediately understood.


They
would not be able to make it through this section, even with someone to guide
them.


We
cannot leave them here. The draining barrier would kill them.


Ravi
studied their surroundings for several moments before nodding his head towards
the ceiling. “Look up there, Ma’eve.”


About
halfway between where they stood and the end of the maze, there was a small
stone protuberance that was shaped like a hook.


“If
you could secure your rope through that, then Faryl and Mar’sal could swing
across.”


“Where
would it be safe to land?”


Ravi
concentrated his energy and shifted to the opposite side of the maze. After a
minute or two, he spoke to Adesina’s mind.


There
is another ledge on this end, and it appears to be safe. There are no runes in
this space.


Adesina
measured the distance with her eyes doubtfully.


I
do not think our ropes are long enough.


There
was a brief pause.


Fuse
the two ropes together. That should make it long enough.


As
Adesina undertook the task, she motioned to Kendan.


“We
could use that stone projection and have them swing across to the other side.”


He
pursed his lips together. “Not with the ground at an incline. Ravi’s position
is above ours, and standing on the entrance ledge would not be high enough.
Someone would need to be at the other side with another rope to pull them up.”


Adesina
sighed in frustration. “Well, that will be our task, then.”


She
used her power to meld the two ropes together as if they had always been a
single line, and then she re-coiled it and slung it over her shoulder. Then she
called up to Faryl and Mar’sal, who were waiting for instructions.


“You
two wait here while we meet up with Ravi. We will find a way to help you both
across without having to navigate that maze.”


Adesina
took the lead, and together she and Kendan entered the obstacle.


The
walls were lower on the inside, and Adesina could see over the top of them. She
was not able to see the path she needed to take, but she would be able to spot
Kendan if they were to be separated.


“It
would not be difficult to climb on top of these walls,” mused Kendan.


Adesina
nodded. “Which leads me to believe that there are runes to prevent that from
happening.”


“Would
you care to test that theory?”


She
considered it for a moment. “Yes, we might as well. Perhaps we will get lucky
and discover a shortcut.”


He
offered his hand, and she stepped into it to climb up. As soon as her hand
touched the top of the wall, she sensed another surge of magic. Adesina
immediately dropped down and backed away from the wall, pulling Kendan with
her.


Flames
flowed along the top of the wall like a river, and the heat was intense enough
that Adesina automatically shielded her face.


“Well,”
said Kendan slowly, “I suppose that means we shall have to do this the hard
way.”


The
two of them began making their way through the maze of stone. They moved
quickly and efficiently, reasoning together the best way to reach the opposite
end. The runes that activated the bolts of flame almost seemed to glimmer just
beyond Adesina’s range of sight, and she learned to watch for them and step
carefully around.


Her
focus was on the ground, where she assumed all of the runes were located.
However, about halfway through the maze, Adesina brushed against a wall and a
rune glowed orange from the touch. Kendan rushed forward to push her out of the
way, but he could not dodge the fiery dart himself.


His
sleeve caught fire, and he immediately dropped to the ground to put it out.


“Kendan!”


Adesina
rushed to his side and inspected his arm. The skin was shiny and red, with
large blisters forming quickly. “You are hurt,” she said unnecessarily.


His
jaw was clenched, but he shook his head. “Only the skin is damaged, not the
muscle underneath. I will be fine.”


She
could tell that he was in pain, but she pretended to believe that he wasn’t.
Adesina tore off his other sleeve and ripped it into strips to bind his wound.
She was glad that he had not been more severely wounded, but she also felt a
sense of helpless frustration. Kendan would be limited by the injury, and that
left Adesina with even less help in rescuing L’iam.


“Ma’eve,”
called Ravi from above, “I can see the exit from where I stand. You are almost
there.”


She
closed her eyes and focused on what her guardian was seeing. She mapped out the
route in her mind and then got to her feet.


The
two former Shimat wove in and out of the passages, keeping a careful distance
from the walls. The exit opened to a wide area, and Ravi’s position was just to
the left and up a steep incline.


Adesina
breathed a sigh of relief when she saw that they had reached the end of the
obstacle. She hurried to Ravi’s side and proceeded with the next stage of their
plan to bring Mar’sal and Faryl across the maze.


Adesina
tied a loop into the rope she carried and she took careful aim. She hurled the
line towards the rocky protuberance near the ceiling, and she hooked it on her
first try.


“Good,”
said Kendan with approval.


He
was still treating Adesina like a student, and she smiled.


“I
will swing across to test it, and then I will help Faryl and Mar’sal to cross.”


Ravi
looked uncomfortable with her declared plan, but he said nothing. Kendan nodded
in agreement and pulled out his Blood Weapon—twenty feet of steel braid with a
dagger on one end and a lemon-sized metal ball on the other.


“I
will reel them in,” he stated with confidence.


Adesina
wrapped the rope around her arm to increase the strength of her hold, and then
she took a running leap over the deadly maze. The rope slipped slightly as it
tightened its hold on the outcropping on the ceiling, and Adesina’s heart
rushed with anxiety at the motion.


The
rope was barely long enough for Adesina to reach her destination, and Faryl
reached out to grab the young queen and steady her landing.


A
quick glance at the two waiting companions told Adesina that they were running
out of time. Mar’sal was very pale, and he was beginning to tremble with the
mere exertion of standing.


“You
first, Mar’sal.”


He
took a step backward. “Absolutely not, Adesina. I will go last.”


“You
are being a fool,” she snapped impatiently. “Do as I say.”


His
expression clearly showed that he was surprised and hurt by her words, but he
offered no other argument. Adesina tied the end of the rope around his wrist
and used her vyala to boost him into the air.


Mar’sal
held onto the rope with all his might, but Adesina was afraid that he was going
to fall. Her heart leapt to her throat as she watched him, and she only took a breath
when Kendan’s meteor hammer swung outward and hooked around Mar’sal’s waist.


Holding
both ends of the steel braid, Kendan pulled the L’avan soldier to safety.


Faryl’s
face was filled with fear when it was her turn. “Adrie, I…”


Adesina
stopped her from saying anything else. “It must be done, Faryl, and quickly. We
do not have time to hesitate.”


The
apothecary did as she was told, but Adesina could see her lips moving in
recital of a silent prayer.


Faryl
crossed over the obstacle without incident, and Adesina followed. As Kendan
drew her in, she could see the strained expression on his face that indicated
he was focusing intensely on not revealing what he was feeling. In spite of
that determination, his features were pale and a sheen of sweat covered his
forehead.


He
reached out his hand to grasp her own, and he flinched as he pulled her to
solid ground. Adesina’s eyes instantly locked on his burned arm, and she could
see that he was bleeding.


“Faryl,”
she beckoned to the apothecary.


Kendan
looked as though he was about to protest, but Adesina silenced him with a
glare.


Faryl
immediately assessed the situation and opened the medical pack. She muttered
under her breath about reckless youth as she mixed a poultice and applied it to
a bandage. Faryl carefully removed the makeshift dressing that was wrapped
around his arm and grimaced at the sight of the burned flesh.


“You
will not have full use of your arm until this heals, young man.”


“I
will keep it completely stationary,” he said drily.


Faryl
shot him a disapproving glare and applied the new bandage. 


As
that was attended to, Adesina used her power to release the rope from the
ceiling and returned it to her pack.


The
group then turned to face the next challenge of the barrier, and confused
frowns creased each of their faces.


“What
is it?” asked Faryl.


Kendan
shook his head. “I do not know.”


It
was an open area that was strewn with boulders and rubble. Here and there were
pools of a black bubbling substance, and Adesina could make out the shapes of
skeletons scattered on the ground.


The
five companions walked into the arena with great caution, studying their
surroundings with mistrust.


Ravi
stopped to inspect a pile of rocks, and Adesina felt his surprised realization.


“An
elemental.”


The
only person who seemed to understand was Mar’sal.


“A
what?” asked Faryl.


Ravi
circled the rubble, getting a closer look. “A creature made from a certain
element through magic—in this case, earth. It seems that this section of the
barrier was guarded by monsters made from stone.”


Kendan’s
dark eyes swept over the open area with new appreciation. “This was a battle
arena?”


“It
would seem so,” concurred Ravi.


Faryl
sighed in relief. “That means we are safe, does it not? I mean, it does not
appear as though there are any of those elementals left to fight us.”


“That
is my hope,” said the Rashad without much confidence.


Crossing
the arena was not as simple as it seemed. Most of the debris was large enough
that it obstructed the path, making the travelers wind back and forth to find a
way through. Mar’sal stumbled often, and Kendan was soon walking beside him to
keep him steady.


After
a few minutes of walking, a black pool stood in their path, and there seemed to
be no way around it. The contents of the pool were viscous and gave off an evil
smell. There was a sluggish movement to the liquid, and Adesina felt
inexplicably repulsed by it.


Kendan
found a small rock and tossed it into the inky pond.


There
was a sharp hiss and the pebble was dissolved by the potent acid of the black
sludge.


“I
would advise against wading through that,” Kendan said blandly.


Adesina
pursed her lips together. “Agreed.”


Ravi
measured the distance to the far side with a critical eye. “I believe I can
jump across.”


Adesina
knew what he was thinking and asked doubtfully, “While carrying each of us?”


The
Rashad gave a slow nod. “I believe so.”


Mar’sal
raised his hand. “I can go first. At least if I fall in it will not be too
great a loss for the mission,” he joked.


Adesina
wasn’t amused. “Do not say that, Mar’sal. Than’os would have died if it were
not for you, and I would be unable to walk.”


The
soldier waved aside her words and walked over to Ravi. The large feline
appraised the man, and Adesina became aware that Ravi was using some sort of
extra sense to determine the wellbeing of Mar’sal.


Mar’sal’s
lifeforce was low enough now that he could not use his vyala without
collapsing. The only thing that was keeping him on his feet was sheer
willpower.


Adesina
had not realized how dire his situation had become.


He
is dying.


Ravi’s
thought made the young queen’s chest constrict.


No!
We cannot let that happen.


If
I carry him the rest of the way it will help preserve some of his strength, but
it will not buy us much more time.


Adesina
wasn’t certain that she would be able to convince Mar’sal to allow Ravi to
carry him. Before she could even try, Mar’sal wavered where he stood and began
to pitch forward. Kendan rushed forward to catch him.


Adesina
made some quick decisions and began issuing orders. “Faryl, you will cross first
with Ravi. We will tie you to him, so you will be secure. Ravi, after you have
carried the rest of us across this pool, you will take Mar’sal out of the reach
of this barrier and wait for us to catch up.”


She
could sense Ravi’s resistance.


“I
cannot abandon you now, Ma’eve.”


“You
are not abandoning me,” she corrected. “You are saving the life of our friend.”


Please,
do not ask this of me.


I
must. He cannot die—not when we can save him.


Ravi
and Adesina stared at each other for several moments before he finally agreed.


“Very
well, dear one. It shall be as you say.”


Ravi
made each leap across the pool of acid seem effortless, but Adesina shared in
his physical strain. He, too, was affected by the draining of the barrier, and
his extraordinary strength was beginning to flag.


“Go,”
ordered Adesina. “We will catch up as soon as we can.”


Ravi
gave a single nod and bounded away with Mar’sal tied securely to his back.
Adesina felt strangely alone as she stood to face the remaining obstacles of
the second barrier.











Chapter Forty-eight: Cha-sak


 


Adesina,
Kendan, and Faryl moved as quickly as they could through the debris of the
former battle arena. They came across several pools of black acid, but none of
the pools blocked the path the travelers took.


Adesina
couldn’t help but notice the skeletons they passed along the way. Only some of
them appeared human in shape—most of them had an eerily bestial appearance. 


“I
wonder what these demons look like,” said Kendan when he saw the direction of
her gaze. “Legends describe them as fearsome creatures.”


“I
would rather not find out,” stated Faryl with a shudder.


“That
is what we all hope,” Adesina reassured her.


The
L’avan was painfully aware of the amount of vyala she could feel
gathering around the Threshold, and her terror of arriving too late to stop
Basha continued to grow.


Ma’eve,
be cautious. The ground ahead of you in unstable, and a black pool lies
underneath.


Adesina
held up a hand and brought her comrades to a halt. She knew that Ravi was
seeing what she was seeing, but she couldn’t discern any differences in the
path before them.


Where?


Her
gaze was drawn to a patch of ground that was slightly higher than its
surroundings.


There.


Adesina
pointed it out to Kendan and Faryl. “Ravi says that area is dangerous. We need
to go around.”


Kendan
studied her thoughtfully. “You can communicate with him from a distance?”


She
averted her eyes and muttered, “In a way.” Then she said more clearly, “Come,
we should not waste any time. Mar’sal needs medical attention.”


They
climbed over some of the smaller boulders in order to bypass the peril they had
been warned against and found their way back onto the path.


“There!”


Faryl
gestured towards an opening in the wall of the cave.


Adesina
saw it as well. “The exit.”


“I
must admit I am relieved,” confessed Kendan, sighing heavily. “I am very
weary.”


He
was not the only one. Faryl was almost white from the exertion, and she was
beginning to stumble as she walked. Adesina felt her own strength flagging, and
she wished there was time to sit and rest.


The
ground became more smooth and free of rubble, making their progress faster.
They hurried through the opening and found themselves in a narrow tunnel. The
effects of the draining barrier immediately stopped, but they did not regain
any of the energy they had already lost.


Ravi
and Mar’sal were waiting a short distance from the exit. Mar’sal was still
unconscious and tied to Ravi’s back, and Ravi waited patiently to be released.


Faryl
rushed forward, pulling out the medical pack as she went. Kendan untied the
rope, and Ravi thanked him. Mar’sal was gently laid on the ground, and Faryl
examined him carefully.


“I
am not certain how much I can do for him,” she admitted in a worried tone. “He
is incredibly weak.”


She
rummaged through her herbs, murmuring to herself about their different
properties. Kendan beckoned to Adesina and spoke quietly in her ear.


“We
cannot take him with us like this. He would have to be carried, and we do not
know what dangers lie in store.”


Adesina
knew that he was right. She sighed heavily, “We cannot leave him here alone.”


“Faryl
will have to stay with him,” Ravi asserted.


“What
about L’iam?” Adesina argued. “Kendan said that Faryl is the only one who can
cure L’iam and restore his mind.”


Kendan
placed a reassuring hand on Adesina’s arm. “We will simply bring him back here
to be healed.”


“Faryl
may need time to create the antidote, so we may have to leave this place with
L’iam in his trance anyway,” pointed out Ravi.


Disappointment
welled up within Adesina, and she tried to hide it from her face. “Very well.
We shall—”


Her
words were cut off as a rumble sounded from deep within the earth and the
ground began to shake. A wave of white light flashed through the tunnel from
the direction of the mountain’s peak.


No
one spoke, but they all knew what was happening.


The
Threshold was beginning to open.


 


***


 


L’iam
struggled to anchor himself in his own mind.


It
was becoming increasingly difficult to remember who he was and what he was
doing. A thick haze surrounded his thoughts, and he was easily disoriented.


He
must keep fighting.


If
he gave up, they would win.


He
could not remember who “they” were, but he knew that he must fight them with
every fiber of his being.


L’iam’s
eyes were open, and he was glad to be able to look out through them. He could
not control his body—


Was
it his if he could not control it?


—but
he was occasionally able to tap into the sights and sounds that filtered
through.


L’iam’s
body was surrounded by a solid shaft of light, and he stood on a circle of
runes. Wisps of light swirled around him beyond the beam in which he stood.


Where
was he?


He
tried to turn his head to look around, but again, he found that he could not
control his body. L’iam tried to force his mind more deeply into his physical form
in an effort to claim mastery over his actions.


It
must have been working, because he suddenly felt everything in his body.


Extraordinary
amounts of vyala were flowing through him, leaving behind a tingling
feeling. His head began pounding from the heightened activity of his brain. His
entire being felt heavy and exhausted.


Why
was he so tired?


It
was too much of an effort to push his mind so close to his body, especially
with the fatigue that carried over. He distanced himself enough to break the
connection, but he continued to gaze through his own eyes.


A
woman with short blonde hair and icy blue eyes knelt a short distance away from
L’iam. She was dressed completely in black, and she wore an expression of
impatience on her face.


He
knew her.


What
was her name…?


He
couldn’t remember, but he knew that she was his enemy.


Why
was he with her if she was an enemy?


L’iam’s
thoughts were interrupted. The glowing light that surrounded him grew brighter
and the ground began to shake. The woman stood in eager anticipation, and she
puffed out her chest as if congratulating herself for what was happening.


A
voice sounded through the beam of light. It was deep and powerful, chilling the
room with a tone of pure malice.


“Mortal
creature, dare you approach the Threshold of Immortality?”


The
woman’s voice wavered, but she tried to sound confident. “I dare many things
that other mortals fear.”


“You
would be wise to fear as well,” warned the voice, “for I am Cha-sak, Demon Lord
of the Shimat.”


A
sensation passed through the room like a crack of a whip. It struck terror into
L’iam’s heart, even as a distant observer. The woman’s spirit crumbled in the
face of such overbearing power, and she fell to her knees.


She
touched her head to the ground in a groveling bow. “Great One, I am called
Basha, and I beg for the honor of becoming your servant.”


“How
came you to open the gate?” hissed the voice of Cha-sak.


Basha
gestured towards L’iam, but she remained in her abject position. “I captured a
magic-user and wiped him of his mind. He obeys my every command, and I used him
to open the portal between worlds.”


“His
mind is not yet gone,” sneered Cha-sak. “I can sense his thoughts lingering in
the shadows. But no matter. His life will soon be consumed and the Threshold
will open enough to let me through.”


L’iam
was chilled with horror. He was being used to release a demon into the world.


Basha
sounded confused as she answered. “Forgive me, Great One. I thought that the
Threshold was opened now.”


“A
crack,” snapped Cha-sak, “a mere crack in the door. The life you offer is not
strong enough to open the Threshold completely, but it will be enough for my
purpose.”


She
cowered before his palpable displeasure. “Yes, Great One.”


“Your
life is also puny,” declared Cha-sak with disdain. “Humans have always been
like mewling insects that plague superior beings.”


Basha
cried out in pain, but L’iam could not see what was causing it. He assumed that
the demon was using its power to torture the woman.


“Mercy,
Great One,” Basha begged between cries. “I can serve you, though unworthy I am.
I found a way to open the Threshold!”


The
pain must have ceased, because Basha stopped shrieking. She huddled on the
ground and moaned as quietly as she could.


“Yes,
you did, though not on your own,” mused Cha-sak. “Could it be that humans have
become resourceful in our absence?”


“I
have resources,” gasped Basha. “Many resources all over the world. I would be a
valuable servant to you.”


Cha-sak’s
tone became silky. “There is much to be accomplished. Ordinary mortals could
never assist me in so great a work.”


The
woman was eager to prove her worth. “We are not ordinary. I belong to an
organization that is highly trained and well hidden. We are able to move in
secret and influence the world from the shadows.”


“Do
you know what you request of me?” purred the demon. “A blood vow is not to be
made lightly.”


Basha
kept her eyes on the ground, but it was clear that she was doing some rapid
thinking. “A blood vow?”


“Surely
you know of blood magic,” snapped Cha-sak. “You used it to put that half-breed
under your command.”


L’iam
was surprised to hear such a term applied to himself. He had never considered
the L’avan to be half-breeds. The contempt in the Cha-sak’s voice led L’iam to
believe that half-breeds must be something repulsive in a demon’s mind.


Basha
clearly had other things on her mind. Her downturned face took on a hungry
expression at the mention of magic.


“Forgive
my ignorance, Great One. Magic is so rare in our world, and I know little of
it.”


“Is
that so?” was the calculating reply.


L’iam
instinctively felt that the situation was becoming increasingly dangerous. He
knew that Basha was in more peril now than when she had been tortured by the
demon lord.


“Magic
forged through blood is the strongest magic that can be given in physical
form,” explained Cha-sak with unexpected patience. “Higher forms of magic are
bound by very specific laws, but blood magic can be… altered to meet
certain needs.”


“Yes,
Great One,” answered Basha without confidence.


“To
be my servant you must make a blood vow—a contract founded in magic and forged
with blood. You will be bound in loyalty and labor, and in return, your mortal
life will be tied to mine. You will share in my power and my immortality.”


L’iam
could see the glow of greed on Basha’s face, and he wanted to shout a warning.
The demon was clearly omitting important details of what the contract entailed.


The
Shimat woman seemed oblivious to the nuances of Cha-sak’s tone. She appeared to
think only of the power that was promised—power that she had felt first-hand.


She
slowly raised her head with a smile of anticipation.


“What
must I do to make this vow?”











Chapter Forty-nine: Remnants


 


Adesina,
Ravi, and Kendan were all that was left of the band of travelers. They were
filled with a sense of trepidation as they rushed down the tunnel that led away
from Faryl and Mar’sal. 


If
it came down to a fight between the three of them and Basha—along with L’iam as
her obedient pawn—then Adesina and her friends would stand a good chance of
winning.


However,
the Threshold was opening. If Basha managed to convince any demons to fight on
her side…


Adesina
didn’t know what would happen.


From
what she remembered from her Dreams, demons didn’t seem overly fond of humans.
That did not stop demons from using humans for their own purposes, though.


The
narrow tunnel opened up to a larger passageway, and Adesina slowed to a stop.
Ravi and Kendan joined her in studying the room with careful eyes, but nothing
seemed out of the ordinary other than the unusually high ceiling.


“This
must be the fourth barrier, and yet…”


Ravi
narrowed his eyes thoughtfully. “And yet, there is nothing here.”


“How
is that possible?”


“Perhaps
it has ceased to function,” said Kendan with a joking smile.


Adesina
gave a small shrug. “Perhaps.”


Her
former instructor frowned. “Can magic simply stop working?”


“That
depends largely on the nature of the magic,” stated Ravi without further
explanation. “We should still proceed carefully.”


They
stepped into the passage and moved forward a few paces.


Nothing
happened.


As
they continued, a strange sensation came over Adesina.


“Wait…”


Kendan
froze in place. “Is there a trap?”


She
couldn’t quite identify what she was feeling. It blossomed from her vyala—that
much she knew—and it seemed to push outward as if she was being inflated. It
made her feel uncomfortable and uncertain, but she did not understand why.


What
is happening, Ravi?


His
concern for her was clear through their Joining, and it made her worry.
Whatever was happening to her was something that he had never seen before.


I…I
am not sure, Ma’eve.


The
sensation continued to expand until it saturated her entire body. When it
reached her mind, a rush of intuitive knowledge flooded into her thoughts.


“The
barrier here was an alteration of gravity. Intruders would rush down this
passage and then be thrown towards the ceiling when gravity changed.”


Kendan
stared at her. “How do you know that?”


Adesina
hadn’t seen it in her Dream, nor had it been mentioned in any of the texts she
had studied concerning Daemon Mount.


How
did she know that?


Another
wave of knowledge came to her.


“This
barrier stopped working a long time ago. It is safe to cross.”


Ravi
kept his voice nonchalant, but Adesina could feel his disquiet. “Very well. Let
us hurry, then.”


I
need to get her away from this place as soon as possible.


The
thought was meant to be a personal one, but Adesina shared it as soon as it
passed through Ravi’s mind.


Why?


The
Rashad looked at her in surprise. Adesina sensed that he had not realized that
he had shared that thought with her.


Your
vyala has
been acting strangely for a while now, but this land—and especially this
mountain—seems to be amplifying the anomalies. I fear it is dangerous.


Adesina
was also afraid. So little appeared to affect Ravi, and it was unnerving to see
him so anxious.


The
passageway came to an end, and the three companions entered into the cave that
held the fifth barrier. Adesina felt the same wave of intuition, and she told
Kendan and Ravi what she knew.


“This
barrier is also dead. It used to be a maze of illusion that forced intruders to
travel in circles, while appearing to be an endless path forward.”


Questions
flashed in Kendan’s eyes, but he kept them to himself. “Well, I am glad that we
do not have to face that. We are rather pressed for time.”


There
were large amounts of rubble, but this time there was no clear path. They would
have to climb over the boulders and debris, which was not easy given their
current state of weariness.


Ravi
was able to navigate the wreckage with relative ease. He moved small distances
ahead of the other two and turned back to talk them through difficult sections.
Despite the gravity of their situation, Adesina and Kendan found themselves
smiling at each other as memories of Shimat training were brought to their
recollection.


“Just
like old times,” grunted Kendan as he grasped Adesina’s hand and pulled her
onto a ledge.


She
snorted. “You never participated when I was training. You stood to the side and
criticized my technique.”


He
scowled. “Not true. What about your week of survival training?”


Adesina
barked a laugh. “We were not working together then. You spent the whole time
making the situations as difficult as possible.”


Kendan
held up a finger. “Ah, but I participated.”


They
chuckled together.


“That
edge is beginning to crumble,” warned Ravi from ahead.


The
two former Shimat adjusted their course accordingly.


“What
will you do after you rescue your husband?” asked Kendan in a more serious
tone.


Adesina
frowned thoughtfully. “I do not know. I suppose I just thought we would go
home.”


He
could tell that she was holding back.


“And
now?”  he prompted.


She
sighed. “Now it does not seem possible. I have known that a war is coming for a
long time, but it appears to have arrived before I expected.”


“A
war with whom?”


Adesina
was caught off guard by his question. “With the Shimat, of course.”


Kendan
blew out his breath. “I would think that the issue of demons would be a bit
more pressing, Adesina.”


She
shook her head. “The source is the same. The Shimat are the ones trying to
bring demons back into our world. Even if I stop Basha today, they will keep
going until they succeed. They need to be stopped once and for all.”


Kendan
reached out a foot to test the stability of a platform. “What if Basha succeeds
in her objective today?”


Adesina’s
expression became steely. “Then the Shimat will be the ones wielding demonic
power, and it will be up to the L’avan to stop them. My enemy has not
changed—only the weapons being used.”


They
were standing high above the ground on a series of stone pillars that were the
remains of some sort of bridge. Ravi had climbed a different route and was
directing them from the side.


Adesina’s
mind was beginning to become hazy in her weariness, and she was so absorbed in
her resolve to stop the Shimat that she neglected to check with Ravi before
jumping onto the next pillar in line.


“Ma’eve,
wait!”


It
was too late for her to change direction.


Through
Ravi’s eyes she could see that the midsection of the pillar had crumbled away
on the far side, and her sudden addition of weight caused the remaining support
to crack and begin to fall forward.


Kendan
leapt onto the moving rock and grabbed her arm, spurring her into motion. The
two of them sprinted ahead, gaining enough momentum to jump onto the next
pillar.


The
falling rock crashed into the midsection of their current platform, which
caused it to begin to fall. This time, however, the motion took them away from
the next column they needed to reach.


Kendan
pulled out his meteor hammer and spun it expertly. He cast it towards one of
the jagged edges of a nearby platform, and the metal head caught between two
jutting stones.


Adesina
wrapped her arms around Kendan’s neck, and the two of them swung out of danger.


They
grunted when they hit against the rock that supported them, but Adesina wasted
no time in finding a secure handhold. She climbed to the top of the platform
and reached down to give Kendan a hand.


He
retrieved his meteor hammer and took a deep breath before grabbing her hand.
His eyes were tired from the effects of the draining barrier and the exertion
of their journey. It was clear that his natural strength was depleted and it
took some effort for him to pull himself up to safety next to Adesina.


Ravi
appeared at their side, and the queen could feel his anxiety.


“Are
you injured?”


She
placed a reassuring hand on her guardian’s back. “No, I am not hurt. Kendan?”


His
burned arm was bleeding again, but he answered, “I am fine.”


“I
can see the exit from here,” Ravi said. “We will have to climb down to reach
it.”


Adesina
evaluated Kendan’s injury from the corner of her eyes and asked casually, “Is
there any way to get back to that bridge? Not all of the structure has fallen
away, and it would be easier than climbing straight down from here.”


Ravi
studied their surroundings. “I do not think that is possible,” he responded.
“There is a lot of damage to this area, and most of the stone looks unstable.”


Adesina
glanced downward. “Well, at least the ground has become passable. There are no
more stalagmites to hinder our movement.”


She
pulled out the length of rope and began tying it around her waist.


“It
would be safest if we are bound together.”


Kendan
snorted. “Not really. If I fall, I would only take you with me.”


“You
will not fall,” Adesina replied lightly.


He
stopped her hand when she tried to tie him to the other end of the rope. “It is
too dangerous, Adesina.”


“So
is letting you climb down without any support,” she retorted.


For
a moment it seemed that he was going to continue to argue, but he finally sat
back with a rueful sigh. “Just keep that magic of yours at the ready. We may
need you to catch us from falling.”


Ravi
transported himself to the ground and gave Adesina a view from below. Kendan
started out strong, but it wasn’t too long before his arms began to tremble and
his hands began to slip. His jaw clenched in pain when he had to support his
weight with his injured arm, but he kept moving at a steady pace.


Adesina
climbed downward whenever Kendan was at rest, and she braced herself in
position when he moved. She sighed in relief as he reached the ground.


The
three remaining travelers wound through the last of the rubble and out of the
enormous cave.


As
before, a narrow tunnel connected the rooms. The trail was at a steep incline,
and Adesina estimated that they were getting close to the peak of the mountain.


Unlike
the other tunnels, this one ended with an ancient door. It was wrought from
gold, and an intricate pattern was inlaid with silver. Adesina had never seen
the design before, but she somehow felt that she knew it well.


It
depicted a sunburst encircled by two feathered wings, and a pair of feline eyes
set above as if watching over.


“It
is the sign of the Serraf,” said Ravi with reverence. “They are the Keepers of
the Thresholds, and each entrance is marked with their symbol.”


The
young queen hesitated before the door, uncertain if she should open it.


What
would be found on the other side? Basha had succeeded in opening the
Threshold—even if just partially—and there was no telling if a swarm of demons
awaited Adesina beyond the door.


What
if she was confronted with the dead body of her husband?


No,
Ma’eve. Do not give in to such fears.


Adesina
knew that Ravi was right. She took a deep breath and pushed the door open.


It
swung on its hinges smoothly, as if they received daily care. Not a sound was
made by the door or by those who passed through.


Adesina
was the first to walk into the room, and she was overwhelmed by the flow of the
vyala in the cave.


The
Threshold was very near.


Ravi
was also affected by the thrumming power that stood just beyond the doors on
the far side of the room.


“This
must be the antechamber to the Threshold.”


Kendan
started to walk forward, but Adesina reached out and grabbed his arm.


“Wait.”


He
frowned in confusion. “Why?”


The
strange otherworldly sense came over Adesina’s mind once more, just as it had
when she had approached the failed barriers and knew that they were safe.


“There
is another barrier here—the final barrier. It is very strong.”


Understanding
blossomed in Kendan’s eyes. “Ah, yes. I remember what the Henka elders told us.
It was something about the Cave of Terrible Truth.”


Ravi
nodded slowly. “Yes, I can feel it as well.”


“It
is the final challenge before reaching the Threshold,” said Adesina softly.


Kendan
quirked an eyebrow. “How difficult could it be to face truth?”


Ravi’s
face was grim. “More difficult than you imagine. There are truths that we go to
great effort to keep from our conscious mind. To be forced to confront those…”


The
former Shimat looked slightly uncomfortable, but he shrugged with a show of
confidence. “I am the least valuable of the three of us. I will go first and
test out this barrier of truth.”


After
a moment of consideration, Adesina nodded in agreement.


“Remember,
you must accept what you see as truth in order to move forward. If you deny its
reality, you will be turned back.”


Kendan
took a deep breath. “I will remember.”


 











Chapter Fifty: Terrible Truth


 


Kendan
took a single step forward.


He
suddenly found that he was no longer in the caves of Daemon Mount, but standing
in a grassy field. A small cottage stood alone in the area, looking tidy and
idyllic. A handful of fruit trees lined one side of the house, and beside them
was a bountiful vegetable garden. A small chicken pen stood on the opposite
side of the cottage, and a cow grazed on a picket line.


It
was a picture of domestic comfort.


Something
told Kendan that he had seen this house before, but he knew that could not be
possible. He was a Shar Child—raised in the Shimat fortress until he was old
enough to train.


He
walked towards the little home, inexplicably drawn forward.


It
was late in the evening, and the stars twinkled in the sky. The moon was dark,
which made the lights from the cottage windows seem even brighter.


A
man opened the door and breathed deeply, taking in the clean air of spring. He
carried a bucket over to the cow and began to milk her while humming quietly to
himself.


Kendan
approached the man silently, studying his features in the dim light.


The
man was tall, with dark hair and eyes. He had strong features that almost
seemed too bold for his face. A long scar ran from his hairline to his jaw,
marring the entire left side of his face.


It
was the scar more than anything else that prompted Kendan’s memories.


“Father…”


The
man did not hear Kendan’s soft call, but he heard another one.


“Devlin.”


The
voice came from the shadows.


Devlin
did not turn from his task of milking the cow. “You are getting sloppy, Signe.
I knew you were there before I left the house.”


Signe
emerged from the darkened corner of the garden and walked over to Devlin. She
had raised Kendan from childhood, so he knew her face well. It looked younger
now, but he was familiar with every feature.


“I
meant for you to see me, otherwise you would not have known I was there.”


Devlin
smiled with gentle incredulity. “Perhaps. What are you doing here? I have
broken ties with the Shimat.”


Kendan
was startled by this revelation. Signe had always maintained that his father
had been a loyal Shimat warrior until the very end.


“One
does not simply walk away from the Shimat, Devlin. You know that.”


His
expression was pained. “I know why they sent you and I know why you are here,
but I will not come back. I have a family now. This is my life.”


“You
said you love me,” hissed Signe venomously. “How little that must mean
if some farm girl can change that.”


For
the first time, Devlin’s expression became dangerous. “Leave Keeva out of this,
Signe. I did not lie when I said I loved you, but you have always loved the
idea of being Sharifal more than anything…or anyone.”


Kendan
stared back and forth between them in surprise. He had always assumed that
Signe was his father’s sister, but this exchange made it clear that there was
no blood relation between them.


Signe
reached out to grab Devlin’s arm. “You swore to help me achieve that dream.
Think of what we could do together. We would be unstoppable.”


Devlin
slowly and firmly pulled his arm away. “You do not need me, Signe. You can
achieve your dream all on your own.”


Hatred
glinted in her blue eyes. “There are those who are calling you a traitor.”


He
shook his head. “I have followed every protocol. I gave notice, I renewed my
oath of loyalty, I settled down where the Shimat could easily find me—it is not
a crime against the order to retire.”


“It
should be,” spat Signe. “If I become Sharifal, I will make it a crime to
abandon your duty.”


“I
am not coming back,” Devlin repeated. “I am now nothing more than a farmer.”


Signe
folded her arms. “I wonder what would happen if your wife found out what
kind of man she married. I wonder what she would say if she were told about
your role in the Tanar tragedy.”


“I
have told her that there is great darkness in my past,” said Devlin, “and that
I am trying to live a life of good now. She would be saddened by tales of my
past actions, but she already knows what kind of man she married.”


The
cry of a toddler sounded from within the cottage, and the gentle voice of a
woman soothed it back to sleep.


“Is
that your son?” inquired Signe.


“You
already know the answer to that,” replied Devlin. “The Shimat have been
watching me closely ever since I left.”


“Will
you be sending him to train at the fortress?”


He
scowled. “Of course not! I would never wish for my son to live the kind of life
that I have.”


Signe
leaned forward. “If you help me with one last mission, I will make sure that he
is left alone. He will live a life free from the shadows of your past.”


Devlin
finished milking the cow and stood up. “You will not touch my family. I will
die before I let any Shimat try to bring them harm.”


He
picked up the bucket of milk and walked back into the house.


Kendan
heard a soft murmur escape Signe’s lips.


“Yes,
you will.”


 


***


 


Kendan
was not certain how much time had lapsed since the meeting of Signe and his
father, but it was night once more and he stood inside the small country
cottage.


Keeva
was a lovely woman with a warm, round figure and an angelic face. She sat in a
chair by the fireplace, mending the clothes of her hardworking husband. Devlin
sat across from her, whittling a whistle for his young son.


For
me, Kendan
amended.


The
child version of himself was no more than two or three years old. He slept
peacefully in the back room of the cottage.


Without
warning, the front door burst open and a half dozen Shimat rushed into the
room. Keeva was restrained without much trouble, and Devlin stopped fighting
when he saw that his wife was a hostage.


“Please,”
he said quietly, holding up his hands in surrender, “do not hurt her.”


Signe
strode into the room with a smug expression on her face. “This is your last
chance, Devlin. Join me now, or suffer the consequences.”


Kendan’s
father stared at Keeva. Her eyes were wide with fear, and tears ran down her
cheeks.


He
nodded. “Very well, just do not hurt them.”


“I
am afraid it is no longer that simple,” Signe sighed with false sorrow. “Your
earlier refusal has brought your loyalty into question.”


Kendan’s
face warmed with anger at the accusation. His father had done nothing to
deserve such treatment.


Signe’s
eyes took on a vindictive gleam. “In order to prove yourself, you must kill
your wife, who is the cause of your betrayal.”


Keeva
sobbed in terror and darkness engulfed Devlin’s expression. He looked deadly as
he glared at his former lover.


Signe
appeared unmoved by the hostility of the man before her. “If you do so—and join
me on my mission—your son’s life will be spared. He will be taken to the
fortress where he will be kept safe.”


“Never,”
Devlin rasped. “I will kill every single one of you!”


Signe
tilted her head to one side. “Not in enough time.”


She
nodded to one of the Shimat holding Keeva, and he drove a dagger into her
heart.


Kendan
and Devlin’s voices joined in a cry of disbelief and agony.


“NO!”


“Kill
him,” ordered Signe as she walked out of the cottage.


Kendan
followed her, shouting even though he knew he could not be heard. “Why? WHY!”


Signe
hurried around to the back of the house and climbed through the only window
there. She glanced around in the dark and soon spotted the huddled form of a
young child in the corner. He was sobbing uncontrollably and hiding his face in
his small hands.


She
picked up the toddler and held him close. “There, there,” she whispered. “I
will protect you from those bad men.”


Signe
listened for a moment to the sounds of the other room. The violent struggle
seemed to have come to an end, which could only mean that Devlin was dead. He
had probably killed at least half of her subordinates in the process, but that
did not seem to matter to Signe at the moment.


She
finally had her revenge.


Signe
smiled in satisfaction and climbed back out the window with her newly adopted
nephew in her arms.


 


***


 


Kendan
turned away from the antechamber of the Threshold of Zonne. He fell to his
knees facing the entrance where Adesina and Ravi stood waiting.


“I
cannot,” he gasped. “I cannot!”


Adesina
was shocked to see tears running down his face.


“If
you cannot accept what you see as truth, you cannot pass,” reminded Ravi.


Kendan
continued to shake his head, and they knew he could go no farther.


“Must
we leave him here?” asked Adesina in desperation. She had been counting on
Kendan’s help to defeat Basha.


“We
have no alternative,” replied Ravi grimly.


Adesina
turned to face the antechamber with no small amount of trepidation. If what
Kendan had seen was enough to stop him from moving forward, would she be strong
enough to overcome it?


I
will stay by your side, Ma’eve. Our Joining should allow us to face it
together.


Keeping
this thought firmly in mind, Adesina squared her shoulders and took a single
step into the room.


 


***


 


If
Adesina hadn’t known any better, she would have thought that she was Dreaming.
The barrier simulated the same vivid, yet impossibly omniscient, feeling.


Ravi
stood beside her, and she breathed a sigh of relief.


She
was not alone.


They
were in a small cottage that was packed full of people. A bed was in the center
of the room and everyone was pressing in on it, trying to be as close as they
could to the occupant.


A
withered old man was nestled in the bed among blankets, which had been wrapped
around him with great care. His hair was white and his face was shriveled, but
Adesina immediately knew who he was.


“L’avan.”


It
was clear that he was dying, and he was surrounded by his eleven adopted sons.


“Father?”
said a man with golden hair. “It is I, L’aslo. Father, can you hear me?”


L’avan’s
eyes fluttered and his voice wheezed out an unintelligible response.


A
silver-haired man leaned forward. “Father, we are all finally assembled, as you
asked. O’nan rode all night, and he has just arrived. Father, what did you wish
to tell us?”


L’avan
was so weak that he could barely form words. “I…swore…to
give…prophecy…before…dying…”


“A
prophecy?” repeated L’aslo in surprise.


Murmurs
ran through the group of men and they exchanged startled glances. Adesina
wanted to quiet them, because L’avan had already continued speaking.


His
words could not be heard among the other voices, and L’aslo gestured to his
brothers frantically.


“Hush!
He is trying to give us the prophecy.” He turned back to the dying man.
“Father, could you say that again?”


L’avan
was oblivious to what was happening around him. It was as if he was in a trance
while he spoke. His words were a whisper, and they could only be heard by a
careful listener.


“…Look, therefore, to
the advent of the Threshold Child. One who is of this people yet not of this
people. One who bears all gifts, Dreams as friends, sees as the enemy and shall
be called the bird of prey. This is the one who stands on the Threshold of a
New World. This is the one who will save my children from the slow destruction
of their atrophy and lead them back to the light of their purpose.”


L’aslo leaned forward. “Is that all of it, Father? Father?
Father!”


L’avan was gone.


The eleven adopted sons wept in silence, bidding their beloved
parent farewell. Then, they quietly left the cottage so they could discuss what
the last words of L’avan meant.


Adesina and Ravi looked at each other in concern. They both knew
that the first part of what L’avan had been trying to say had been lost to his
sons.


The
prophecy was incomplete.


 


***


 


Adesina
and Ravi stood among a mass of pine trees, and an overlook of a wide valley
revealed that they were on a mountain. There was something familiar about the
valley below, but Adesina couldn’t quite identify it.


“Where
are we?”


Ravi
drank in the sight with his eyes. “Home.”


Adesina
then recognized the landmarks of Pevothem. She saw the lone peak surrounded by
a forest and the Rashad grasslands. The city of Yavar was notably absent, which
had contributed to her original confusion.


The
rustle of underbrush brought them around, and they saw an old man walking up
the slope. 


It
was L’avan.


He
was still white-haired and his face was still lined, but he was younger than he
had been in the first portion of Adesina’s vision. She estimated that it had to
be at least fifteen years earlier.


“I
suppose we should follow him,” suggested Ravi.


Adesina
readily agreed.


L’avan
had a purposeful gait, but it did not appear that he had a specific destination
in mind. From time to time he would stop and admire the scenery, and occasionally
his path was obstructed and he was forced to turn around. 


However,
Adesina sensed something that was out of sight—an invisible force that gently
drew L’avan onward.


After
a while, L’avan stumbled across a small meadow filled with thousands of fragrant
flowers. In the center of the open area stood a building that appeared to be
woven out of fallen branches.


The
old man walked towards it without any trace of hesitation.


The
door stood open, and he let himself in.


“We
have been waiting for you, L’avan,” said a musical voice.


The
building consisted of a single room, and it was simply furnished with a dozen
chairs and a basin in the middle of the structure in which a fire could be
built. Eleven of the chairs were occupied by angelic women, and each had a
large golden-furred feline sitting next to her.


They
were Serraf.


Adesina
frowned in confusion. This was clearly many years after the battle in Zonne.
How could there be Serraf on this side of the Threshold?


“Please,
sit with us, L’avan.”


The
old man did as he was told, but he seemed just as stunned as Adesina.


“I
do not understand. How did you escape being pulled into the Threshold of
Zonne?”


The
leading Serraf was petite, with milky skin and fiery hair. Her grey eyes were
filled with sorrow. “We were instructed to come here instead of joining our
sisters on the battlefield. We were given a different purpose.”


L’avan
passed a hand over his aged eyes. “You have been waiting here for the past
twenty years?”


“Yes.”


“Why?”
he asked in amazement. “Why have you not gone and opened that Threshold again?
You could free all of those who have been trapped.”


The
Serraf shook her head. “We are forbidden to interfere. We have a different
purpose.”


L’avan
looked at each angelic face with the joy of one who has been reunited with
beloved friends. “I am sorry it took me so long to arrive.”


A
Serraf with a dusky complexion smiled. “We led you here when the time was
right.”


He
began to understand. “It was no coincidence that I brought my sons to that
valley to live.”


“Correct.”


L’avan
straightened and lifted his chin, as though physically preparing to accept what
was asked of him. “Why are we here?”


The
leading Serraf’s expression was soft as she looked at the man who had spent so
many years as a faithful servant to the Immortal Ones.


“We
are here to give birth to hope.”


His
brow creased slightly. “What do you mean?”


“The
world is on a dark path, and all those who swore to shepherd this earth are
trapped in another realm. We must begin now to set into motion the events that
will bring humanity back to a path of light.”


L’avan
bowed his head solemnly. “I will do whatever you ask.”


“We
know you will,” said a Serraf with light brown hair that curled around her
face, “but the greatest task will not lie upon your shoulders.”


The
leading Serraf continued the explanation. “The use of vyala must not
disappear from this world. It needs to thrive. For that to be achieved, we have
agreed to mix our bloodlines with those of your sons.”


L’avan
stared at them, bewildered. “You wish to…bear the children of mortals?”


“We
will give up our immortality and wed your sons. We have each been chosen for
the likelihood of a loving union with each of your sons,” said a plump, blonde
Serraf.


“Through
our descendants,” said the Serraf with the dusky complexion, “hope will be
brought into the world once more.”


The
leading Serraf took control of the discourse again. “Many years ago, the Serraf
were given a prophecy by the Creator. We were told that it could only be
repeated once by us, and then it could only be passed on once by that
recipient.” She fixed her grey eyes on L’avan intently. “You are the one who is
to receive the prophecy from us, and you are to give it to your sons only upon
your deathbed.”


L’avan
swallowed nervously. “What if I cannot remember it?”


The
Serraf all smiled.


“You
will remember.”


He
did not look reassured, but he placed a hand over his heart in an oath. “It
shall be as you say, Immortal Ones.”


The
Serraf stood and encircled the man, holding hands and glowing with the power of
their vyala. The leading Serraf spoke, and her voice struck L’avan to
his very soul. 


 


Thus speaks the Creator—listen
well:


 


Tragic days lie
ahead, born from the pride of my children. 


The conflict between
Light and Darkness is far from resolution,


 in spite of what may
seem to be a reprieve. 


The Blood of my heirs
shall be wantonly spilt. 


The earth shall cry
out in pain and sorrow. 


The benighted years
of silence shall only be broken 


when the Child of the
Threshold stands on the brink of eternity—


when a life is freely
given in the purity of love.


 Only then will the
path leading to the Light appear.


 


The Sacrifice will
stand as a bridge between Light and Darkness, 


spanning the worlds
and cleansing each of ancient hatreds. 


The Sacrifice will
bring both destruction and salvation,


like the purifying
flames of a forest fire.


In the moment of
truth, the Sacrifice shall become the Child of the Threshold, 


ushering in the Era
of The Return.


 


Look, therefore, to
the advent of the Threshold Child. 


One who is of this
people yet not of this people. 


One who bears all
gifts, Dreams as friends, 


sees as the enemy and
shall be called the bird of prey. 


This is the one who
stands on the Threshold of a New World. 


This is the one who
will save my children from the slow destruction of their atrophy 


and lead them back to
the light of their purpose.


 


***


 


Adesina
stood dumbfounded in the limbo between her vision and whether she would be
allowed to pass through the barrier. Ravi sat beside her with a stony expression
on his face.


Adesina’s
terrible truth was to hear the full prophecy of the Threshold Child—to be told
what was expected of her.


What
did the prophecy mean?


It
spoke of bloodshed, followed by years of silence. Could that be referring to
the Great Wars and the opening of the Threshold? After all, it had been
centuries since there had been any communication between mortals and higher
powers.


It
spoke of the Era of The Return, and how the Threshold Child would usher in that
period of time.


How?


The
prophecy said that a sacrifice must be made in order for the Threshold Child to
open the doors to the new era.


Adesina’s
thoughts came to a sudden halt.


No,
the prophecy said that the sacrifice was the Threshold Child.


The benighted years of silence shall only be broken when the Child
of the Threshold stands on the brink of eternity—when a life is freely given in
the purity of love. Only then will the path leading to the Light appear.


Ravi’s tortured eyes met Adesina’s, and she knew that she was
right. Her guardian realized the truth of the prophecy, and it tore at his soul
to know he could do nothing to stop it.


Adesina was destined to die at the Threshold.











Chapter Fifty-one: The Threshold


 


Adesina
continued to linger in the limbo between the barrier and the antechamber of the
Threshold.


How
could she simply accept the fact that her life was about to end?


There
had been a time when she would have given her life for the Shimat order. In
fact, that kind of dedication was expected. It has seemed simpler then. She’d
had no family, no emotional ties of any kind. What did it matter if she died
for a cause that was greater than herself?


Things
were different now.


She
had a husband, a father, a brother, a guardian…she was no longer alone. Her
life mattered to others, and it had come to mean something to her as well. How
could she give that up?


Adesina
carefully considered the words of the prophecy—words that had been engraved
upon her mind.


The
Threshold Child was meant to be the one to bring Light back into the world. It
was promised that the years of sorrow and bloodshed would come to an end.
Humanity would be led back to its true purpose, and the world would be cleansed
of the ancient hatreds.


Did
it matter that she would not be there to enjoy it?


Her
heart knew the answer instantly, even if her head did not.


No,
it did not matter.


The
very people who gave her life meaning would be a part of that new world. L’iam,
Me’shan, E’nes and his family—they would all see the golden future that was
promised.


She
would gladly give her life for that.


Ravi
knew her decision, and a tear rolled down his feline face. Adesina shared his
conflicted emotions as he struggled to do what was right. He was her guardian,
and he had sworn to protect her. More than that, he loved her dearly and would
have done anything to keep her safe and happy. Yet, he knew that he must honor
her choice.


Together
they took a step forward—accepting the truth of what they had seen, and facing
it without fear.


They
exited the barrier, and found themselves standing on the opposite side of the
antechamber. Kendan still knelt near the entrance, and he was relieved to see
them emerge.


“Go,”
he called hoarsely. “I will wait for you here.”


Another
door waited before them, and Adesina hurried forward to fling it open. Every
moment mattered, and she dared not hesitate.


Adesina
burst into the adjoining room with Ravi on her heels. She drew her Blood Sword
from the sheath on her back and looked around the room for her oldest enemy.


Her
heart stopped when she realized that the room was empty.


 


***


 


Near
the base of Daemon Mount, in a small cave hidden beyond the main entrance,
Basha gripped the stone floor and shivered in a small pool of her own blood.
L’iam stood in the center of a rune circle which formed a magical conduit to
the Threshold far above their heads. 


L’iam’s
vyala acted as a power source for the spell that the Serraf had put into
place centuries earlier, and the conduit directed that power to where it was
needed. The runes and the conduit provided a way to activate the Threshold
without having to pass through the barriers that guarded it. 


Nayati
the Scholar had discovered the hidden cavern with the runes during his years
studying the secrets of Daemon Mount. He had told no one about it, but he had
written about it in his private journal—the book that was now in Basha’s
possession.


Basha
had learned that she need only pass through the wall of fire around the
perimeter of the mountain, and then she could execute her plan to make contact
with demons from afar.


L’iam’s
life was quickly draining away, and the Threshold was now opened enough for the
blood vow between Basha and Cha-sak to be completed.


“You
did not tell me you were being pursued,” came the voice of the demon through
the conduit. “Your enemies have reached the Threshold.”


Basha
was weak from the ritual, but her eyes still flashed with loathing. “I did not
imagine they could get past the barriers mentioned in the book.”


“The
barriers would only stop the feeble,” sneered Cha-sak, “but nevermind that now.
Our contract is complete, and you have the ability to summon me from this
prison. Go beyond the circle of the first barrier and complete the ritual I
gave you. That will enable me to pass beyond the influence of Serraf vyala,
and we shall begin our conquest of this mortal world. I will take care of your
enemies here.”


Basha
bowed low. “Yes, Great One, but what of my L’avan prisoner?”


“Leave
him,” ordered the demon. “The remainder of his life is necessary to maintain this
crack in the Threshold through which I may escape.”


“Yes,
Great One.”


The
Shimat woman lurched to her feet and hurried to complete the task that had been
given to her.


Her
new master would not be pleased if she lingered.


 


***


 


Adesina
was dumbfounded.


She
found herself staring around the room in confusion, and she could sense that
Ravi was doing the same. 


The
cavern was just how she remembered it from her Dream. Dozens of intricate
scenes were carved into the walls, and the center of the room held a dais made
of white marble. The runes and elaborate designs etched into the platform
glowed with the power of vyala, and a doorway of light shone in the
center of the circle.


But
where were Basha and L’iam?


Adesina
was the only human in the room.


She
looked up at the shining doorway on the dais—the Threshold. An impossibly black
shadow stepped into view, marring the brilliance of the portal. It was shaped
similar to a man, but larger and without distinguishable features. Wisps of
darkness roiled off of its form, and its eyes glowed red.


An
icy shiver raked through Adesina’s body, and she was frozen with terror.


“Kneel
before me, half-breed,” commanded a voice that was both menacing and forceful.
“I am Cha-sak, Demon Lord of the Shimat.”


The
power of his presence alone made her tremble, and her instinct was to obey
immediately.


Yet,
there was something deep within her that refused to acquiesce. It bore her up
and gave strength to her own voice.


“I
am Adesina, Daughter of the Serraf. I bow to no demon, no matter their title.”


“You
dare to claim equality with me?” hissed the midnight form.


“It
is not a claim,” said Adesina with growing courage. “It is a fact.”


The
ruby eyes of the demon glinted, and then narrowed thoughtfully.


“How
came you to stand before the Threshold, Adesina Serrafdaughter?”


There
was something about the way that he said her name that made her feel extremely
uneasy. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, and she clenched the
handle of her Blood Sword tighter.


“With
much toil and sacrifice,” she answered shortly.


Cha-sak
leered at her, which seemed much more unpleasant coming from a featureless
face.


“Surely
not much. You are not like that other half-breed. I can sense your strength,
even from this distance.”


Adesina’s
heart leapt. “The other half-breed?”


“The
one whose vyala cracks open the Threshold,” the demon said in a
dismissive tone. “You are stronger than he.”


“Is
he still alive?” she asked in desperation. “Where is he?”


It
was difficult to read expressions on the shadowy face—nearly impossible.
However, there was an odd sense of emotion that could be gathered if one dared
to look directly into the demon’s eyes.


Cha-sak
was amused and intrigued. “He means something to you. Perhaps he is the reason
you came all this way?”


Do
not give any more information than you have to, warned Ravi. The Shimat demons
are liars and manipulators, just like their namesakes.


Adesina
had almost forgotten that her guardian was with her. She was gladdened by the
reminder that she did not have to face this threat alone.


She
repeated her question in a more moderate tone. “Where is he?”


The
jet black hand of the demon waved indifferently. “Far from here. You cannot
save him now.”


Cha-sak
appeared to take malicious delight in the words.


For
a moment, Adesina felt that she would be overwhelmed in grief. She had come so
far and fought for so long. Could it be true that she was too late?


No,
Ma’eve! Do not give up.


Ravi’s
encouragement was like a warming liquid in her mind. The chill of fear melted
away, and she was once again filled with hope and determination.


“I
have done the impossible before,” she stated firmly.


A
pleased chuckled rasped from the demon’s throat. “Is that so? I would greatly
wish to see a demonstration of this ability.”


“I
am not here for your amusement,” Adesina snapped.


“No,”
agreed Cha-sak. “You are meant for something far greater. Perhaps we can come
to an arrangement that would be mutually beneficial.”


The
offer surprised Adesina. She stared at him for a moment before stammering a
response. “What do you mean?”


“Nothing
can stop my return to this mortal world,” exulted Cha-sak. “I have already seen
to that. However, the servant that has sworn to me is weak and lowly. I would
have my vessel be of higher blood.”


“Do
you mean me?” Adesina asked incredulously.


“You
may be a half-breed,” said Cha-sak with distaste, “but you have more worth than
the other. You could stand by my side as my faithful servant, and you would be
honored when I conquer this world.”


Her
brow furrowed in confusion. “You said you already have a servant. Did you not
make a blood vow with Basha?”


Cha-sak
exuded indifference. “Our contract is of a nature that I may terminate it
whenever I wish. She knew so little of blood magic, and she readily accepted
all of my terms—even the ones she did not fully understand.”


An
explanation flowed from Ravi’s thoughts to Adesina’s.


Immortals
can only speak the truth when offering the terms of a blood vow, and it is
assumed that the one accepting the terms fully understands what is being
offered. If Basha asked no questions and made no amendments, Cha-sak could have
made any sort of vow he desired without repercussions.


Adesina
felt pity for Basha. The future of the Shimat warrior looked grim.


“I
swore long ago that I would never serve the Shimat,” declared the young L’avan
queen.


Cha-sak
appeared astonished by her answer. “You do not realize what I can offer you.
You may be strong compared to the other mortals, but I can bestow greater power
than you can imagine. You would be able to bend humanity to your will.”


“There
is nothing you can offer that would tempt me,” replied Adesina with disdain.


“Not
even the life of your precious lover?” sneered the demon.


Her
heart skipped a beat. “Can you promise his life will be saved?”


Cha-sak
hesitated.


There!
He cannot lie when the terms of a contract are being discussed, and he knows he
cannot make such a promise.


Her
thoughts turned to the role she had accepted as the Threshold Child, and she
was filled with courage and purpose. When she had first heard the prophecy, she
had thought that it was her duty to lead her people to a greater purpose. Now
she knew that it was through her sacrifice that the L’avan would find their
true path.


Her
actions today would change the world—even if she never lived to see it happen.
She had accepted that, and now it was her duty to see it through.


Adesina
raised her chin in a gesture of defiance. “I will never serve you, Cha-sak. In
truth, I will be the source of your downfall. I swear it.”


The
demon appeared only momentarily disappointed. “We could have ruled this world
within a year. As it is, my dominion will only be slightly delayed. You cannot
defeat me, Adesina Serrafdaughter. I am destined to be sovereign of all.”


There
was a strange throb of magic from a distance—something Adesina did not
recognize. Cha-sak’s tone took on a hint of satisfaction.


“So!
My new servant can follow instructions. I will make use of her after
all.”


He
made a gesture to something standing behind him on the other side of the
Threshold.


“My
conquest begins today, Adesina Serrafdaughter. Unfortunately, you will not live
to see it completed.”


Another
throb of the strange magic transported Cha-sak through the Threshold and beyond
Adesina’s reach.


“No!”


She
could not allow a demon to escape.


Before
Adesina had a chance to do anything about the disappearance of Cha-sak, a
hulking figure stepped up to the Threshold and began to push against the
magical barrier. 


It
was vastly different from Cha-sak, and yet it exuded the same evil intent. 


It
was a sickly grey color, and it looked as though it had no skin. Its four arms
were masses of exposed muscles, as were its two legs. Its face looked like a
mask of bone, and a number of jagged spikes protruded.


The
Threshold appeared to be an open doorway, but the barrier that kept the two
worlds apart was only weakened—cracked very slightly. The barrier seemed to
work like a sieve, trapping larger forces of magic first. A demon such as
Cha-sak was too powerful to escape on his own, but a lesser demon could slip
through with enough effort.


Adesina
and Ravi both experienced a sinking feeling as they watched the mass of muscle
and bone push its way past the light of the Threshold.


The
demon roared in challenge, and Adesina raised her Blood Sword in response.


 











Chapter Fifty-two: Falcon


 


Adesina
had never faced any opponent like this before. She was accustomed to fighting
humans, and she wasn’t sure how to adapt her fighting style for this situation.
She connected to her vyala, feeling the warmth and vitality of the magic
fill her entire being. Then she opened herself completely to Ravi, throwing
wide the doors of their Joining.


All
of this took mere seconds, but that was all the time they had to prepare.


The
demon charged forward, uttering an ear-splitting bellow. Adesina broke to the
left and Ravi broke to the right. Through Ravi’s vision she could see the demon
swipe a clawed hand at her back, and she dove and rolled to avoid the blow.


Adesina
sprang to her feet, but not in enough time to dodge the demon’s following
strike. 


Ravi
used their shared vyala to harden her skin against the razor-sharp
talons of the demon, but the force of the attack knocked Adesina against the
wall.


She
was momentarily dazed and gasping for breath. The demon towered over her, but
the expected blow never came.


Ravi
darted forward and sank his teeth into the thigh of the demon, using his
powerful jaw to tear at the grey flesh.


The
demon shrieked in pain and turned away from Adesina, giving her time to dart
out of danger.


Adesina
and Ravi both felt a surge of satisfaction at seeing their enemy hobbled, but
the feeling soon faded. The muscles of the demon’s leg quivered and shifted,
mending itself as if the injury had never occurred.


Adesina
cursed quietly and adjusted her grip on her sword. Perhaps if she moved quickly
enough the monster would not have time to heal.


She
dashed forward with the intent of severing the demon’s hamstrings, and Ravi
automatically positioned himself on the opposite side to flank their enemy. The
demon gave a defiant howl, and Adesina felt it connecting to its own form of vyala.


A
dark energy pulsed outward, throwing Adesina and Ravi back from their attack.


The
L’avan queen’s vision swirled a gold and dark blue as she called forth her own
power. She wove a spell of protection around herself and Ravi, holding onto it
tightly in the corner of her mind so that it would not weaken.


Ravi
harried the demon, drawing its attention away from Adesina. He tore at the
demon’s legs with his teeth and his claws, moving quickly and gracefully.


The
demon raised its two upper arms and black fire burst into flame in each hand.
It brought down its arms with all the strength it could muster, but Ravi threw
up a magical shield that took the brunt of the blow.


The
black fire shattered like glass, and the shards flew in all directions.


Adesina
instinctively brought up her Blood Sword in a defensive stance, and an
unexpected aura of gold flickered to life in the blade. The shards of fire that
fell in her direction appeared to be absorbed by the magical glow.


The
shards that flew elsewhere remained active. They set fire to the stone, and the
flames slowly began to grow.


Several
fiery fragments landed in a circle around Ravi, trapping him where he stood.


Adesina
did not feel any heat through her Joining with her guardian. Instead, the black
flames gave off an icy blast that penetrated to the heart.


Ravi
tried to transport himself away from danger, but the fire repressed his ability
to use vyala.


I
cannot jump over it,
he thought frantically. My legs would be injured beyond repair.


The
demon purred with feral delight, and it reached forward to crush its prey.


Adesina’s
vyala flared orange, and she threw out her free hand in a forceful
gesture towards her enemy. The wave of magic sent the demon flying backward,
and Adesina sprinted to Ravi before the beast could regain its footing.


The
young L’avan woman tried to use her vyala to put out the black flames
that surrounded Ravi, but nothing worked. The demonic spell seemed to exist
outside of the normal laws of nature.


“I
cannot put it out,” she said in panic.


“Can
you lift me over it?” the Rashad asked desperately.


She
tried to reach through the fiery barrier with her vyala, but it was as
though the black flames consumed the magic.


Adesina
shook her head. “It did not work!”


From
across the cave, the demon rose to its feet and bellowed in rage. It lowered
its horned head and began to charge.


A
sudden idea came into Adesina’s mind, and she acted on it without further
consideration. She raised her Blood Sword high above her head and brought it
down on the black fire that surrounded her guardian.


The
golden light flared around the blade, and the icy flames winked out of
existence.


Adesina
stared at her sword in amazement. The intricate etchings along the blade
continued to glow, even when the aura around the sword began to fade.


Had
her weapon always possessed such power, or was it the proximity to the
Threshold that changed it?


“Ma’eve!”


The
demon was still charging, and Adesina had to dive out of the way.


She
was not fast enough to avoid contact.


The
tip of one of the jagged spikes on the demon’s mask of bone caught her leg,
slicing the flesh of her calf in spite of the protective spell she had woven
earlier.


A
burning pain shot up her leg and through her back, paralyzing her almost
instantly. Her heart began to race in an unsteady pattern, and the burning
sensation started to spread.


Heal!


The
thought came almost unbidden, but it was obeyed by her vyala without her
taking any direct action. Adesina’s vision flared to a yellow tint, and her
power began to purge the poison from her system.


Her
body was immobile while it healed, which left her in a precarious position.
Ravi tried to draw the attention of the demon, but to no avail. The monster
could see that Adesina was injured, and it renewed its attack on her.


Adesina
split her vyala so that she could defend herself. This slowed her healing,
but she knew it would ultimately save her life.


She
altered the gravity surrounding the demon, making its movements heavy and slow.
The beast redoubled its efforts, exerting its full strength to reach her.


Just
before it came within range of her, Adesina reversed the pull of gravity—making
the demon lighter than normal. The demon had no time to adjust its movements,
and it flew over Adesina’s head and into the cavern wall behind.


Allow
me to help heal you, Ma’eve.


Ravi
channeled some of his life force into Adesina, which quickened her healing even
without the aid of vyala. With the magic already working, it became a
wave of regenerating power that swept out all traces of the demon’s venom.


Normally,
Adesina would have protested such reckless use of Ravi’s vyala, but she
had no time to argue.


The
demon was on its feet once more, and it was berserk with rage.


It
raised all four arms and gave an ear-shattering howl. Sickly green balls of
light began to form in each hand, and the demon hurled them in Adesina and
Ravi’s direction. The first few attacks missed by a wide margin, but the
destructive power was enough to throw off Adesina’s balance.


She
dodged behind one of the few outcroppings of rock in the cave, but it only took
three balls of exploding light before she had to find new cover.


She
was running out of places to hide, and she wasn’t certain she could face the
bombardment directly.


A
thought came to Adesina, and she chided herself for forgetting one of the
fundamental teachings of the Shimat.


Use
your surroundings.


As
she darted through the cavern to avoid the barrage of demonic attacks, she used
her vyala to scan her environment. She sensed that Ravi began to do the
same, and together they found the one feature that would help them to win this
fight.


There!


In
the far corner, against the wall of the cave, a section of the stone ceiling
was riddled with cracks. With some help, they could cause the entire area to
collapse.


Now
they just had to maneuver the demon to the right position.


Ravi
immediately began to execute a series of swift assaults and rapid retreats. His
intent was to enrage the demon rather than to injure it.


Adesina
did her best to remain out of the demon’s notice. She studied the cracked
ceiling meticulously and placed her magic with precision. If she made a mistake
in her calculations, the entire room could cave in.


The
demon bellowed with growing frustration and threw its mighty fists against the
ground, causing the floor to quake.


Adesina’s
heart skipped a beat.


If
the demon continued to do that, the ceiling would collapse prematurely.


Ravi
pretended to stumble, and the demon rushed forward to smash its aggravating
foe.


Adesina
waited until she felt Ravi transport himself across the room, then she
activated the web of vyala she had put into place. There was a brief
glint of light, and a deafening crack reverberated through the cavern.


Several
enormous boulders dropped from the ceiling onto the lower half of the demon. It
howled in pain, but Adesina could see that it was still alive. They had only
immobilized their enemy temporarily.


The
young L’avan queen was disappointed to see so little damage done to the demon.
She was growing increasingly weary, and it appeared that this was a battle that
they could not win.


How
could one defeat an enemy that had the ability to regenerate?


She
longed to rest in the forests of Pevothem, where vyala flowed freely
between the earth and those that lived there.


Suddenly,
a warm glow infused Adesina’s body, expanding her senses and invigorating her vyala.
She felt more refreshed than she had since stepping foot on the land of Zonne.
It was as though…


She
evaluated herself more carefully. Had her vyala been replenished?


It
had to be impossible. After all, Ravi had said that Zonne was land that had
died from a lack of natural vyala. There was nothing from which she
could draw power to replenish her own.


And
yet, it was clear that Adesina’s magic was growing.


Her
eyes turned once more to the glowing blade of her Blood Sword, and she began to
understand.


The
weapon must serve as some sort of repository for her vyala. She had been
sharing energy with it for weeks, and now it served as a well from which she
could draw.


Adesina
opened herself up to her Blood Sword and the flow of energy increased. However,
something even more extraordinary began to happen.


Her
mind blossomed, filling with hidden instincts and knowledge that she had never
supposed was there. It was not like joining minds with another being, but
rather, it was like connecting with… herself.


The
demon’s outraged cries increased as it struggled to push away the boulders that
had fallen on its lower body. It was only a matter of time until the demon was
able to heal itself and renew its attacks.


Adesina
was almost too distracted to notice the growing danger, but Ravi was not.


We
must act quickly, Ma’eve, or it will be too late.


“Brace
yourself, my friend,” she said softly to her guardian.


Within
her mind, she reached out to Ravi’s vyala and drew it to her own. Then
she did the same with the vyala stored in her Blood Sword. Her power
swirled and expanded, creating palpable energy that whipped around her body.


She
held out her sword—which shone with intense light—and pointed it at the twisted
form of the demon.


“Fly,
Falcon.”


It
was as if the weapon had been waiting for the command.


The
blade burst into magical flames that took the form of a falcon. The fire flew
forward with astonishing speed and consumed the creature of darkness.


It
happened so quickly, and yet, every minute detail was burned into Adesina’s
sight.


The
demon shrieked and held up all four arms in an effort to ward off the attack.
The fiery falcon expanded in size, covering the monster and the rocks that held
it in place. There was a blinding flash of light, and the entire area was destroyed.


All
that remained was a blacked hole in the wall of the cavern.


 











Chapter Fifty-three: The Brink of Eternity


 


Adesina
stood still for several moments.


She
was stunned by what had just happened, and she was also exhausted. Her Blood
Sword—newly named Falcon—had replenished her vyala, but her emotions and
mental powers had been strained to the limit.


A
flickering out of the corner of her eye caught her attention, and she turned to
face the Threshold.


The
brilliant light of the doorway was beginning to dim.


Adesina’s
chest constricted with panic. “The Threshold is beginning to close. Does that
mean…?”


Ravi
didn’t speak his answer, but she could hear it in his thoughts.


L’iam
is dying.


“What
must I do?” she demanded.


Her
guardian turned his bi-colored eyes on her. “Please, dear one—”


Adesina
interrupted his gentle plea. “There is no time, Ravi. I have to save L’iam.”


“Perhaps
there is another way.”


She
shook her head. “You know that there is not. This is my truth, and I have
accepted it.”


Ravi’s
gaze glistened with tears, but he nodded. “Very well. Step onto the dais, into
the light.”


Adesina
moved forward, and Ravi kept next to her.


She
held up a hand. “Stay here, my friend. You will be safe at this distance, I
think.”


The
Rashad spoke in a voice that trembled with emotion. “I have been by your side
every day, Ma’eve. Do not turn me away now.”


Tears
stung her own eyes, and she tried to blink them away.


“I
do not know what will happen,” she admitted.


“Nor
do I,” he replied, “but at least I will have done my duty. My place is with
you.”


Adesina
felt a surge of gratitude and love for her faithful guardian. She would have
gone on alone, but she was glad to have his support.


Together
they ascended the steps that led to the white marble platform. The runes and
designs glowed with vyala, and the Threshold stood in the very center.
Adesina walked towards the shining gateway and stepped into the light.


It
was not as though she were trying to pass through the Threshold into the other
realm. Rather, she entered into the mass of magic that formed the bridge
between the two worlds.


Adesina
shielded her eyes against the brilliance of the vyala in the center, and
after a moment her eyes adjusted and she was able to see more clearly.


It
was as if she stood in a room of white light. There were no visible features,
and the way she had entered disappeared.


She
and Ravi stood alone.


“L’iam
must be standing on a conduit somewhere,” reasoned Adesina, “just like the
Serraf in my Dream that sacrificed her life to create this opening.”


In
response to her words, a thick beam of light became distinguishable from the
luminescence of the rest of the room, and L’iam could be seen standing in the
middle of it.


Adesina
felt her heart begin to race and she wished desperately to sprint into his
arms. She started to run forward, but she found that she stayed in place
regardless of her movements.


She
called out to him in desperation. “L’iam! L’iam, it is me!”


There
was no reaction on his face. It remained void of any sort of emotion or recognition.
It appeared as if he was in some sort of trance.


Adesina
yearned to be near him, and her heart felt as though it would burst.


Then,
unexpectedly, she found herself standing in front of him. She reached out to
touch him, but her fingers passed through his form. He was only an image—his
body was far away.


“What
should I do?” she asked Ravi. “His life is fading.”


The
large feline shook his head slowly. “I am not certain, Ma’eve. My people have
no knowledge of this kind of magic.”


Trust
in yourself. You know the answer.


Adesina
looked at Ravi, but he was just as puzzled as she. The thought had not come
from either of them.


The
young queen took a deep breath and cleared her mind.


There
was one thing she did know, even if she was uncertain about everything else.
She must restore L’iam’s lifeforce or he would die before she could figure out
how to remove him from danger.


Her
eyes swirled with gold as she connected to the pure energy of her vyala.
She infused her husband with a surge of vyala, and the color returned to
his pale face. She gave him as much as she could spare—probably more than what
was safe for her. 


As
she did this, she noticed an unseen field that surrounded his spirit. It
connected L’iam to the Threshold.


Using
her magic, Adesina felt the boundaries of the field, trying to get a better
understanding of it. She treated the problem like a Shimat puzzle, keeping her
thoughts logical and her actions methodical. That would be the fastest way of
achieving success.


There
appeared to be three layers to the field.


Adesina
addressed each one individually.


The
first was the conduit itself. Once the runes were activated, they created the
channel that directed the vyala to its ultimate destination. The runes
could not be disabled from afar, but Adesina was certain that she could
intercept the flow of energy.


She
closed her eyes and imagined herself taking the place of L’iam. She mentally
pulled him outside of the barrier and moved to stand where he had been.


Somehow,
the magic responded to her desires, and the field began to weaken.


The
second layer seemed to be originating from L’iam himself. A red haze surrounded
his being, binding him to the task that had been given to him—to feed his vyala
into the conduit.


A
flash of insight told Adesina was the haze was.


It
was the potion that Basha had forced him to take.


It
is blood magic,
explained the voice that was neither Adesina’s nor Ravi’s. It is a crude
spell that was made from the blood you gave to your mentor when you were a
student.


The
potion that Faryl was supposed to undo.


Yet,
the apothecary was not here. How could she break him of its influence without
Faryl’s aid?


It
was created from your blood. You are the source of its power.


That
thought gave Adesina pause.


“If
I am the source of its power,” she mused aloud, “then I should be able to stop
it.”


Ravi
frowned thoughtfully. “That seems reasonable.”


“How?”
Adesina asked the mysterious voice in her head.


There
was no response.


“I
suppose,” said Ravi slowly, “you will just have to follow your instincts. They
have led you aright thus far.”


Adesina
renewed her determination, shutting out all thoughts of doubt. She squared her
shoulders and closed her eyes again.


In
the L’avan race, purple eyes indicated the ability to focus one’s abilities
above other L’avan. It was Adesina’s ability to focus her intentions with such
intensity that enabled her to use all of the gifts of the L’avan.


She
let go of everything else in her mind and directed all of her focus on this one
task. 


She
mentally reached out to the red haze that swirled around L’iam’s body. It
twisted away from her touch, as if she caused it pain.


It
is my blood, she
reminded herself. It is a part of me.


She
focused her intention of separating the blood from the other ingredients of the
potion. The blood was hers, and she was going to reclaim it. It was her right
to reclaim it.


Miniscule
red particles began to separate from the haze and float towards Adesina—at
first slowly, but then with increasing speed. When the last of the blood
returned to its owner, the remaining ingredients drifted to the ground like
dust.


The
field weakened even further.


There
was one more layer that tied L’iam to his life-draining prison. Something less
tangible. Something that originated from… Adesina.


She
looked deep within herself, searching for that last element that kept her
husband in danger. She was shocked at what she found.


Fear.


How
could she be afraid? Hadn’t she already accepted the truth that had been shown
to her? It was her fate to die at the Threshold, and she had no intention of
running away.


Yet
she was still afraid.


Adesina
lowered her head in shame. Her own cowardice was preventing her from saving her
husband’s life.


There
is nothing wrong with being afraid,
said the mysterious voice. Fear is a part of all of us. However, the
merciful Creator has given us something to help us overcome our fears.


Adesina
didn’t need to ask what it was. She knew the answer, as if it were even more a
part of her than her fears.


Love.


A
warm feeling began to expand within her chest, and she was able to lift her
head again.


Yes,
it was love that overcame fear.


She
would not deny that she was afraid of death, but her love for L’iam was greater
than anything else. It was her love for her husband that supported her in the
face of her terrible truth.


Her
eyes turned to L’iam’s face—still expressionless in its trance—and her heart
overflowed with love. He had given up so much for her, and yet he had always
insisted that it was nothing at all. He had worked and sacrificed to be
everything that she needed. Now, it was her turn to sacrifice for his sake.


She
did not even have to think about what needed to happen in order to free him
from the spell that bound him. It all happened on its own.


The
strength of her love broke L’iam free from his prison, and life returned to his
dull eyes.


He
looked around in confusion, finally locking his gaze on his wife.


“Adesina,”
he whispered in relief.


Her
returning smile trembled with emotion.


“I
love you, L’iam.”


The
field of magic was centered on her now. The Threshold was powered by her
lifeforce, and it was up to her to seal it once more. One demon had already
escaped into the world of mortals, and she could not allow any more to follow.


Adesina
closed her eyes once more and used the last of her vyala to pull the
Threshold closed.


As
she did so, a strange sensation spread throughout her body. Fire seemed to
course through her veins, but the burning was not painful. It was as though her
flesh was being transformed to something stronger—something greater.


She
felt herself shaking uncontrollably, and her mind felt incredibly compressed.
Adesina automatically pushed outward, striving to keep herself from being
crushed. When she was released from the pressure, it was like breaking free
from a cocoon.


Was
this what it felt like to die?


She
was quickly losing consciousness, and she looked over to where the Threshold
stood.


Adesina
could see the light dimming, and she knew that the Threshold was closing.


There, she thought to herself as she
drifted into darkness. They are safe.


 


***


 


It
felt as though Adesina had been floating for an eternity.


She
felt blissfully light, without any cares or concerns to hold her down. She had
done her part, and she believed that she had done it well. 


Now
she could sleep in peace.


Not
yet, my child. Your purpose has not been fulfilled.


The
gentle words pulled her back to the world of the living. She sorrowed to take
up her burden again, but she did not hesitate to obey the benevolent voice.


“Ma’eve?”


Adesina
opened her eyes.


Where
was she?


She
appeared to be in a cave, but not the one where she had been standing before.
The walls were bare of scenic carvings, and there was no dais made from white
marble. Sunlight could be seen streaming in from the cavern opening, only a
short distance from where Adesina laid.


Ravi
sat next to her, staring at her with undisguised anxiety.


Adesina
sat up slowly, holding a hand to her dizzy head. “What happened?”


Her
guardian hesitated before answering. “You died.”


“What?”


“You
died,” he repeated. “I could feel it through our Joining.”


Adesina
frowned. “If I died, then how am I alive right now?”


Ravi
shook his head. “I do not know. All I know is that your life drained away
completely, and then you were filled with…something else.”


His
voice was peculiar, and she leaned forward in concern. “What do you mean,
Ravi?”


He
struggled to find the right words. “You were transformed.”


Adesina’s
memories came rushing back, and she recalled the converting fire that had
seared her entire body. She turned her attention inward, and she realized that
she felt incredible.


She
was much stronger than before—much more powerful.


Ravi
was still trying to explain what he had experienced through their Joining. “I
do not know how to describe it. I have only ever felt such a thing from your
Dream, when we were in the presence of—”


“The
Serraf,” finished Adesina faintly.


Her
guardian nodded slowly. “Yes.”


Footsteps
could be heard approaching, and a silhouette appeared at the entrance of the
cave.


Adesina
sprang to her feet with more speed and grace than she had ever possessed.


“Who
is there?” she demanded.


The
figure came into view, and Adesina recognized her immediately. She had long,
wavy hair and eyes that were a metallic purple with flecks of gold. Her face
was unearthly in its beauty, and her full form was robed in a simple gown of
white. She was accompanied by a Rashad with black fur and golden eyes.


It
was Sitara, the leader of the Serraf.


Her
musical voice sounded with the confidence and authority of a herald.


“Welcome,
She Who Was Born on the Threshold. We have been waiting for you.”











Glossary


 


Note: Names that contain an apostrophe
(e.g. L’iam) should be said with a brief pause where the apostrophe is placed.


 


A’asil (AY-ahsil): a
L’avan soldier who often worked closely with L’iam. He was in the search party
that first discovered Adesina outside the High City, and he competed against
her in a knife-throwing contest. He was among the first casualties when L’iam
was kidnapped by the Shimat. His L’avan gifts included manipulation of light
(illusion) and manipulation of gravity.


Adesina (adeh-SEE-na):
Queen of the L’avan, and wife to L’iam. She was raised and trained by the
Shimat, but left the organization when she discovered their true purpose. She
is daughter of Me’shan and E’rian, and sister to E’nes. It is believed that she
is the Threshold Child, a key figure in the prophecy concerning the future of
the L’avan. She has the ability to use all of the magical gifts of the L’avan,
rather than just one or two.


Adrie (ah-DREE): the name
used by Adesina during her time in the High City.


Aekuor (AY-koo-or): a
giant sea serpent that attacks ships.


Aleron (ah-LAIR-on): a
former citizen of the High City and friend to Adesina. He died during the
rescue mission of Adesina’s father.


Aletta (ah-LEH-tah): a
refugee from the High City, and younger sister of Deasa.


Aradsus (ah-RAD-sus): a
large desert creature native to Zonne. It is bigger than a horse and resembles
something between a boar and a scorpion.


Aurym (AH-rim): a magical
race of creatures, distinguished by their golden hair and four arms.


Banolf (BAN-olf): a nation
across the sea, northeast of Sehar.


Basha (BAH-sha): Adesina’s
fiercest enemy and former rival in the Shimat order. She was responsible for
the kidnapping of L’iam, and initiated the ritual that opens the Threshold
between worlds.


Be’ezal (bee-EY-zal): a
race of winged demons that drink blood.


Belen (BEH-len): a refugee
of the High City, and younger brother to Deasa.


Blood Weapons: customized
weapon(s) given to Shimat graduates, forged with drops of their own blood.


B’osli (b-OZ-lee):
the tenth son of L’avan, and one of the founders of the race.


Bren (bren): a
Serraf in Adesina’s vyuhava that sacrifices her life to open the
Threshold.


Breyen (BRAY-en):
Adesina’s Shar as a young student, and second to the Sharifal. He is father to
Faryl, and lead many experiments regarding magic. He is also the secret leader
of a splinter group of Shimat that intend to wrest power from the Sharifal.


Cha-sak (cha-SAK): a demon
Shimat (as opposed to a member of the Shimat organization) who longs to destroy
humanity.


Cor’a (KOR-ah): a member
of the L’avan race, and personal maid to Adesina.


Cre’sin (CREH-sihn):
the seventh son of L’avan, and one of the founders of the race.


Daemon Mount: a lone
mountain in the desert of Zonne, where the Threshold is said to be located.


Dava (DAH-vah):
the title given to a
L’avan when they are betrothed. Each L’avan child is taken to a Reader (one who
specializes in reading the spirits of other human beings), who determines if
there is another L’avan child currently living who would be an ideal match in
marriage. If there is, the two children become betrothed. If there is not, the
child goes on with their life as before.


Deasa (dee-AY-sah): a
former citizen of the High City and friend to Adesina. She escaped with a group
of refugees and found a home in Emerald Harbor. Wife of Nordin; sister to
Matias, Aletta, Grania, and Belen.


Devlin (DEV-lin): Kendan’s
father, who is deceased.


Dezisla (deh-ZIH-slah):
rival to Naiser the Mighty, and magistrate of Lam.


Dreams: a vision in which the
mind of a living person passes into the spirit realm. The Dreamer can see the
spirits of the dead or events of the past. Dreamers can also see symbolic
possibilities of the future.


Ed’mon (ED-mon):
the eleventh son of L’avan, and one of the founders of the race.


Emerald Harbor: one of the five
remaining cities found on Sehar. It is the only major port in the kingdom, and
one of the few economic producers. The sea emerald plant, which grows in the
harbor, is used to make a vibrant dye which is sold to merchants from all over
the world.


E’nes (eh-NEHZ): a L’avan
Protector and brother to Adesina. He was named regent of the L’avan settlement
during Adesina’s absence. His L’avan gifts include hyper-awareness of the world
around him and telekinesis.


En’ver (EHN-ver): a member
of the L’avan race. Toddler son to E’nes and Wren’na.


E’rian (eh-REE-an): mother
to Adesina and E’nes, and wife to Me’shan. She was captured by the Shimat while
pregnant with Adesina, and she was imprisoned until the birth of her daughter.
She used the last of her life-force to forge a bond between Adesina and
Me’shan, enabling them to find one another. Her spirit dwells in the Dream
world, where she guides Adesina in her journey.


Etan (EY-tan): a
neighboring kingdom to Sehar.


Fair Tides: the merchant ship
that conveys Basha and L’iam from Sehar to Zonne.


Falcon: the name of Adesina’s
Blood Sword.


Faryl (FAIR-ihl): a former
Shimat test subject who escaped and hid in the High City. She was recaptured by
the Shimat when the High City was destroyed, and she shared a prison cell with
Me’shan. She is called an alchemist by the Shimat, due to her advanced
abilities that stem from her L’avan mother. Breyen is her father.


Fia (FEE-ah): a former
citizen of the High City, daughter of Hass and Jelana (hosts to Adesina during
her time there). She escaped with her family, and the group of refugees settled
in Emerald Harbor.


First Parents: a term that the
Rashad use to refer to their ancestors who entered mortality with the Serraf.


Fortress, the: the base of
operations for the Shimat order, and the training facility for the students.


Gaiana (guy-AN-ah): a
magical race of people, distinguished by their lack of arms and powerful legs.


Gainor (GAY-nor): a former
citizen of the High City and friend to Adesina.


Gauri le Jaya len
Omana ol Henka (GAU-ree leh JAH-yah len o-MAN-ah ol HEN-kah): the Chief
Elder of the Henka tribe.


Ghaith (gayth): a
neighboring kingdom to Sehar.


Gi’tel (gih-TEL):
the fourth son of L’avan, and one of the founders of the race.


Great Desert, the: a
land in the Dream world that is connected to Zonne. It bears the scars of
violent magic, and the residue can still be felt.


Great Wars, the: a period in
human history that spanned approximately fifty years, filled with numerous and
continual wars. It was primarily a war of magic, and the end of the conflicts
also marked the end of magic in the world. See also: Plague Years, the.


Hanta (HAN-tah): a tribe
of Desert Dwellers in Zonne, and the enemies of the Henka.


Hass (hahs): a former
citizen of the High City and host to Adesina during her time there. He was
among the refugees that settled in Emerald Harbor. He is a carpenter by trade,
but was forced to work in the mines (where he lost his leg). His wife is
Jelana, and his daughter is Fia.


Henka (HEN-kah): a tribe
of Desert Dwellers in Zonne that give shelter to Adesina and her companions
during the seasonal storms. They are shape-shifters, and each have an animal
guardian (whose shape they can imitate) from the time they are young.


Hestia (HEH-stee-ah): the
leader of the Ojuri, one of the Northern Tribes.


High City, the: a city that was
established with deliberate isolation from outside influences. Adesina was sent
there by the Shimat, and lived there for less than a year. After she left, the
entire city was destroyed.


Immortal Council: the leaders of
the magical races who directed the Armies of Light during the Great Wars.


Itho (IH-tho): an island
nation northeast of Sehar, just off the coast of Joura.


Jahan Lirit (jah-HAN LIH-riht):
a bard that Adesina meets in Emerald Harbor. He is fascinated with the L’avan,
and decides to travel with the High City refugees to the L’avan settlement.


Jame (jaym): the main port
city of Zonne.


Jelana (jeh-LAH-nah): a
former citizen of the High City and host to Adesina during her time there. She
was among the refugees that settled in Emerald Harbor. She is wife to Hass and
mother to Fia.


Joining: a magical process where
two souls are bound to each other. It is a ritual that was primarily used
between the Serraf and the Rashad.


Joura (JOR-ah): a coastal
nation found on the continent to the northeast of Sehar. It is the home of
Maizah’s parents.


Karon (KAIR-on): the alias
of Kendan during his years spent in Emerald Harbor.


Kay’l (KAY-l):
the eighth son of L’avan, and one of the founders of the race.


K’eb (k-EHB): former
L’avan soldier who now serves as Adesina’s personal assistant. His L’avan gifts
include healing and hyper-awareness of the world around him.


Kendan (KEN-dan):
Adesina’s former Shar and former love interest. He betrayed her and manipulated
her on behalf of the Shimat order. He realized his love for Adesina and decided
to leave the Shimat to join her cause. He was raised as the nephew of Signe, the
Sharifal.


Keeva (KEE-vah): Kendan’s
mother, who is deceased.


Kirin (KIHR-in): the
military aide to L’avan (the man) during the Great Wars.


Lake Breezes: an inn found in one
of the small villages along the banks of the Sister Lakes.


Lam (lahm): an ancient
kingdom that bordered Sehar. In Adesina’s day it has split into two kingdoms,
Ghaith and Etan.


Lanil (la-NIHL): Adesina’s
childhood friend. They were both raised in the Shimat nursery from infancy.


L’aslo (l-AHS-loe): the
first son of L’avan, and one of the founders of the race.


L’avan (l-ah-VAHN): a man
who lived during the time of the Great Wars and raised eleven orphan boys as
his own sons. When his sons were grown, he convinced eleven Serraf to accept
mortality and to become their wives. He was the founding father of the L’avan
race.


L’avan, the race of: the
descendants of the sons of L’avan and their Serraf wives. They inherited
magical abilities from the Serraf, setting them apart from other humans. They
lived in isolation for centuries, but recent tragedy forced them to set forth
on a new path. They are now striving to become part of the community of the
world, and have founded a settlement away from their homeland.


Layfan (LAY-fan): a
variation of the name L’avan, used by the Henka.


L’elia (l-eh-LEE-ah): aunt
to L’iam and sister to L’unn. She is next in line for the L’avan throne, should
something happen to L’iam.


L’era (l-EY-rah): younger
sister to L’iam, who died during the rescue mission at the Shimat fortress.


L’iam (l-EE-am): King of
the L’avan and husband to Adesina. He was kidnapped by Basha to be used to open
the Threshold between the human world and the realm of magical creatures. His
L’avan gifts include being able to channel pure energy (life force) and being
able to sense the emotions/intentions of those around him.


L’on (l-ON): L’iam’s older
brother and former Crown Prince of the L’avan. He died during the mercenary
attack on Pevothem.


Lotannir (low-tan-EAR): a
nation found on a continent southeast of Zonne.


L’unn (l-UHN): L’iam’s
father and former King of the L’avan. He died during the mercenary attack on
Pevothem.


Ma’eve (mah-EYV): another
name for Adesina, primarily used by Ravi and E’rian.


Maizah (MAY-zah): a
Tracker for the Shimat organization. She has the ability to sense vyala,
and therefore can track magic-users. She was born and raised in Shimat
captivity, and has never known anything but obedience. She is also mute.


Mar’sal (mar-SAHL): a
L’avan protector. He joined Adesina on her journey to rescue L’iam. His L’avan
gifts include healing and the manipulation of density.


Matias (mat-EE-az): a
refugee from the High City, and older brother to Deasa.


Meerca (MEER-kah): a
Zonnese shipwright who is friends with Zulimar.


Me’shan (meh-SHAHN): a
member of the L’avan race. Adesina’s father and governor of Yavar. He was
captured by Adesina when she was a teenager, and turned over to the Shimat.
When Adesina discovered the truth of the Shimat, she led a rescue mission to
retrieve Me’shan. He is husband to E’rian, and also father to E’nes.


Mirinda (meer-IN-dah): the
first queen of Sehar.


M’os (m-OHS):
the sixth son of L’avan, and one of the founders of the race.


Na’cum (NAH-koom):
the ninth son of L’avan, and one of the founders of the race.


Naiser the Mighty (NAY-zer):
the founder and first king of Sehar. He gained renown during the Great Wars.


Nayati the Scholar (nah-YAH-tee):
one of the founders of the Desert Dwellers of Zonne, and writer of the ancient
tome that fell into the hands of the Shimat.


Nordin (NOR-dihn): a
former citizen of the High City, among those who escaped to Emerald Harbor. He
is husband to Deasa.


Northern Tribes: nomadic groups
of people, generally ostracized from society. They are treated with distrust
and contempt by others, and therefore usually keep to themselves.


O’nan (O-nan):
the third son of L’avan, and one of the founders of the race.


Pallavi le Prema len
Darshan ol Henka (pah-LAH-vee leh PREE-ma len dar-SHAHN ol HEN-kah): the
Henka elder representing the Darshan clan, and the Keeper of Memory.


Per (pehr):
one of Adesina’s Shar, or teachers, when she was a child.


Pevothem (peh-VOE-them):
the homeland of the L’avan people.


Plague Years, the: the decade
following the Great Wars, where pestilence greatly reduced the world
population. It is said that the plagues were born of magic, because magic-users
were the first to be affected.


Protectors: special L’avan
warriors who have received elite training. Many of them serve the royal family.


Qetza (KET-za): a race of
magical creatures in the form of enormous serpents with feathered wings.


Quinlan (KWIN-lan): a
former citizen of the High City, and a blacksmith by trade. He is among the
refugees that escaped to Emerald Harbor.


Rabia (RAH-bee-ah): a
member of the Rashad race, and mother to Ravi.


Radwan (RAD-wan): the
innkeeper of The Black Cat.


Rajan (rah-ZHAN): current
leader of the Rashad race, and mentor to Ravi.


Rance (ranss): a member of
the Rashad race, and former rival to Ravi.


Rashad (rah-SHAD): a race
of enormous felines with great intelligence. They serve as companions and guardians
to the L’avan people. Their ancestors were the guardians to the Serraf.


Rasim (RA-sim): the last
king of Sehar before its downfall. He organized the group of assassins that
eventually became the Shimat.


Ravi (RAH-vee): a member
of the Rashad race, and personal guardian to Adesina. He is the future leader
of his people, even though he has no blood relation to the current leader. He
is son to Riordan and Rabia, brother to Ruvim and Rissa, and betrothed to
Remah.


Remah (reh-MAH): betrothed
of Ravi, and the Rashad representative in the L’avan settlement during Ravi’s
absence.


Riel (ree-EL): the Rashad
companion to Sitara.


Riordan (ree-OR-dan): a
member of the Rashad race, and father to Ravi.


Rissa (RIH-sah): a member
of the Rashad race, and younger sister to Ravi.


Ri’sel (rih-SEL): a member
of the L’avan race. Brother to Me’shan and uncle to Adesina. His L’avan gifts
include telekinesis and extreme focus.


Ruvim (ROO-vim): a Rashad,
and Ravi’s older brother.


Satosh (sah-TOSH): a
crewmember of the merchant ship Zephyr, and an amateur historian. He is
also the adoptive father of Suvi.


Savir an Kavi nan
Darshan ol Henka (sah-VEER ahn KAH-vee nahn dar-SHAHN ol HEN-kah): a
Desert Dweller whose life is saved by Adesina and her companions, and he offers
them shelter during the seasonal storms. His name means Savir, son of Kavi, of
the Darshan family group, of the Henka tribe. His animal guardian is a hawk.


Sehar (SEH-har): also
known as The Fallen Kingdom of Sehar, it is Adesina’s homeland. The kingdom was
created shortly after the Great Wars, and the monarchy rules for many
generations. Then, about seventy years before this story takes place, the royal
family was killed and the government collapsed (hence, its name of the Fallen
Kingdom). It now has no organized government other than what can be found in
isolated cities or villages. The natives are called Seharans.


Serraf (SEH-raf): magical
creatures that look like beautiful women. They are the Watchers of the gateways
between worlds, and the Rashad are their guardians and companions. They are
immortal, and they can use all of the magical gifts of the L’avan instead of
just one or two.


Sesa (SEH-sah): a Qetza in
Adesina’s vyuhava who carries L’avan (the man) on her back during the
final battle of the Great Wars.


Shar Children: students who are
raised from infancy in the Shimat fortress.


Sharifal (shar-IH-fahl):
the title of the leader of the Shimat order.


Shi (shee): a student
training to become a member of the Shimat order.


Shimat (SHEE-mat): a
secret organization of warriors and spies, whose goal is to gain power and
influence. They are trained extensively from childhood in a wide variety of
topics, and then are sent out on missions when they have completed their
education.


Shimat demons: a group of shadow
demons, from which the organization derived its name.


Signe (SIG-nay): Sharifal
of the Shimat order, and the woman who primarily raised Adesina from infancy to
when she began her training. She also raised Kendan as her nephew.


Sister Lakes: two lakes found on
the eastern central lands. This also refers to the small community of villages
that border the lakes.


Sitara (sih-TAH-rah): the
leader of the Serraf, as seen in Adesina’s Dreams.


Solaran (so-LAR-an): a
race of magical creatures similar to dragons.


So’phus (SO-fus):
the fifth son of L’avan, and one of the founders of the race.


Suvi (SOO-vee): a teenage
girl who lives and works aboard the merchant ship Zephyr with her
adoptive father, Satosh.


Tanar (ta-NAR): a city in
Sehar, in the southern lands.


Than’os (THAN-os): a
L’avan Protector, and one of Adesina’s first students. He joined Adesina on her
journey to rescue L’iam. His L’avan gifts include the manipulation of
objects/elements and hyper-awareness of the world around him.


Threshold Child, the: a figure in
a prophecy told to the L’avan by the founder of the race. The Threshold Child
is said to be the one who will lead the L’avan to their great purpose. Adesina
is believed to be this person.


Thresholds: gateways between the
various realms, such as the human realm and the realm of magic.


Toraun (TOR-awn): a person
seen in one of Adesina’s Dreams, a member of the Aurym race.


Torith (TOR-ith): the
horse that L’iam gave to Adesina as a gift after her first visit to Yavar.


Tuwa (TOO-wah): the leader
of the Gaiana, as seen in Adesina’s Dreams.


Urja le Asha len Darshan ol
Henka: (UR-zha le A-sha len dar-SHAHN ol HEN-kah): a member of the Henka
tribe, mother to Savir and Vanhi. Her animal guardian is a hare.


Vanhi le Urja len Darshan ol
Henka (VAHN-hee le UR-zha len dar-SHAHN ol HEN-kah): a member of the
Henka tribe, and twin sister to Savir. Her guardian animal is a cobra.


Vattir (va-TEER): a
magical race of creatures, distinguished by their stubby bodies and bat-like
wings.


Viveka the Gentle (vih-VEH-ka):
one of the founders of the Desert Dwellers of Zonne, wife to Nayati the
Scholar.


Vyala (VYAH-lah): a word
that means “light of the soul,” it is the manifestation of life force. In
layman terms it is called magic, but it is a connection and control of the life
force of the earth and all creatures therein. Only certain creatures are able
to control their vyala, among them are the L’avan (through their Serraf
ancestors) and the Rashad.


Vyuhava (VYOO-hah-vah): a
special kind of Dream that precedes a life-altering decision. The Dream usually
contains information relevant to the choice that will be made.


Wraith: an evil spirit that feeds
on fear.


Wren’na (REN-nah):
a member of the L’avan race. Wife to E’nes, and mother to En’ver and R’egina.
Her L’avan gifts include healing and hyper-awareness of the world around her.


Yavar (yah-VAR): the
capital city of Pevothem.


Za’far (ZAH-far): the
second son of L’avan, and one of the founders of the race.


Zephyr: the merchant ship that
conveys Adesina and her companions from Sehar to Zonne.


Zeras (ZER-ass): a
variation of the name Serraf, used by the Henka.


Zonne (ZON-neh): the
continent southeast of Sehar, primarily composed of deserts.


Zulimar (ZOO-lih-mar):
captain of the Zephyr, a merchant ship.
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