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“Destiny is like a labyrinth. One is given the choice of paths,
but once on that path one is required to follow it until a new choice is
presented.”


-Ravi

















Prologue:


 


He was dying.


He couldn’t be sure of much else—his mind was so hazy and
confused—but of this vital fact he was certain.


Part of him didn’t care. After all, his life had ceased
to have meaning. He couldn’t even remember his own name.


And yet…


There was something that told him to hold on—a gentle
reminder that there was something worth living for.


He stared into the featureless white that surrounded him.
He couldn’t remember anything before the whiteness, but he knew that there was
something beyond. Something important.


A slender figure appeared before him.


Her black clothing was a stark contrast to the white of
their surroundings, and her silver hair shimmered in the light. His heartbeat
quickened at the sight of her, and yet he couldn’t remember who she was.


She shouted something at him, but the words became
garbled before they reached his ears. She struggled to move forward, but the
light held her fast.


Who was this woman? Why did he feel such a strong sense
of longing when he looked at her face?


Suddenly, he felt the drain on his life force reverse. A
surge of energy bolstered his entire being, and he felt as if he had the power
to do impossible things.


The woman was much closer now, and he studied her face
with curiosity. She was incredibly beautiful to him—but not because of her
physical appearance. There was something about her that filled him with
inexplicable joy. Why would that be? Also, there was something deeper in her
eyes that spoke of strength and resolve. 


Her metallic purple eyes swirled with golden light, and
he was mesmerized by the sight. Her skin was darkened by the sun and the tip of
her lightly freckled nose was burned by the exposure. Her brow was furrowed in
concentration and she studied him as though he were some kind of puzzle.


She stared at him for long minutes, and he stared back.


What was she doing?


He could feel something happening, but he could not
identify what it was.


Then, as if he were suddenly yanked from a sinking bog,
his mind became clear. He remembered everything.


The kidnapping. The journey across the sea. The ritual
that was meant to steal his life away.


His name was L’iam, and he was King of the L’avan.


His eyes locked once more on the face of the woman before
him, and he knew who she was. His heart was overwhelmed with love and relief.
She was safe, and they were together again.


“Adesina,” he whispered.


Her smile warmed him like the sun.


“I love you, L’iam.”


But something was wrong. He could sense it, even if he
didn’t yet understand it.


Adesina closed her eyes and a surge of vyala poured
out of her and into the light that surrounded them.


“Adesina!” L’iam knew that she must have expended a great
deal of vyala to restore his health, and his chest constricted
in alarm at the amount she was allowing to rush into the gateway between
realms. He watched in horror as her face became ghostly white and she collapsed
on the ground. L’iam moved to catch her, but the pillar of light that was now
centered on her limp form acted as a barrier between them.


The young king thought he caught a glimpse of Ravi’s
feline form on the other side of Adesina in the moment before the light became
a swirling mist. It caught up the young woman’s body and carried it through the
closing portal.


The sudden darkness that fell over the room left L’iam
momentarily blinded. He blinked to help his eyes to adjust and then looked
around frantically.


He was standing in a small cave that was lit by a single
torch. There was no sign of Adesina or the Threshold. Where had she gone?


Was she unconscious at the foot of the Threshold? Had she
been carried through to the other side?


Was she…dead?


L’iam shook his head fiercely. She had to be alive. He
needed her to be alive.


He looked at the ground and saw that he was surrounded by
a tight circle of runes. The runes must have been what had connected him to the
magical gateway. He gingerly stepped outside of the circle, half-expecting
something to force him to stay within.


Nothing happened.


He sighed in relief. Adesina must have sealed the
Threshold completely, which meant that all of the protective magic left by the
Serraf would be gone now. The barrier of fire that L’iam vaguely recalled
outside the mountain would be gone, along with any other measures that had kept
the gateway safe.


L’iam squared his shoulders and hurried towards the
tunnel leading out of the cave. His mind was becoming clearer by the minute.
Memories that had been nothing more than a confusing haze while he was under
the influence of that vile potion were beginning to make sense.


A demon had been released on the world.


Basha—Adesina’s mortal enemy among the Shimat
organization—had made some sort of blood contract with the monster, and now
there was no telling what they would do.


Liam knew that the first thing he needed to do was to
find Adesina. She would need his help in restoring her vyala to
balance. L’iam hoped that she couldn’t be too far away from where he stood.


Once they were reunited, they would return home and
prepare the L’avan for battle. There was a lot of work to be done. The L’avan
might be the only force standing between that demon and world domination.


And this was a war that L’iam knew they could not afford
to lose.


 

















Chapter One: Other
Realms


 


The air felt thick as Adesina breathed it in, and it had
a strongly herbal scent.


It had been mere minutes earlier that she had been in
Zonne—the great desert continent—high atop Daemon Mount where there stood a
magical gateway between realms. Now she found herself on the opposite side of
the Threshold, standing in a world far from her own.


Her large feline guardian, Ravi, stood by her side as he
always did. However, her attention was focused elsewhere at the moment.


Adesina’s eyes were fixed on the angelic woman standing
before her, a woman she recognized from her Dreams of the past.


The woman’s name was Sitara, and she was the leader of
the Serraf—an immortal race of women with magical abilities.


Sitara greeted Adesina with a warm and musical voice.
“Welcome, She Who Was Born on the Threshold. We have been waiting for you.”


“You have?” was Adesina’s baffled reply.


Sitara inclined her head and a lock of dark wavy hair
brushed her round cheek. “Yes, we have been waiting for centuries for your
arrival. Your birth was foretold by the Ancients, and now you are here.”


Adesina’s mind was a muddle of confusion. “My birth…?”


“I suppose I should say your rebirth,”
corrected Sitara.


The memories of Adesina’s journey flashed through her
mind.


She had traveled to Daemon Mount in pursuit of her
kidnapped husband, and she had fought obstacle and demon alike to reach the
Threshold. Adesina had released L’iam from the spell that imprisoned his mind,
and she had taken his place as the sacrifice to open the gateway between
realms.


“I died,” stammered Adesina.


Sitara nodded calmly. “Yes, but surely you did not think
that death was the end.”


“No,” Adesina answered slowly. “I know that our spirits
live on.” Her hands pressed against her abdomen in a gesture that reassured her
that she was still solid. “But I am not a spirit. My body still lives.”


Sitara smiled. “Mortal life is like a line from birth to
death, but eternity is as a circle—always returning to its source. You have
stood on the brink of eternity, and have returned to your beginning.”


“Are you saying that she has become immortal?” asked Ravi
sharply.


Adesina glanced at the enormous feline that served as her
guardian. She and Ravi had been Joined during their recent journey, which had
created a deep connection between them. One aspect of their joining was that
they could feel each other’s emotions. Adesina sensed Ravi’s concern as he
asked the question, but she did not fully understand why.


Sitara tilted her head slightly to
the side. “No Serraf is ever born mortal.”


A jolt of shock and disbelief came
from both Ravi and Adesina, leaving them feeling shaken from the strength of
the joint emotions.


“A Serraf?” asked Adesina faintly.


Sitara’s purple and gold eyes
searched the face of the young woman before her. “You willingly gave your life
to save your husband and your world. Your actions awakened the gift of your
L’avan heritage—your vyala in its purest form. The part of you that is
human died to bring to pass the desire of your heart, and the part of you that
is Serraf was transformed by the connection to true vyala.”


Adesina had spent the last six
years studying vyala—the magic of her people—but there was still so much
that she didn’t understand. She grasped at the parts of Sitara’s statement that
she could comprehend.


“My vyala saved my life?”


The leader of the Serraf shook her
angelic head. “Adesina the human died on the Threshold.”


“And Adesina the Serraf was born,”
Ravi’s deep voice finished gravely.


Adesina took careful stock of her
body. She did not feel any different. She did not feel weak or ill, as one
might expect after…dying. In fact, she felt wonderful. She felt well rested and
strong—incredibly strong.


Too strong for any mortal.
Ravi’s grim assessment entered her mind through their Joining.


Adesina’s pulse quickened with
fear. “What does this mean for me?”


Sitara reached out a gentle hand.
“Do not be afraid, young one. You have simply passed from one state of being to
another. You are still you.”


“Is she?” questioned Ravi. “Would I
not be different if I suddenly became human?”


“You were not born to be human,”
reasoned Sitara calmly. “Whereas Adesina was born to be a Serraf.”


“How can that be possible?” asked
Adesina. “I do not see other L’avan being transformed into Serraf.”


Sitara’s purple and gold eyes were
serene. “They are not you. Everything that has happened in your life has led
you to this path. This transformation is the culmination of every choice you
have ever made.”


Adesina’s brow furrowed in thought.
“What if I had made different choices? Would I not have been transformed?”


Sitara lifted a shoulder in a
slight shrug. “There is no way to know such a thing. All I know is that you did
make the choices that have brought you here.”


Adesina gave a heavy sigh. She
already bore the burden of being the Threshold Child, with the responsibility
of bringing about the fulfillment of the corresponding prophecy. The
information that she was now a Serraf only seemed to add to the weight that she
already felt on her shoulders. 


“Well, what now? What does it mean
that I am a Serraf? Do I just stay here with you? What about my people and my
home?”


There were so many people that
relied on Adesina, and the thought of being trapped in this realm was not one
she could face calmly. Her heart began to pound as she considered all of the
loved ones that she would never see again and how she would not be able to help
them as she needed to.


What about L’iam? What would she do
if she could never see her husband again?


Sitara shook her head. “You will
not remain in this realm.”


Adesina felt a tangible weight lift
from her shoulders and she began to breathe normally again.


The Serraf went on. “Your birth is
only the first in a series of vital events that are required to save your
world. The time for waiting is over.”


Ravi cocked his head to the side.
“Do you know of another way back to our world? Adesina sealed the Threshold of
Zonne, and it cannot be reopened.”


A lock of Sitara’s dark hair fell
across her face as she lowered her head. “That Threshold is my greatest
failure. I did not properly protect the Immortals from being drawn in when it
was opened, and I did not have the chance to close it fully before we became
trapped. The demon Cha-sak and his followers have fought to control that
Threshold for centuries. I knew I could not attempt to open that gateway as
long as they were there, so I began to work on opening a different Threshold.”


“Did you succeed?” asked Ravi.


The leader of the Serraf slowly
shook her head. “The Creator told me that it was not time to open that
Threshold.”


Adesina felt a jolt of surprise.
“You talked to the Creator?”


A hint of a smile touched Sitara’s
lips. “Of course. Why does this surprise you?”


The young woman struggled to find
her words. “I guess…it is because I have never heard of the Creator speaking to
anybody. I did not know that there was any real…proof…of the Creator.”


“Do you require proof?”


Adesina’s face flushed in
embarrassment. “Well, no…”


There was a time when Adesina would
have demanded proof before believing anything, but that had changed during her
time with the L’avan. She knew now that there were some things that were beyond
mortal logic.


Sitara’s expression softly changed
from amused to kindly. “The Serraf are the handmaidens of the Creator. It is
our privilege to receive direct communication.”


Ravi, on the other hand, continued
to look vastly amused. “Perhaps you should have paid more attention to the
history of the L’avan, rather than simply dismissing it as mythology.”


Adesina shot him a sharp glare
before turning back to Sitara. “Did the Creator tell you when it would be time
to open that Threshold?”


“Yes—when She Who Was Born on the
Threshold stands before it.”


Adesina made an impatient gesture.
“Well then, let us not waste any more time! Show us the way to the Threshold so
we can return to our world.”


Sitara nodded calmly. “I will do as
you request, but first we must meet with the Council.”


Ravi frowned. “Why?”


“Because it is required,” was her
enigmatic reply.


The Serraf leader turned and walked
out of the cavern where Adesina and Ravi stood. She did not turn to see if she
was being followed.


Adesina stood for a moment,
irresolute.


We cannot find the Threshold on
our own, Ravi reminded her gently through their shared thoughts.


I know, but I hate to delay any
longer than necessary.


Her feline guardian smiled. Then
consider this a necessary delay.


Adesina frowned in frustration and
restlessly adjusted the sheath that carried her Blood Sword—which she had named
Falcon during her fight on the Threshold with the demon. After a brief moment
of debating within herself on whether or not to do as she was told, she hurried
after their guide. After all, Ravi was right in pointing out that they couldn’t
find the Threshold without Sitara’s aid.


Her sight was dazzled by the bright
sunlight of the outside world. She shielded her eyes as they adjusted. She took
note of the heavy herbal scent of the air, but didn’t find it unpleasant.


Adesina couldn’t help but stare at
the alien appearance of the world she had entered. There was no grass on the
ground. Instead it was covered with thick, violet-colored moss. The sky was not
blue, but pink like a sunrise. There were a handful of shrubberies nearby that
were yellow, and the stream that trickled by was a vivid green.


Other than the outcropping of rock
where the Threshold cave was located, there were no hills or mountains in sight.
There weren’t any trees or buildings either. Everything appeared to be either
flat or low-standing.


Sitara was walking down a worn path
on glittering black dirt. Adesina noticed that there were no other people in
sight and she frowned thoughtfully. She rushed to catch up to the Serraf.


“I thought you said that this
Threshold was controlled by demons.”


Sitara inclined her head. “It was.
Once Cha-sak crossed over into your world, the others abandoned it. The
Threshold had served its purpose, and they saw no value in maintaining control
over it. I have been watching this Threshold for a long time, and when I saw
the demons leave I knew that your arrival was near.”


“So you came to greet us,” finished
Ravi.


Sitara nodded. “Yes. I sent my
Rashad companion to gather the Council, and I came to act as your guide.”


“How far away is the Council from
the other Threshold?” asked Adesina impatiently.


Sitara did not slow her step. “Not
far. The Council meets in a valley along the way. This realm is not large, and
the two points that connect this world to yours are both on this narrow section
of the continent. The Immortals created settlements farther west.”


“I do not see any buildings,”
observed Ravi.


The Serraf leader inclined her
head. “It has never been our intention to stay in this realm. We have made no
permanent changes to this world where we are merely visitors.”


“You have been here for hundreds of
years,” pointed out Adesina.


“Our lives are endless,” reminded
Sitara. “A few centuries mean little. Also, time appears to be different in
this realm.”


Adesina’s curiosity was piqued.
“What do you mean?”


“Time appears to be slower here
than in the other world.”


The cold feeling of dread rolled
out from Adesina’s heart in chilling waves. She had been in this realm for less
than an hour, but how much time had passed in her own world?


“How much slower?” she asked
fearfully.


Sitara walked on, still calm and
stately. “I do not know. I have never had the means to measure it with any
accuracy.”


Ravi’s brow furrowed. “But you are saying
that a minute here could mean hours in our world. Or days, or weeks.”


“Yes, that is what I am saying.”


Adesina felt a desire to run back
to the Threshold and pound her fists on the walls until an opening appeared.
She kept tight control on the emotions in her voice as she spoke. “We do not
have time to lose. That demon could be wreaking havoc as we speak.”


“I am aware of that,” responded
Sitara.


The three travelers topped a low
hill and looked down into a small hollow. A crowd of strange and diverse creatures
was gathered there, milling restlessly. Sitara and her companions were spotted,
and word spread among those waiting. A Rashad with an unusually delicate build
and jet black fur separated from the crowd and hurried to Sitara’s side.


“You were longer than anticipated,”
said the Rashad in a melodious voice. “I was growing concerned.”


Sitara smiled at her feline
guardian. “You knew I was safe, Riel.”


The Rashad shook her head. “None of
us are safe anymore.”


Sitara’s expression became grim,
but she did not respond to Riel’s statement. “Adesina, this is my guardian and
companion, Riel. She is the leader of the Rashad, just as I am leader of the
Serraf. Riel, this is Adesina, the Threshold Child.”


“And this is Ravi, my guardian,”
Adesina added.


Ravi had lowered himself into the
feline equivalent of a bow. “Lady Riel, I am deeply honored.”


Riel looked at him with interest.
“I see that you are the leader of our mortal brothers and sisters.”


“I am next in line to lead my
people,” corrected Ravi humbly.


Riel nodded thoughtfully. “We shall
talk later, Ravi. For now, the Council awaits.”


The four of them walked down the
gentle slope to the hollow below. Adesina counted three dozen Council members,
not including Sitara. All eyes were fixed on Adesina as she approached.


Sitara led them to the center of
the crowd, and the Council members seated themselves formally.


“Sitara, Handmaiden of the Creator,
name the one whom thou hast brought before the Council,” commanded a clear and
ringing voice.


Adesina turned and recognized the
willowy figure she had seen in her Dreams in the desert of Zonne. It was
Toraun, the leader of the Immortal Council. His golden hair and pointed face
were untouched by age, and his four arms were folded across his chest in a
stance of strength. However, his eyes were weary, as if they had seen many
years and many trials.


Sitara placed a soft hand on
Adesina’s shoulder. “I present to the Council Adesina, the Threshold Child.”


A collective sigh of relief seemed
to pass through those who had gathered.


“At last,” said a large rock-like
creature. “The fulfillment of the prophecy is at hand.”


 

















Chapter Two: Alliances


 


Adesina felt distinctly
uncomfortable.


Thirty-seven sets of eyes were
fixed on her, as if expecting some sort of speech or ceremonial gesture.


Instead, the young woman stood
still, doing her best to appear calm.


Sitara broke the uncomfortable
silence. “Adesina, do you know the prophecy of the Threshold Child?”


Adesina nodded.


The memory of the prophecy rose up
in her thoughts. When she had first heard it, she had only been told a
portion—the only part known to the L’avan people. Then, through her visions of
the past, she had finally heard the prophecy in its entirety.


Every word was clear to her, as if
seared on her mind.


 


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.


 


Sitara’s voice brought Adesina’s
thoughts back to the present. “Do you understand what it means?”


Adesina shook her head. She didn’t
know what all of the prophecy meant, but she felt the weight of it on her
shoulders. The sense of responsibility pressed down on her and her mind whirled
with feelings of inadequacy. She was the Threshold Child, and she was meant to
do all that was stated in those divine words.


Sitara’s tone was solemn. “It means
that we Immortals have lost our way, and the Creator has provided a beacon to
guide us back to our path.”


Adesina frowned. “You mean that I
am the beacon?”


A derisive snort could be heard
from behind the young queen. “Perhaps,” rasped a sibilant voice.


Adesina turned to see who the
dissenter was among the Council.


The owner of the voice was very
tall—Adesina estimated that the top of her head would only reach his lower
chest—and his form was narrow and lithe. His hairless head was slightly oblong
and it was set on the end of a long, snake-like neck. His grey skin shimmered slightly,
like granite, and he wore a flowing robe of dark blue that covered his arms and
legs so only his hands and feet could be seen.


The crowd of creatures parted as he
walked forward to stand before Adesina. Some of the members of the Council
seemed to stand up straighter as he passed, as if he lent them greater
strength. Others turned their bodies away from him, as if he carried some
loathsome disease.


Adesina noted that the speaker’s
eyes were very small and that his nostrils and ears were no more than slits on
his head.


He spoke again in a voice that bore
the undertones of a hiss, but was quite unlike the sound of any serpent. “You
may give your trust blindly, Serraf, but we Laithur do not. Your desire for the
Threshold Child is so strong that you would grant that name to any newcomer to
this realm.”


Sitara’s expression became frosty.
“And your reluctance for the coming of the Threshold Child would blind you to
any evidence of the truth. Look at her, Brother Ruon. She is a child of
humanity, and yet she has transformed into a Serraf. What more proof do you
need?”


Ruon sneered at Adesina, as though
she were unworthy of standing in his presence. “Much proof is needed before the
Laithur pledge to follow this…being.”


Toraun shifted his weight uneasily
and plucked at his golden beard with two of his four hands. “Brother Ruon, the
day of our trial doth come to an ending. Our numbers dwindle, and it needs be
that all Immortals join hands in friendship. We have not the luxury of standing
divided at this crucial time.”


Ruon made a sweeping gesture with
one of his long, thin arms. “Well, you will certainly get no cooperation from
the Shimat demons or those that follow them,” he snapped in irritation. “You
are fortunate that any of the Dark Brethren agreed to attend this meeting
today.”


There were several mutters of
approval at his words. Adesina began to notice a division among the Council.
The division didn’t seem purposeful or organized. It appeared to be a
separation between races, something that may have occurred gradually over
countless years. Uneasy glances—hostile glances, too—were exchanged between
groups that stood with their backs almost turned to one another.


Adesina’s eyes darted back to
Sitara, looking for her reaction to this turn of events. The leader of the
Serraf wore an expression on her face that spoke volumes of her reluctance to
have anything to do with the so-called Dark Brethren.


“The followers of Darkness are not
the only ones who have given in to their doubts,” piped up a tree-like
creature. “I do not see the Kiorssan or the Melyd here today. I am certain
there are others missing as well.”


Ruon, who was looking defiant and
confrontational, appeared mollified by that statement. “There are Immortals of
both Light and Dark that have not given heed to the instructions of the
Ancients. I suppose we that remain will have to suffice for what is to come.”


“What isssss to come?” asked an
enormous serpent with feathered wings. Adesina recognized it as a member of the
Qetza race.


Sitara’s voice took on a timbre
that was heavy with meaning. “The arrival of the Threshold Child signals the
end of one era and the beginning of another. She will show us the path that
will lead us back to our true purpose—the one given to us by our creators.”


“And those who have chosen not to
join us here today?” asked a creature that looked like a horse made of flames.


All eyes turned to Toraun, the
apparent Council leader. 


“They who choose to stay on the
lower plane shalt have no place in the New World,” he answered. “All must ascend
to a higher state of being in order to move forward.”


His statement brought even more
tension to the gathering. It was palpable in the air. 


Adesina silently pondered what had
been said. She could safely surmise that Ruon was a demon, and it surprised her
to see a demon at this council. Her eyes turned to the other strange faces that
surrounded her, and she wondered how many of them were also demons.


She couldn’t guess based on
appearances. Cha-sak and the demon Adesina had fought in Zonne had looked evil
in every aspect. She had formed the assumption that demons must look like
monsters. Ruon, however, did not look evil at all—strange, but not evil. There
was a graceful sorrow that surrounded Ruon’s lithe figure, and his small black
eyes glittered with a bitterness that seemed justified—the bitterness of being
deeply wronged.


Adesina was impressed that the
Council members could come together to form this alliance, in spite of what was
clearly a long-time animosity.


Several of the unusual faces in the
crowd appeared concerned with what Toraun had just said.


“Are you saying that some of our
brothers and sisters will be left behind?” rasped the rock-like creature.


Toraun spread all four of his hands
in a beseeching gesture. “All Immortals have been extended the invitation to
join us on this day—even our Shimat brethren. The division that shall take
place at the dawn of the New World will not be our doing, but that of those who
choose to abandon their purpose.”


Adesina frowned thoughtfully. How
many will be left behind?


Ravi’s mind answered hers. There
are thirty-seven races represented here, and legends tell of one hundred
Immortal races being born. There are some races that are no more, such as the
Gaiana. Others, such as the Shimat, have given themselves completely to
Darkness.


Adesina’s frown deepened. And
others will simply be left in this realm, abandoned?


Ravi didn’t appear to have an
answer for her.


Adesina’s attention was caught once
more by the lively discussion of the Council.


“We cannot force anyone to
join us, Brother Syss. Individual choice is a gift of the Light, and to take it
away is an act of Darkness.”


Syss, the Qetza representative,
twitched his feathered wings in agitation. “That issss not what I wasssss
sssaying, Ssssissster Chaholand.”


Toraun raised his arms high above
his head and called for silence.


“Please, my brethren and sisters,
let us not quarrel. Our efforts to convince those who are absent from this
gathering shalt double during the time we have left. For now, there is
something of greater import.”


An expectant hush fell over the
Council, and Adesina looked around in confusion. All eyes were once again on
her, riveted on her young face.


Toraun approached her, his willowy
form swaying with a slow grace. Sunlight reflected off of his golden hair and
beard, and a breeze stirred the robe he wore. Adesina was surprised as he drew
closer. She expected him to be taller, but his head was even with hers. Perhaps
it was simply magnitude of his presence that made him seem larger.


“All Immortals wert created on the
same day,” said Toraun in a soft voice that was meant only for Adesina’s ears.
“The Blessed Ancients lent their powers to the Creator, and there was a great
celebration of Life when all was completed. On that day, the Creator told of one
final child of the Ancients that wouldst be born—one last Immortal created. The
Creator decreed that this last born Immortal wouldst be our leader in our time
of greatest need.”


Toraun’s piercing gaze bore down
heavily on Adesina.


“Thou art that child, Sister
Adesina. Thou shalt be our leader.”


He placed two of his hands on her
head and the other two on her shoulders. He raised his voice as he continued,
so all could hear his words.


“I pledge to thee my life and my
loyalty, so that my strength shall be thine. Thy fate shalt be mine own—thy
triumphs my triumphs, and thy failures my failures.”


Adesina felt a rush of warmth surge
from Toraun’s hands and through her body. She felt strangely lighter, as if a
burden had been lifted from her shoulders.


One by one, each of the other
Immortals came forward and recited the same oath while either touching her head
or her shoulders, or both. Each time, Adesina felt the flash of warmth and
lightening of her entire being.


The early ones to follow Toraun
were eager to pledge themselves to Adesina. However, as the faces passed before
the young L’avan woman, they seemed less and less certain in what they were
doing.


When Ruon stood before her, his
small eyes were narrowed with skepticism and he waited long moments before placing
his cold hands on her shoulders.


“I pledge to you my life and my
loyalty, so that my strength will be yours. Your fate will be mine own—your
triumphs my triumphs, and your failures my failures.” He removed his hands and
added, “I suppose there are worse things than failing on the side of Light. I
just pray you show more promise in the future than what I see now.”


Adesina’s temper flared and her
fists clenched into balls at her side.


Ravi sent soothing emotions through
their connection. Do not let him bait you, Ma’eve. He wishes to start a
fight.


I would be happy to grant him
his wish, she thought back angrily.


Sitara was the last to stand before
Adesina. Not a trace of doubt darkened her lovely face as she gently laid her
hands on Adesina’s head. All of the negative emotions that swirled inside of
the L’avan woman’s head dissipated in the light of Sitara’s smile.


The Serraf leader spoke the oath
slowly and with purpose. The words somehow took on a new and deeper meaning,
and Adesina felt her vyala swell from the core of her being.


What just happened?


Ravi’s mind was just as uncertain
as Adesina’s.


I…think you have become the
leader of the Serraf.


Sitara smiled as if she understood
their thoughts and gave the briefest of nods. Adesina stared at her in
bewilderment.


“And now, little sister, we must
make haste,” said Sitara calmly.


The heads of the Council members
standing around them nodded in agreement.


Adesina frowned slightly. “Where
are we going?”


Sitara’s smile was both sad and
determined. “We are going to win your world back from the Darkness.”

















Chapter Three: The Northern Threshold


 


Adesina was eager to leave the
hollow where the Council met and begin the next leg of her journey.


“Wait,” called a voice from the
crowd.


A small red feline with yellow
stripes made its way to the front. “We Children of the Night have bound
ourselves to you, and yet you have not offered any of our representatives a
place in your party.”


There were a handful of murmurs
that indicated approval.


Sitara’s brow furrowed. “There is
no need to make a distinction between the Children of the Night and the
Children of the Light. Our purposes may be different, but our allegiance is not.”


“But there is a need to make
a distinction for the Creatures of Darkness,” asserted Ruon.


“Only if you continue to insist on
associating yourselves with the Darkness,” replied Sitara stiffly. “The
Creatures of Darkness were not born evil. It is only by embracing the Dark that
they became what they are.”


Ruon raised a hairless eyebrow. “I
am aware of this.”


Adesina was uncertain of what was
happening. She wished she had spent more time reading the L’avan histories
concerning these groups of people.


Are the Children of the Night
the same as the Creatures of Darkness? she asked Ravi through their
Joining.


No, they are not. The Children
of the Night are still allied with the Light, they simply serve a different
purpose than the Children of the Light. The Creatures of Darkness have forsaken
the Light.


Ravi’s explanation probably would
have continued, but there were other things going on that drew their attention.


Sitara appeared more agitated than
Adesina had ever seen her before. She was visibly irritated by the Laithur’s
superior manner. She crossed her arms and fixed an icy stare on him. “The magic
of the Thresholds remains weak. We do not have the power to transport a large
party.”


The small red feline who had spoken
originally shook its head. “We are not asking for a large party—only for a
representative.”


Adesina waved a hand impatiently.
“What does it matter if we are all on the same side?”


Ruon inclined his oval head.
“Exactly. Why would it matter if we elected one of our own to be a member of
your party?”


The rock-like creature rubbed his
head thoughtfully with the grating sound of stone against stone. “Brother Ruon
has a point. This is not merely a Serraf matter—it involves all of us. The
Serraf alone should not bear the responsibility of stopping Cha-sak and his
followers.”


“Adesina needs my guidance,”
insisted Sitara. “She is a newborn Serraf and does not know how to use her new
abilities.”


“Thou needst not stay behind,”
assured Toraun, “but a truth hath been spoken.”


“Send Brother Ruon,” squawked a creature
with the head of a raven and the body of a woman.


Ruon looked extremely smug at this
nomination. Adesina silently wished for someone else—anyone else—to be elected
to join their party.


Other Council members nodded.
Adesina assumed that they were also demons of various kinds, since the Children
of Light seemed to be keeping their opinions to themselves.


“Yes, Ruon is a good choice.”


“I agree.”


“We have no quarrel with the
Laithur. I suppose he is as good a choice as any.”


Adesina stifled a groan as Toraun
raised a hand and said, “The decision hath been made, and all shall abide by
it.”


Sitara also seemed less than
pleased. “Very well.”


Riel, Sitara’s Rashad companion,
spoke in her quiet and musical voice. “We must hurry to the Northern Threshold
or we will miss our only opportunity to cross back over into the human world.”


Toraun crossed all four of his
hands on his chest in a form of salute. “May the blessings of the Ancients go
with thee.”


Adesina wasn’t sure what to say in
return. “Thank you,” she said, feeling slightly foolish.


“Do you need anything before we
leave, Ruon?” asked Sitara, omitting the title of brother.


The Laithur’s smile indicated that
he noticed the omission. “No, Sitara,” he emphasized her name with a
sarcastic tone. “I am prepared to leave whenever you are.”


Riel took the initiative and began
walking away from the gathering of Council members. Sitara followed closely
behind, pointedly ignoring Ruon’s sneering smile. Adesina and Ravi exchanged
glances before following, and Ruon brought up the rear at an unhurried pace.


Adesina felt an enormous sense of
relief knowing that they were on their way back to the world she knew. There
was a driving feeling of urgency to stop Cha-sak before he could cause any
lasting harm to humankind.


So intent was the young woman with
her inner worries that she almost didn’t notice the landscape around them. She
would have been completely unaware had it not been for Ravi.


What a strange world this is.


Adesina looked up in surprise. “Is
it?” she responded automatically.


Then she took a moment to look
around. She once again took note of the violet moss that covered the ground and
the pink sky, but she didn’t observe anything that she hadn’t seen before.


Ravi spoke aloud instead of through
their Joining. “It is unnaturally silent here—even that small stream makes no
sound. I can sense no life other than the few plants we see and the members of
the Council. Are there no animals?”


Sitara shook her head. “We chose
this realm because it held no life other than the plants. That way we would not
alter the natural order of this world.”


Ruon snorted derisively. “You say
that as if we did not affect the plants and rocks of this realm. Our presence
changed this place, even if you choose not to notice it.”


“Perhaps I do not have the same
affinity to stone as you do,” admitted Sitara.


“Are the…Laithur interested in
rocks?” asked Adesina hesitantly. She didn’t feel entirely comfortable around a
creature that she knew to be a demon.


Ruon swiveled his oval head on his
long and snakelike neck. He fixed his small eyes on Adesina, and she had the
unnerving feeling that he could see right through her. “Know you nothing of the
Immortals?” he asked with a hint of surprise.


Adesina felt her face redden. “Not
very much. Most humans believe that the Immortals are myths.”


Ruon’s flat face took on a
thoughtful expression. “The Laithur are creatures that are most comfortable in
caves. The Seer dwelt in the Great Cavern, and so the Laithur lived there,
too.”


Even Ravi was confused by this explanation.
“The Seer?”


“Has all knowledge been lost in
your world?” asked Ruon in irritation. He took a deep breath and started again.
“Just as you Serraf and Rashad serve the Creator, we Laithur served the Seer.”


“Who is the Seer?” asked Adesina.


“One of the lesser Ancients,”
explained Sitara.


“Not lesser in any aspect that
matters,” quipped Ruon.


Sitara smiled at the demon as one
might to a petulant child. “No Ancient is.”


“And yet you continually make the
distinction,” he snapped.


Sitara gave the Laithur a level
gaze. “Such loyal defense from one who has forsaken his duty.”


Ruon appeared to have no answer as
he turned away in disgust.


Sitara took over the explanation in
a low voice. “The Seer was an Ancient who could see all things—past, present,
and future. He preferred to live underground because the dark and silence
allowed him to see more clearly. The Laithur were the servants of the
Seer…until they embraced the Darkness and became demons.”


Adesina’s mind was filled with
questions, and she could hardly decide which to ask first. “Who are these
Ancients to which you keep referring?”


“Goodness,” said Riel, smiling,
“much knowledge has been lost.”


Adesina and Ravi shared feelings of
self-consciousness, but neither said anything.


“The Ancients are the deities that
rule the universe,” began Sitara, but she was interrupted by Ruon before she
could continue.


“We are here,” he said abruptly.


Sitara had not exaggerated when she
had said that the Threshold was not far from where the Council met. The walk
had taken them less than half an hour.


The Threshold itself was another
low outcropping of rock amid the flat landscape. There was an entrance like the
cave that led to the Threshold of Zonne, but this entrance was shallow enough
that Adesina could easily see where it came to an end.


She had been expecting something
similar to the Threshold of Zonne—a platform or a doorway of some sort.
Instead, there was nothing but the slight indentation in the rock.


“Is this it?” asked Adesina in
confusion.


Legends say that the Thresholds
come in many shapes and sizes. Ravi thought to her with a hint of
uncertainty.


“Yes,” affirmed Sitara, “this is
it. The Northern Threshold. This is the only other point of connection between
this world and your own. This is the only remaining way back…home.”


Adesina looked at Sitara in
surprise. She had never considered that the Immortals would view her world as
their home, too. It must have been a long and lonesome wait for them during
their imprisonment.


They will not have to wait much
longer, Ravi promised.


Adesina smiled in agreement. No,
they will not.


“What do I need to do?” she asked
aloud.


“All Thresholds share the same
power,” explained Sitara. “You were reborn upon a Threshold, so your vyala
is tied to theirs. You alone have the ability to open a Threshold at your
will.”


Adesina stared at the outcropping,
hoping to gain some sort of inspiration. “How?” she asked after a moment.


“Connect to your vyala,
little sister,” Sitara said kindly. “It will guide you.”


Adesina closed her eyes and let her
magic flow from the center of her being. It warmed her as it spread, filling
her with life and light.


This was her first time connecting
with her vyala since becoming a Serraf, and Adesina immediately sensed a
difference. It wasn’t just that her powers were stronger—which they were—but
they seemed deeper and more profound. Her connection to the world around her
was more than just a greater awareness. She had become one with the world. The
rocks and the plants were a part of her.


With this change in the forefront
of her mind, Adesina turned her attention to the Northern Threshold.


The rock itself was nothing
extraordinary. It had nothing that set it apart from any other rock in any
other world. But when Adesina looked beyond its physical form, she saw
something that caught her breath.


There was a tunnel of swirling
magical light that led to worlds without measure. Adesina could not see the
other end of the tunnel, but she could feel that the possibilities were
infinite. All of space in every dimension—and even all of time—whirled within
that vortex of power, and Adesina finally understood what it meant to stand on
the threshold of eternity.


“The Serraf did not create the
Thresholds,” Adesina said softly.


“No,” answered Sitara. “They were
created by the Traveler, one of the Ancients.”


Adesina didn’t need to be told that
the Thresholds had been brought into existence by a much greater power. She
could feel the pure vyala surging through the small opening that
connected the Threshold to this world. The young woman traced that tenuous
connection, and she saw that the small outcropping of rock served as an anchor
for the power behind the Threshold. All she had to do was to part the invisible
curtains that stood before the tunnel, and…


A doorway of light appeared.


Sitara gasped softly. “It took a
full circle of Serraf sisters to pry the Zonne Threshold open, even for a brief
period of time. Yet you open this one with a simple gesture of your hand.”


Adesina felt her chest swell with
pride at Sitara’s words.


“You did say that Ma’eve was linked
to the Thresholds,” reminded Ravi. “Did you not believe that she could do it?”


Sitara gave a small smile. “Knowing
something in your mind is not the same as witnessing it.”


Even Ruon seemed grudgingly
impressed. “This half-blood may be the one we have been waiting for after all.”


Adesina felt her temper flare. “I
have a name, you know.”


Ruon chose to ignore her statement.
He turned his full attention to the Threshold. “It is called the Northern
Threshold because it is connected to the northernmost Threshold in the human
world. We may not be far from the Zonne Threshold here, but we shall reappear
in your world many leagues from Zonne.”


Adesina could feel through their
Joining that Ravi was very uneasy with this information. “Where is the Northern
Threshold, exactly?” he asked.


“Tsan,” Sitara answered shortly.


Ravi’s uneasiness grew to alarm.
“Tsan sank beneath the ocean centuries ago.”


“Do not worry,” said Ruon in a
strangely detached voice. “Help is on the way.”


Adesina frowned. “How do you know
that?”


“I can See,” was his enigmatic
reply.


Sitara seemed to understand, but
she gave no explanation. “Take a deep breath,” she instructed, “and swim for
the surface as soon as you cross over.”


“Why not use vyala to create
a bubble of air around us?” inquired Adesina.


“Can you maintain that level of
concentration while hurtling between worlds?” challenged Ruon in a sharp tone.


She felt a wave of doubt. “I…am not
sure.”


The Laithur’s flat face twisted in
irritation. “I said that help is on the way. But we have to cross within the
next thirty seconds.”


“I will go first,” volunteered
Sitara. She took a couple of slow, deep breaths before walking into the
Threshold and disappearing.


Riel followed immediately after
her, and Ruon was close behind.


Adesina’s heart raced with
apprehension, and Ravi sent soothing thoughts through their Joining.


She took one breath to slow her
heart rate, and another to prepare her mind. Then, taking a breath that was
deeper than the others, she walked into the light.

















Chapter Four: Returning


 


The sensations of passing through
the Threshold were not like it had been in Zonne. There was no feeling of
compression, no gentle drifting.


Instead, it was like walking
through a violent windstorm. The raw magic whipped about Adesina, pulling at
her clothing and hair. Only the intense training she had endured in order to
become a member of the Shimat assassins saved her from releasing the breath of
air that she held in her lungs.


The experience was as brief as it
was intense, over in an instant.


Adesina found herself deep
underneath water.


Feelings of panic rushed over her
as the salty water stung her eyes. She began swimming towards the surface with
rapids strokes of her arms and legs, trying to calm her mind as she did so.


She glanced back to locate Ravi,
and her eyes rested on the Northern Threshold. Nothing remained, other than a
crooked pile of ruined columns. It was difficult to see details in the dim
light under water, but she could see at least that much. Adesina glimpsed signs
of the remains of a great city beyond the columns—portions of buildings,
statues, broken roads—all covered in algae and seaweed.


Ravi swam past her, not distracted
by the ruins of a city long dead. His powerful limbs propelled him upward with
ease. Adesina followed his example and returned her focus to swimming.


The water around her was growing
lighter, and Adesina felt relief that she was nearing the surface. Her ability
to hold her breath was not endless, no matter the training she had received.


She thought of Ruon’s statement
that there would be help waiting for them, and she swiveled her head in search
of her companions.


They were not far above her. Sitara
and Riel were swimming much like her—paddling with arms and legs—but Ruon’s
arms remained at his side, and his body undulated like a water snake.


As Adesina watched, Ruon stopped
swimming and turned to face back towards the ocean deep. He raised his arms in
silent welcome, and Adesina turned her eyes downward to look.


At first her eyes could detect only
shadows, but then she saw that one of the shadows was moving.


Very swiftly.


The long, serpent-like body bore a
ridge of spiny fins along the back, and a head shaped like an arrow tip was
surrounded by another row of sharp fins that spread outward. Orange eyes almost
seemed to glow in the dark ocean, and Adesina felt a crashing wave of terror
grip her heart.


It was an aekuor.


Adesina started swimming as fast as
she could, but she knew that she could not possibly outpace the enormous sea
monster.


None of her companions, other than
Ravi, seemed to recognize the danger, and Adesina feared that they would be
killed before they could defend themselves.


Adesina connected to her vyala
and felt the power surge through her with an urgency that she had never
experienced before. She extended her left hand and a flare of light shot
through the water and lashed the aekuor in the eye.


Even under water its shriek of rage
struck her to the core.


She didn’t wait to see the effect
her attack had on the creature, but swam onward to the surface, grabbing at her
companions as she passed.


They broke the surface of the
water, and Sitara sputtered and gasped. “What have you done?”


Adesina swallowed several breaths
of air before she was able to speak. “We do not have time to discuss it. That
monster will kill us if we do not get out of the water right now. Ruon, where
is the help you promised?”


The Laithur’s glittering eyes were
furious. “The aekuor was the help.”


Adesina didn’t have a chance to ask
him what he meant. The sea monster rose up from the deep with crashing waves of
water and an ear-splitting cry of wrath.


The aekuor would have killed them
in an instant, but it was suddenly distracted by a small explosion in the water
on its opposite side.


Adesina whipped her head around and
her heart leapt in relief. Not far in the distance was a merchant sea vessel,
lobbing small barrels packed with explosives into the ocean to draw the aekuor
away.


“Swim for that ship,” she commanded
her companions.


A joyful thought from Ravi entered
Adesina’s mind. Look at the bow!


Her eyes locked on the bright
yellow words painted on the black stained wood.


Zephyr.


A laugh burst from Adesina’s lips,
filled with disbelief and happiness. “Ravi,” she called as she pointed to the
deck.


He immediately understood her
meaning, and he used his Rashad powers to transport himself aboard the vessel.


Adesina and her companions
continued swimming towards the ship, and before long there were ropes thrown in
their direction. She made sure that Sitara and Ruon had firm holds on the ropes
nearest to them, and all three of them were hauled aboard. Riel transported
herself as soon as she saw that her mistress was safe.


Adesina was hauled to her feet by a
burly man with skin the color of rich earth. He locked her in a crushing
embrace and said in a deep voice, “The Zephyr welcomes you, Mistress
Adesina.”


“Thank you, Captain Zulimar.”


A proper reunion between Adesina
and the friends she had met on her voyage to Zonne would have to wait. The
captain hurried off to lead his crew in the desperate escape from the aekuor.


A small man—no more than three and
a half feet tall, with wild brown hair and sun-weathered skin—came running by.
Satosh flashed a wicked smile at her as he passed. “It seems you bring danger
in your wake, Adesina.”


She smiled in return, but did not
stop him with a reply. She knew that he was busy trying to save their lives,
and her own mind was racing for some solution to this danger. After all, Ravi
could not risk his life again to save them, as he had the last time they had
faced an aekuor.


It might be easier now that you
are a Serraf.


Adesina shook her head adamantly. I
am not willing to take that chance.


The young woman’s Immortal
companions crowded around her.


“What have you done?” hissed Ruon.
“You attacked our ally!”


Adesina’s brow furrowed in
confusion. “What are you talking about? The aekuor would just as soon kill us
as look at us!”


“Humans, perhaps,” spat Ruon in
disgust, “but she would not attack us. She is one of the Children of the
Night.”


“You mean that aekuor is an
Immortal?” Adesina asked incredulously.


“Yes,” answered Sitara with a
distressed tone of voice. “Like your Serraf ancestors, there were certain
Immortals left in this world. The Aekuor were among them.”


Adesina was dumbfounded. “But…the
aekuor attack every ship they come across!”


Ruon’s eyes were cold and bitter.
“Perhaps they have a reason for doing so.”


“Perhaps you can reason with the
Aekuor,” suggested Ravi. “Ma’eve did not injure her greatly. It was only meant
to scare her away.”


Ruon made a sweeping gesture at the
members of the ship’s crew with his long, thin hand. “What about them?”


“I will ask them to stop,” said
Adesina.


The Laithur still looked furious at
the entire situation, but he gave a sharp nod. “Very well. I will try to
explain to her why she was treated with such unmerited violence.” 


Adesina ran across the deck to
where Captain Zulimar was standing, shouting orders to the crew. She placed a
hand on his arm to get his attention. “Captain, you need to stop your attacks
on the aekuor.”


He barely spared her a glance. “We
are not attacking it. We are distracting it in the hope that we can escape.”


She tightened her grip on his arm.
“Please, Captain! I have someone with me who thinks he can send the aekuor
away, but we need all to be still.”


Zulimar turned his dark eyes on her
face as he weighed her words. “You have saved our lives before. Can you swear
to me that you will do so again?”


Adesina did not allow herself to
feel any doubt. “I swear to you that no one will die today.”


Her promise was enough for the
captain. He began shouting orders, and the men launching the barrels of
explosives slowed to a stop.


Ruon’s sinuous form made its way to
the railing on the side of the ship that faced the sea monster. He raised both
arms in the air and emitted a piercing whistle.


The aekuor rose from the water,
rearing like a snake about to strike. Its mouth opened, baring rows of jagged
teeth, and it shrieked so loudly the air seemed to tremble. Ruon whistled
again, and the aekuor hesitated.


Ruon proceeded to make a series of
high-pitched sounds, using his arms to gesture in flowing motions. At first it
seemed like the aekuor was listening to what the Laithur said, but it began to
swing its head back and forth, as if trying to shake off what it was hearing.


Ruon’s motions became more
pleading, but to no avail. The aekuor shrieked again and dove back into the
water, slapping its tail against the side of the boat as it went. The entire
crew was thrown to the deck, and Adesina struggled to regain her footing. She
ran over to Ruon to find out what had happened.


“She will not listen,” Ruon said,
his flat face creased with confusion and concern. “It is like she cannot
understand me, not just that she will not. What has happened to this world?”


“All hands prepare for impact,”
roared Zulimar.


The aekuor was swimming towards
them, gaining speed to ram the side. Adesina clung to the railing, and called
forth her vyala to imitate what she had seen her L’avan friend, Than’os,
do during their last encounter with a sea monster. She manipulated the
properties of the wood of the ship, allowing it to absorb the impact without
splintering.


The force of the blow almost
capsized the ship. Adesina felt some invisible power pressing her to the deck
of the vessel as it rose in the air, and she noticed that those around her were
likewise restrained. She cast her eyes about to find its source, and saw Sitara
glowing with vyala. The Serraf’s quick thinking saved the entire crew
from being thrown into the ocean.


The Zephyr righted itself,
and giant waves of water splashed into the air. The crew was released from the
hold that had kept them safely onboard, and they all ran to resume their posts
at the catapults.


“I do not understand,” insisted
Ruon. “Why will she not listen?”


Adesina could feel Ravi sorting
through his memory as he recalled all that he had ever learned about the
Immortals. Their Joining allowed her to see his memories, but the images were
no more than flashes to her mind.


He finally settled on a single
memory, and he spoke as soon as he realized its significance.


“The Plague Years.”


The aekuor broke the surface of the
water and let out another wrathful shriek.


Ruon spoke quickly. “What do you
mean?”


Ravi explained as simply as he
could. “After the Great Wars the entire world’s vyala was off balance.
For years there were plagues born of magic that ravaged the land. Humans were
affected to a certain degree, but the sicknesses mostly targeted the remaining
few who could use magic.”


“You mean Immortals?” asked
Adesina.


“Immortals or those who had
descended from them,” clarified Ravi. “The majority of them died, but some…”


Understanding shone like a light in
Ruon’s eyes. He turned to face the direction of the sea monster and spoke
softly. “Some went mad.”


A volley of explosive barrels flew
through the air and crashed in the water, distracting the aekuor in a futile
attempt to escape. Zulimar surveyed the situation with a grim expression on his
face.


“I fear we will not survive this
time, unless Master Ravi can pull down another star.”


Ruon’s face twisted in anger. “Heal
her, Serraf! That is the least you can do after your part in the Great Wars.”


The aekuor smashed its head against
the stern of the ship, causing the passengers to lurch and fall to the deck.


“I cannot heal her,” Sitara
explained. “Her madness was born of a magic that is stronger than any I
possess.”


Adesina rose to her feet with a
heavy heart. She did not want to hurt an Immortal, no matter the circumstances.
However, it did not appear that they had any other choice if they wanted to
survive.


Ruon’s dark eyes glittered with
light blue specks, and his thin hand shot out to grip her wrist. “Do not dare
to harm her,” he warned with a hiss.


“What else can we do?” Adesina
asked quietly.


The aekuor lunged forward and
snapped its teeth on the railing, tearing it away and crushing it into
splinters. The crewmembers of Zephyr cried out in terror and fled from
the destruction that followed them.


“You claim to be the Threshold
Child,” snarled Ruon. “Does the prophecy not say that you bear all gifts? You
heal the Aekuor, since Sitara cannot.”


Adesina’s eyes widened in alarm.
Her heart, already racing from the fear that she could not protect her friends,
began to thunder in her chest from the responsibility being thrust upon her. “I
do not know how,” she said helplessly.


“I can guide you,” interceded
Sitara.


The Serraf got to her feet and took
Adesina by the hand. Together they faced the raging aekuor, flinching at the
flying debris that peppered their faces. They could barely stand as the ship
was tossed about by the force of the attacks and the tumultuous water below,
and the frenzied shrieks of the aekuor made it difficult for Adesina to
concentrate.


“Bring your vyala to the
front of your mind,” instructed Sitara.


Adesina had remained connected to
her vyala, but it felt like it was waiting inside of her, dormant until
she summoned it forth. She did as she was told, allowing it to flow freely.


“Healing is about returning harmony
to the body. In this case, you must return harmony to the mind.”


Adesina closed her eyes and focused
on seeing through her vyala. There was a looming darkness before her,
streaked with rage and bitterness. The aekuor’s mind appeared tangible, and
Adesina felt that she could reach out and touch it.


She raised her arms slowly, drawing
the darkness closer. It resisted her violently, thrashing and wailing in a
manner that only her mind could hear.


You are in pain, she called
to it. Come to me.


The aekuor froze in surprise. It
ceased its attack at stared at her in distrust and confusion.


Zulimar’s voice could be heard
roaring orders to his subordinates, and the crew scrambled about the deck of
the ship to contain the damage that had been inflicted on the Zephyr.
The aekuor’s sudden pause in movement spurred the humans to rush forward while
they had the advantage.


“Warn the crew not to do anything
until I give the order,” Adesina told Ravi quickly, and he sped away to carry
out her instructions.


Words?


Adesina was shocked to receive any
sort of communication from the enormous sea serpent. Even though she had been
told that the aekuor was an Immortal, she almost hadn’t believed it.


Yes, I can hear you. You are not
alone anymore.


The aekuor moved its arrow-like
head from side to side.


No. NO! The silence forever.
Forever silent. Death by the humans. Death and alone. Never again the words.


The darkness of the aekuor’s mind
contracted, as if refusing to understand that Adesina existed.


Adesina reached out with her vyala
and stroked the darkness, as if comforting a child.


You are not alone anymore. We
are here.


A glimmer of light appeared where
Adesina had touched the aekuor’s mind with her vyala. Her heart leapt in
her chest as she realized the darkness could be dispelled.


Adesina’s vyala wrapped
around the aekuor’s tortured mind, embracing it and whispering to it softly.


We are with you. We love you,
and will not leave again.


Something began to happen to
Adesina’s vyala. She did not fully understand it, but she knew that she
had felt it before. The power of her magic burned it her veins, just as it had
when she had transformed into a Serraf. The mind of the aekuor was caught up in
the warmth of the power, and it began to change as well. 


The vyala surged around them
like a whirlwind of fire, and Adesina heard the crew of the Zephyr begin
to murmur in apprehension. The magic of the transformation was strong enough
that mortal eyes could see the glow that surrounded Adesina and the aekuor.


Slowly, the darkness of the
aekuor’s mind faded and was replaced with a brilliant entity that sparkled like
a million sapphires. The aekuor’s mind was clear and lovely, like the ocean on
a perfect day. Adesina felt as though she had never seen anything so beautiful,
and she began to weep with the joy.


“You have returned,” said a voice
that was large but incredibly soft.


Adesina looked into the Aekuor’s
yellow eyes and smiled. “Yes, we have returned.”

















Chapter Five: Dear Friends


 


Sitara reached over to give
Adesina’s hand a squeeze, and the younger woman saw that Sitara was weeping,
too. The joy on her face was mingled with awe.


“You did it, Adesina. You healed
her. She is truly an Aekuor once more.”


Ruon said nothing to Adesina, but
walked to the edge of the ship’s deck and held a hand out to the sea creature.
“Dear sister,” he said quietly.


The Laithur and the Aekuor began to
speak with one another using a series of whistles and clicks. Adesina did not
know what they were saying, but she sensed that the reunion was meant to be
private. She turned to Captain Zulimar with a weary smile.


“It seems we found a miracle after
all, my friend.”


Zulimar placed his hands on
Adesina’s shoulders and reverently kissed her on the forehead. “You are our
miracle, Mistress Adesina. You have saved us twice over, and I can never repay
such a debt.”


Satosh approached them with an
expression of incredulity on his face. “How is any of this possible? You appear
in the middle of the ocean with…” he gestured to Ruon’s obviously nonhuman
form, “creatures of myth, and you tame a sea monster and teach it to speak. You
defy everything that I think I know!”


Adesina laughed at his words, and
quickly made introductions. She smiled at Zulimar and Satosh’s faces when she
informed them that they were in the presence of a Serraf and a Laithur.


“You must forgive us, my lady,”
Satosh stammered to Sitara. “We have always believed that the Serraf were
nothing more than stories.”


Sitara gave them her loveliest smile.
“I understand.”


Ruon finished his conversation with
the Aekuor and walked over to them. “Her name is Kai,” he said to Adesina. “She
has agreed to escort us to our destination, wherever that may be.”


The young woman turned to her
seafaring friends. “Where are we? Are we close to Sehar?”


Captain Zulimar gave a slight
shrug. “With fair winds we are about a week away from Sehar’s northern cliffs.
However, Emerald Harbor is the only port that remains unopposed, and that is
much farther away.”


Ravi’s eyes narrowed. “Unopposed?”


“Because of the Scepter of
Cha-sak,” Zulimar replied. 


Adesina didn’t understand the
meaning of those words, but they still sent a chill through her blood. “What is
the Scepter of Cha-sak?”


Satosh’s expression was
incredulous. “Have you been hiding in a cave for the last half year?”


Adesina waved an impatient hand.
“Something like that.”


“About two months after we parted
ways in Jame there were rumors of a secret organization that was suddenly
coming out into the open. Some called them the Shimat, others called them the
Scepter of Cha-sak. Members appeared all over the world in the most unlikely
places. Over the course of a few months they congregated in the southern lands
of Sehar and took over the whole nation. There are only two points of entry
allowed by the Scepter—Emerald Harbor and Charan, the Gateway City. Every other
possible entrance to Sehar is blockaded.”


Adesina felt as though an icy stone
had dropped into her stomach. “Satosh…how long has it been since you left us in
Jame?”


Satosh pursed his lips. “Must be
close to nine months now.”


The young woman was speechless. Her
heart plummeted as she realized that her time in the other realm—no more than a
few hours to her—had consumed roughly eight months in her own world. 


She couldn’t force herself to
speak, and so Ravi asked the next logical question. 


“What about the northern lands of
Sehar?”


“The magic-users’ lands?” clarified
Zulimar. “I hear they are forming some sort of rebellion with the refugees of
the south.”


“Much good it will do them,”
snorted Satosh. “The stories of those who resist the Scepter are the things of
nightmares.”


Adesina and Ravi exchanged worried
glances. “We need to get to Pevothem as soon as possible,” said the Rashad.


“What about Alahn?” asked Adesina,
referring to a city in the northeast of Sehar. “I know it is not built on the
coast, but are there no ports near it?”


Zulimar frowned thoughtfully.
“There are a few fishing villages where we could send you with a rowboat, but
if we were caught by any patrol ships we would be attacked.”


Satosh grinned wickedly. “With an
aekuor to escort us, we could hardly lose such a battle.”


Ruon’s black eyes narrowed. “I
would advise against using Kai for further destruction.”


The first mate of Zephyr
looked up in surprise. “Why?”


The Laithur’s oval head swayed back
and forth in agitation. “Just because a creature can destroy, does not
mean it should. Kai’s psyche is still fragile, and using her as a weapon
might be more than she can bear right now.”


Sitara nodded in agreement. “The
Aekuor have always been surprisingly tender creatures.”


Adesina considered their options
before speaking. “We must reach Pevothem without delay. There is a chance we
may not even see a patrol ship. Let us travel toward the villages surrounding
Alahn and hope for the best.”


Ruon’s expression was rebellious,
and Adesina raised a reassuring hand. “I promise you that I will not ask for
Kai’s interference except as a last resort.”


The Laithur gave a curt nod and
turned back to the railing.


Captain Zulimar placed his hand
over his heart in an expression of humility. “We are at your service, Mistress
Adesina. I will make the change in our course immediately.”


Satosh watched his captain walk
away before turning back with a smile. “I will show all of you where you can
rest. I imagine you are weary, and there is someone I am certain would like to
see you.”


He was not mistaken. A blonde
teenage girl ran toward them before they even reached the stairs that led below
deck. She ignored everyone except for Adesina.


“It is true,” she sang with joy. “I
heard that you appeared from the heavens to save us once more.”


Adesina laughed and embraced Suvi
fondly. “Not at all. We might have drowned were it not for Zephyr.”


Suvi’s blue eyes sparkled. “How did
you come to be so far out to sea? Did your ship sink? Were you marooned by
pirates?”


“Nothing like that,” chuckled
Adesina. Then she paused as she realized that the truth was even more
spectacular.


“Well,” said Satosh brusquely to
his adopted daughter, “if you are going to insist on swapping tales, I will let
you take our visitors below. Set up some hammocks in the empty storeroom. I
have work to do.”


The little man flashed Adesina a
teasing grin and walked away.


Suvi led the way, but she was
uncharacteristically quiet as she did so. She cast self-conscious glances
toward Adesina’s companions. Though Ruon had remained on deck, Sitara alone was
enough to inspire awe. 


“Is the Zephyr just coming
from Joura?” prompted Adesina. She remembered what Suvi had told her about the
trade route that Zephyr travelled. They usually sailed to Sehar from the
distant land of Joura.


Suvi nodded as she unrolled the
canvas for the hammocks. “We only stayed there long enough to trade and make
repairs, though. Captain Zulimar said it was too dangerous to wait out the
storms in the city, so we found an empty cove and stayed there until the storms
passed.”


“Why would it be too dangerous to
stay in the city?” asked Ravi.


Suvi shrugged. “The captain says it
is dangerous everywhere now. Pa says that a dark cloud has fallen over
humanity.”


The influence of demons is
strong, thought Ravi through their Joining. Especially when there is no
force to oppose it.


Adesina’s expression became
determined. Well, we can oppose it now.


“I have grown quite famous because
of you.”


Suvi’s cheerful voice cut through
Adesina’s grim contemplation.


“How so?” asked the young queen in
surprise.


“That flower you grew for me with
your magic,” explained Suvi, “the seeds are in high demand among sailors. It
uses salt water to grow, so it is convenient for those who do not have fresh
water at their disposal. Also, the flower itself can be used as a pain-soother,
so it has a useful function. They call it Suvi’s Poppy.” The teenage girl’s
face glowed with pleasure.


“That is wonderful,” smiled
Adesina.


With a few deft movements, Suvi
secured the hammocks to the pegs on the walls. “So, where have you been for the
last nine months? Did you find what you were looking for in Zonne?”


Adesina’s thoughts turned to L’iam,
her beloved husband. The purpose of her journey to Zonne had been to rescue him
from Basha, her mortal enemy. Adesina had freed L’iam from the power of the
brainwashing potion that Basha had forced on him, but now she had no idea where
L’iam was or what had happened to him. She had been swept through the Threshold
before she could even really speak to him. Her heart ached with longing for the
man she loved more than anything in the world.


“Yes,” Adesina answered softly. “I
found what I was looking for.”


Suvi seemed to take note of the
sadness in Adesina’s voice. She didn’t press the point any further. 


“I suppose you want to rest, and Pa
will get after me if I do not get back to my duties. I will see you at supper?”
The girl’s expression was excited and hopeful.


Adesina nodded. “Yes, of course.”


Suvi grinned. “Good! There are
blankets in that chest in the corner. Let me know if you need anything else.”


The teenage girl left them alone,
and Sitara let out a soft sigh.


“Perhaps it would be a good time to
regenerate our vyala. As an Immortal you no longer need sleep, although
you may do so if you wish. It is more efficient to regenerate through
meditation, though. Would you like me to show you how?”


Adesina turned her saddened
thoughts from her husband and back to the present. Sitara’s suggestion brought
a flood of possibilities to Adesina’s mind and she felt a thrill of excitement.
She wondered what other advantages came with her new state of being.


“I would like that very much.”

















Chapter Six: Descending Darkness


 


Basha sat behind the desk in the
office of the Sharifal. The heavy gold chain and pendant worn traditionally
worn by the Sharifal hung around her neck. She knew she should feel
satisfaction from the title she now bore, but these days it was difficult for
her to feel anything at all.


It had been more than six months
since Basha had returned to the Shimat fortress, newly endowed with the powers
of her demon patron. She remembered the exhilaration she had felt when she had
overthrown Signe. She remembered the bloodlust as she had hunted down all those
who had supported the former Sharifal.


But now Basha felt nothing.


Nothing.


It was as if the emotions had been
drained from her very being.


Basha gave a small internal shrug.
It didn’t matter anyway. As a student she had been taught of the dangers of
emotion. It could only be to her advantage to be rid of them.


A shadowy figure moved in the
corner of her eye, and she could see that Cha-sak was gesturing to bring her
attention back to the matter at hand. Her mind had been wandering more and more
over the past few weeks, and she reprimanded herself for losing focus.


Breyen sat in the chair across her
desk. He could not see the demon standing in the room with them—no one could
without Cha-sak wishing them to do so—but Cha-sak’s presence was a powerful
force, and it weighed heavily on those nearby. 


Breyen’s face was stony and calm,
but his eyes were fixed on his own clasped hands instead of meeting Basha’s.


Basha’s lips twisted into a sneer
as she recalled their first meeting after she had made her blood contract with
the demon Cha-sak. Breyen had declared that he was taking control of the
splinter group of Shimat, and laughed as he called her a pawn to his own
schemes.


He had not been laughing by the
time Basha was through with him.


Now he never met her eye, never
spoke out of turn. He had witnessed the awful power of her magic, and his
loyalty would never waver again.


Basha reprimanded herself again,
more fiercely this time.


Her mind was wandering again.


“…reports that there are still no
signs of the rebel Shimat. It seems they are doing nothing more than hiding and
waiting. I doubt there are many of them left, and they have proven to be of
little threat. Do you wish to continue searching for them?”


There was a split second of
hesitation as Basha’s eyes flitted to Cha-sak and saw his slight nod.


“Of course I do,” she snapped at
Breyen. “We will not stop hunting them until every last one of them is dead. My
followers must know what happens to those who are disloyal.”


Cha-sak became visible and took one
step nearer to Breyen. The aging man flinched involuntarily as the shadows in
the room took form. The demon had the appearance of a large human made
completely of darkness. Wisps of shadow swirled and roiled off of his being.
His glowing red eyes fixed on Breyen’s cowering form.


Cha-sak’s face bore no features
other than those glowing eyes, yet he still able to express disdain for the
humans in his presence. “Have the remaining members of your order arrived from
abroad?”


Breyen broke out in a cold sweat as
he answered. “Yes, Master. The last group awaits your presence.”


Cha-sak made a small gesture with
his hand, and Basha lurched to her feet as if compelled. The demon’s voice was
filled with primal satisfaction as he spoke. “Let us go, then, to the final
culling.”


 


***


 


Cha-sak did not listen as his
servant gave her speech to the humans gathered in the courtyard. He had heard
it before. He had put the words into his servant’s mind.


She told the humans of the changes
that had been made and of the absolute power that stood in their future. She
made promises of glory, using her limited magic to dazzle their eyes. And she
warned of what would happen to those who chose to oppose the Scepter of
Cha-sak.


Cha-sak shielded himself from the
sight of the mortals, but let the feeling of his presence flow. They would
sense his power, and their fear would burn his face into their minds. That very
fear would make them more loyal followers than any amount of devotion could.


These Shimat were useful
humans—cold of heart and filled with greed. At first Cha-sak had scorned their
use of his people’s name, but now it seemed somewhat fitting. The humans may
not be true Shimat demons, but they had the same desires and the same
ruthlessness.


His servant’s speech was drawing to
a close. Now came his part.


Cha-sak’s ruby eyes glowed with
power as he looked over the faces of those assembled. He could see their
emotions and intentions as clearly as if they were holding signs. 


Most of the humans only showed a
willingness to obey orders. Cha-sak again allowed himself to be pleased at the
lifelong training that had built an army of unquestioning followers for him. He
had expected to be faced with the task of creating a devoted following from
scratch, but here he had found one that was just waiting for the rightful
leader.


Cha-sak continued to study the
crowd.


There were a handful of humans that
showed the flame of enthusiasm and ambition. Cha-sak waved his hand toward
those individuals and a red light hovered over their heads, invisible to all
except for himself and his servant. Those would be the humans that would be put
into a special division and given the more unusual tasks.


There were also a handful of humans
whose minds were overshadowed with doubt. Their sense of morality was too rigid
for Cha-sak to find any real use for them. He waved his hand toward those
individuals and a black flame hovered over their heads, once again invisible to
ordinary eyes. They would be separated from the group and executed.


Once Cha-sak had finished, his
servant went to work. She separated the three groups, directing them to
different areas in the fortress. A massive camp had been constructed just
outside the fortress, and tent assignments would be given to the main group.
The humans chosen for the elite division would be given quarters within the
fortress, and the ones to be executed would be led to a room that would be
sealed before filling with poisonous gas.


Cha-sak turned his red eyes to the
weak mortal form of his servant. His expectations of her abilities had never
been more than moderate, but she had proven to be competent in her own way. She
never questioned her orders, which was a valuable trait in itself.


She also seemed to lack a keen
self-awareness, which was valuable to Cha-sak in a very different way.


She hadn’t noticed that her soul
was slowly being leached from her body.


Already her movements were becoming
clumsy and her thoughts were becoming sluggish. It wouldn’t be long until he
had complete control over her.


The conditions of their blood
contract had been rather one-sided, and Cha-sak had made it that way
deliberately. He was required to speak the truth while creating such a
contract, but he had used archaic language and declined to inform her that she
was allowed to question any of the terms. As far as she knew, she was to act as
his anchor to this world, preventing him from being recalled to his former
prison. In return, she was allowed to wield his power as her own.


That was but a fraction of what
their arrangement entailed.


Cha-sak would have smiled if he had
a mouth. This world of mortals was puny and without unity. He would crush
humanity within a year’s time, and all would worship him.


His servant had finished her task
and stood uncertainly, waiting for instructions on what she was to do next.


Cha-sak made a negligent gesture
that sent her striding back to the Sharifal’s tower. She could stay there until
he had use for her again.


The demon used his vyala to
float up and stand on the outer wall of the fortress. He looked over the camp
of his followers and gloated silently to himself.


The last of his army had finally
gathered. Now he could begin destroying all who opposed his absolute
rule—starting with that troublesome settlement of L’avan half-breeds.


 


***


 


Along the southwestern coast of
Sehar rose a range of mountains with a lake to its east and a forest to its
south. The mountains were rumored to be filled with creatures of nightmare, so
few travelers elected to go in that direction. There were no villages, no
cities. The area had been abandoned by humans for centuries.


Until now.


A humble camp had been built at the
foot of the mountains, amidst the great trees of the forest. The majority of
the occupants appeared to be children and teenagers. There was a handful of
grown men and women supervising the workings of the camp, but the only other
adult was a middle-aged woman with short, raven hair and piercing blue eyes.


She stared at the camp with an
expression of disgust, silently cursing the events that had reduced her to such
lowly circumstances. Once she had been a revered leader of the world’s greatest
warriors and assassins. Now she was little more than a nanny—watching over
children while hiding in the woods.


“Signe?”


The former Sharifal turned to see a
petite young woman approaching her. Signe had to search her memory to recall
the young woman’s name.


“Yes, Lanil, what is it?”


“The sentinel network reports that
a man is approaching the forest. He is wearing the uniform of a Shimat. Shall
we send someone to intercept?”


A sliver of hope appeared in
Signe’s mind. She had been waiting a long time for her loyal followers to
contact her.


“I will take care of it myself,”
she told the young woman. “From which direction is the man coming?”


Lanil pointed east, and Signe gave
a decisive nod.


She left the camp behind, moving
quickly and silently. It had been many years since she had become Sharifal, but
she had lost none of her skill as a Shimat.


After more than half an hour of
travelling through the woods, Signe heard a soft rustle through the trees
ahead. The sound was barely detectible, but her ears were sharp and alert.
Signe dropped to the ground behind a small ridge and waited for the man to pass
by.


Shadows obscured his face, making
it difficult for Signe to identify him. He seemed to sense that something was
amiss, and he slowed to a stop.


Signe studied the strong figure in
the fading light and felt a jolt of shock as she recognized the man.


It was Kendan.


Her mind whirred in a frenzy of
thought as she considered everything she had heard over the past several
months. Her adopted nephew had disappeared a year ago with a valuable Shimat
asset—a Tracker slave. There had been reports of his disloyalty, and Signe had
assumed that he had turned his back on his former life.


But if that were true, why was he
here now?


He had been seen in the company of
the L’avan sorcerers, and yet here he was on his own.


Had he betrayed Signe or had he
been acting as a spy on her behalf?


Signe felt resolution settle into
her mind. She knew her nephew, and he placed a great deal of importance on
their family connection. She could trust in his loyalty based off of that
alone.


She got to her feet and slowly
stepped into his path.


His dark eyes fixed on her and
turned strangely cold. His hands remained loose at his side, but his jaw
clenched with some unexplained emotion.


Signe could see the signs of
independence in his stance. His posture almost spoke of open defiance. She
would have to rein him in immediately and remind him that he owed her his
absolute obedience.


“Kendan,” she said stiffly, filling
her voice with disapproval. “I am surprised you dare face me after all this
time.”


“Are you?” was his soft reply.


Signe kept her face impassive, but
she was astonished by his tone. The two short words sounded like a challenge.


“There have been reports that you
have betrayed the Shimat order. That you have betrayed me.” She flung
the accusations at him, trying to knock him off balance enough to put him back
under her control. “I should have you executed.”


There had been a time when such
words would have immediately cowed Kendan. Signe expected him to drop his gaze
in shame and spill forth an explanation of what had happened over the past
year.


Instead, his eyes narrowed.


“You do not seem to be in a
position to do so.”


Doubt began to chill Signe’s mind.
“Have you allied yourself with Basha?” she demanded.


A sneer twisted Kendan’s young
face. “Never,” he spat. “I am finished holding the hand of darkness.”


His words were somewhat enigmatic,
but Signe ignored them for the moment. “Good,” she said shortly. “I would hate
to know that my nephew had turned against me.”


Kendan’s voice rasped as he spoke.


“I am not your nephew.”


Signe had begun to turn away, and
she stopped dead at his words.


“What?”


“You are no family of mine,” he
stated in a steely tone.


The feeling of dread in Signe’s
core was growing. “I do not know what you mean.”


Kendan’s gaze bore into her soul.
“You killed my parents.”


Signe gasped involuntarily, and she
felt the icy fingers of fear close around her heart.

















Chapter Seven: Vengeance


 


Kendan could see the fear on
Signe’s face.


He knew what she had done to his
family. He knew that she had manipulated him his entire life. And now she knew
that he knew.


She licked her lips. “Someone has
been telling you lies, Kendan. Why would I murder our family?”


Kendan’s anger boiled over and his
voice grew louder. “They were not your family! You were obsessed with my
father and hated him for choosing another over you. Your need for vengeance
destroyed my family.”


Signe’s taut face turned a shade
paler. “I would never do such a thing.”


“I saw you do it,” Kendan shouted.
“I witnessed it with my own eyes. It just took the magic of the Threshold to
show me the truth.”


Her brow furrowed. “What are you
talking about? What is the Threshold?”


He shook his head with a jerk. “I
am not giving you any answers. You do not deserve anything I have to offer.”


She spread her hands in a
beseeching gesture, but her eyes were cold and calculating. “Please, Kendan,
calm down. You must listen to reason.”


He barked a short laugh. “Reason?
Is that your claim?”


“If you have information that can
help the Shimat order—” Signe began.


Kendan cut her off with a hard
shake of his head. “You mean, if I have information that can help you to regain
power.”


The former Sharifal licked her
lips. “A conflict between Shimat factions would be disastrous. No one wants a
fight.”


“Oh, on the contrary,” Kendan said
in a soft and deadly voice, “that is exactly what I am looking for.”


Signe’s eyes hardened. “I see there
is nothing that I can say that will convince you.”


Kendan took a breath to calm
himself. He knew he needed a clear mind. “I am finished listening to lies.”


“So be it.”


Moving like lightning, Signe
whipped out a throwing knife and hurled it at Kendan.


If he hadn’t been expecting an
attack he would not have been able to move in time. He leapt to the side and
rolled as he hit the ground, pulling his meteor hammer out of the pouch on his
belt.


Signe pulled out her dirk and was
sprinting toward Kendan before he could regain his footing. 


She drove her blade downward,
aiming for his heart.


Kendan punched upward, striking
Signe’s attacking arm and stopping her potentially fatal blow. He leapt to his
feet and wrapped the steel braid of his meteor hammer around his left arm. One
end of the braid bore a knife, which held in his left hand. He gripped the
other end of the braid with his right hand and turned his wrist, swinging the
metal ball that was attached to the end of the braid in a circle in front of
him.


Signe showed no signs of pain, but
she shifted her dirk into her other hand. She eyed the spinning meteor hammer
warily for a split second before springing into action once more.


She pulled out a handful of
throwing stars from her belt pouch and flung them in Kendan’s direction in
rapid succession. Some flew high, others low. Kendan scowled in concentration
as he used his weapon to knock the throwing stars off course. He tried to keep
an eye on Signe, but the throwing stars took all of his focus.


Kendan knocked the last of the
throwing stars to the side and immediately sent his meteor hammer flying toward
the woman he had once considered family. She had taken advantage of his
preoccupation and moved to a better position—a knoll that had trees on either
side. With the trees gathered around her, Kendan would be unable to use his
weapon in wide sweeps. He would have to use precise attacks to reach her.


Signe stepped to the side, avoiding
the attack, and hurled a small knife at her opponent.


Kendan jerked the steel braid to
recall the head of the meteor hammer, but not in enough time to use it as a
defense against the blade. He moved out of the way as quickly as he could, but
the knife still cut deeply into his arm.


Signe was already sprinting toward
Kendan.


She jumped into the air and kicked
off of a nearby tree, launching herself toward him. She spun and brought her
foot down on Kendan’s shoulder in a powerful blow.


Kendan’s breath expelled forcefully
and he dropped to his knees.


Signe landed with cat-like grace
and immediately lunged forward to strike at him again. 


Kendan rolled forward and closed
the distance before Signe could complete her attack. He braced himself with his
hands and used both legs to side-sweep her. This time, he was fast enough that
he landed the blow.


Signe grunted and flipped backward,
using the momentum to regain her footing. She moved a safe distance away from
Kendan and stood near a tree to hinder his use of his meteor hammer.


“I must be getting old,” she said
softly.


Kendan wasn’t fooled by her words.
He knew the trick—that she was trying to make him feel overconfident by
pretending to be weaker than she really was. “Stop playing mind games and
fight.”


Signe’s grin became wolfish. “Are
you truly so eager to die?”


He jerked his head in a negative.
“I will not die today.”


“So you are saying that I am
feeling merciful?” she taunted.


Kendan flung his meteor hammer at
her with a precision that only comes with years of practice. His aim was low,
focusing on her legs.


Signe easily jumped to avoid the attack,
but while she was in the air Kendan spun forcefully and kicked her in the side.


The former Sharifal crashed into
the tree that she had intended to act as protection. She cried out in pain and
fell to the ground in a heap.


Now was his chance.


He could kill her and exact his
revenge.


His parents would finally receive
justice.


Kendan took a step forward and
faltered. He hesitated for half a moment, and the opportunity was gone.


Signe scrambled to her feet and
dove out of harm’s way. She clutched her shoulder with one hand and her side
with the other.


“What is it?” she spat venomously.
“Can you not bring yourself to kill your aunt?”


“You are not my aunt,” Kendan
roared. “You are nothing to me.”


The two opponents slowly circled
one another.


“Then why did you not kill me when
you had the chance?” asked the former Sharifal.


Kendan clenched his jaw, struggling
to control his fury and hatred. Not just the emotions directed at her, but also
the emotions directed at himself.


Signe read his face and gave a
disgusted laugh. “You are weak, Kendan. You have always been weak—like your
worthless father. I thought I could train you to be more, but you were always a
disappointment.”


Kendan knew that she was baiting
him, but he found himself unable to suppress his anger. He charged at her with
the blade of the meteor hammer in his hand.


Signe brought her dirk up in
defense and the two blades clashed. They grappled with one another, both trying
to overpower the other. Signe was surprisingly strong, able to match Kendan.


After a few moments of struggle,
Signe changed tactics. She shifted her footing and brought her knee up to
strike Kendan’s side.


Kendan took the hit the best that
he could, but his grip began to slip. He jerked Signe to the side, hoping to
throw her off balance, but his foot landed on a loose rock and the two
opponents went sprawling down the small hill.


Kendan rolled and regained his
footing, but his meteor hammer was caught in a bramble several feet away. Signe
was also disarmed, but her dirk was on the ground in between them.


She started for it, but Kendan ran
to bowl her over, knocking them both away from the weapon.


When Signe and Kendan got back on
their feet, they were both slightly winded from the fall. They stared at each
other for a moment, hatred blaring from their eyes.


Then, they both rushed forward.


The two Shimat exchanged blows so
rapidly that their movements almost seemed blurred. Hands and feet moved with a
deadly grace so fluid that it almost looked like a choreographed dance.


Kendan had sparred so often with
Signe that they knew each other’s fighting style intimately. Kendan could not
make a move that Signe could not easily block, and her counterattacks were just
as anticipated by Kendan.


Kendan’s entire focus was on
keeping up with the former Sharifal. He knew from experience that the slightest
mistake would cost him the fight.


Time blurred in Kendan’s mind, and
he flung any thought of exhaustion away from him.


Signe’s brow beaded with sweat, but
her face was calm. Her icy eyes were hard and intent, just as Kendan’s were.


Then, to Kendan’s shock, Signe made
a mistake.


Their movements had taken them
closer to Signe’s dirk, and both were very aware of the weapon just out of
their reach. Signe’s eyes flashed eagerly when she saw an opportunity to make a
grab for it. She aimed a blow at Kendan’s abdomen and hit with all of her
strength, hoping to gain a moment of distraction as he recovered.


However, Signe executed the attack
with her injured shoulder, and the blow caused her to cry out in pain.


Kendan kicked hard at her knee,
hearing it break with a sickening crack. Then he dove for the dirk and quickly
took aim.


He threw the large knife at the
wounded woman, not giving himself time to think or hesitate. 


The blade struck Signe squarely in
the heart.


Her eyes widened in shock and her
mouth moved as if she were trying to speak. Without a sound, she fell backwards
and moved no more.


Kendan stood gasping for breath and
slowly leaned against a nearby tree. All of the physical pain that his mind had
been suppressing burst forth in a wave, but it was nothing compared to the
agony of his soul.


He had thought that he would feel
some sort of satisfaction after avenging his parents, but instead he felt
sorrow. 


Deep, engulfing sorrow.


His dark eyes filled with tears and
he choked on a sob.


He remained still for several
minutes, visualizing his parents’ faces and wondering what they would say to
him if they were here.


The soft sound of a boot stepping
on damp leaves brought Kendan’s head up sharply. He saw the shocked face of a
young woman with large blue eyes and loose blonde hair. Kendan recognized her
as one of Adesina’s childhood friends.


“Shar Kendan,” she stammered in a
tone of horror, “what have you done?”


Kendan straightened slowly and set
his personal sorrow aside. This was a time of uncertainty for the members of
the Shimat organization that had not chosen to side with Basha. They needed a
leader.


They needed him.


“Do you know what the Shimat are,
Lanil?”


The young woman didn’t answer, but
waited for him to continue.


“They are a lie.”


Lanil frowned in confusion, but
seemed willing to listen. Kendan walked over to her, putting his weapons away
as he did.


“Most newly initiated Shimat are
sent on missions that help maintain the lie in their minds that they are helping
to keep the peace. Some are never told the truth, and others only come to
realize it after they have become hardened to the reality.”


“What is the truth?” asked Lanil
faintly.


Kendan looked down at her. She was
so young, so trusting. It was no wonder she had been assigned to care for
children. She was not meant for the kind of life that he had experienced.


“The Shimat are a force of
evil—manipulating and destroying lives. The Sharifal not only knew it, but
desired it to be so. We need a new leader. One that can turn our organization
into what we tell our students we are.”


“Are you speaking of yourself?”


Her question bore no tone of
judgment. She simply wanted to know.


Kendan slowly nodded. “Yes. I can
do it.”

















Chapter Eight: Landing


 


Adesina felt her heart sink.


She looked through the telescope
she had borrowed from Captain Zulimar, staring at the ship that patrolled the
waters just east of Sehar. There was no way they could get to shore without
passing the enemy vessel.


She had been hoping that they could
sneak through without being seen, but the other ship was on an intercepting
course.


“What are we going to do?” asked
Ruon.


His voice was filled with
challenge, as if daring her to suggest using the Aekuor for violent purposes.


“I am not sure yet,” Adesina
answered honestly.


Kai seemed to be doing her best to
stay out of sight. She swam with only her head peeking above the water’s
surface, keeping behind the Zephyr to stay hidden. Adesina stood by the
ship’s railing, watching the approaching patrol vessel with a measuring gaze.
They were too far away to see the crew of the enemy ship, but Adesina was
certain that it was manned by Shimat.


“Would you like me to destroy that
vessel, my lady?” asked Kai quietly.


The others looked to Adesina to
wait for her answer.


She furrowed her brow and slowly
shook her head. “No, I do not think that will be necessary.”


Adesina was not practiced at
reading an Aekuor’s expressions, but Kai seemed to be relieved. Ruon’s defiant
stance softened somewhat and he unfolded his arms.


“What do you have in mind?”


A small smile appeared at the
corner of Adesina’s mouth as a plan formed in her brain.


 


***


 


Adesina watched as her companions
climbed into one of Zephyr’s rowboats. Satosh and Suvi had insisted on
being the ones to prepare the boat for departure, and they did so with speed
and skill.


Captain Zulimar’s face was grave.
“I had hoped to be of more use to you, Mistress Adesina. You have done so much
for us, and I have not even begun to show my gratitude.”


Adesina looked up into the man’s
dark face and smiled fondly. “You saved us from drowning, my friend, and you
brought us all this way back to Sehar. Is that not enough?”


“No,” was his humble reply. “It is
not enough.”


The young L’avan queen chuckled. “I
thought that might be the case.”


Zulimar also smiled, but his eyes
were serious. “My people have been at war with one another for generations. I
can smell the scent of battle approaching. You go to fight.”


He looked at her as if to confirm
his suspicions. Adesina’s expression turned somber, and she knew she was
revealing the truth.


“I would give my life if it aided
your cause, Mistress Adesina.”


She touched his arm, her heart
filled with the warmth of gratitude. “I know you would.”


When she didn’t say more, Zulimar
sighed softly. “I will take Zephyr south to Emerald Harbor. There we
will wait, should you need to call upon us for anything.”


The rowboat was ready, and Adesina
stepped into it. Suvi’s eyes glistened with tears as she stood in position to
help lower the boat into the water.


“Thank you all so much,” said
Adesina sincerely. “I promise we will meet again.”


The rowboat was lowered into the
water on the side of the ship that was opposite of the enemy vessel. Kai waited
to see that they were underway before diving smoothly and disappearing into the
ocean.


They had to move quickly. The
patrol ship was getting closer, and they had little time before Adesina’s plan
had to be enacted.


Adesina connected to her vyala
and shaped it in a fashion she had used before. Her vision took on a reddish
hue, and she blanketed the boat and its passengers with an illusion that made
them invisible to onlookers.


Sitara brought her own vyala
to bear and used it to propel the rowboat away from the Zephyr. They
headed in the direction of Sehar’s shore, which was quite a distance away.
Adesina kept her eyes fixed on the two ships, using her Shimat training to keep
her anxiety in check.


With a mighty roar, the ocean
erupted between the two vessels and the Aekuor reared her magnificent head.


Even though she was expecting it,
Adesina jumped. She could hear the panicked cries of the crews, and both ships
veered in opposite directions—away from the “sea monster.”


The Zephyr made for the open
ocean, safely away from the harm of the Shimat. The patrol ship moved north,
widening the distance between the Shimat vessel and the invisible rowboat.


Adesina grinned. “She did it!”


Ruon also smirked, showing a
happiness that seemed unusual on his flat face. “Of course she did.”


Kai thrashed and shrieked, doing
her best to drive the Shimat ship away. Adesina’s plan was that when the Aekuor
could be sure of the rowboat’s safe landing, she would meet up with the Zephyr
and make sure they made it to Emerald Harbor without any problems.


Sitara continued to speed the boat
toward the shore, and soon Adesina could see the details of the small fishing
village for which they were aiming.


There were no more than a couple
dozen buildings, most of them the humble homes of the villagers. Adesina let
the magical illusion slowly fade, making the boat visible to the fishermen
throwing nets into the ocean.


Their arrival caused quite a stir
in the small village. Children shouted and ran toward the rickety wooden pier
and women congregated to watch the boat’s approach and whisper together. One old
man waved at them and offered his rope to tie the boat to the dock.


When the villagers saw Ruon and the
two Rashad, they immediately backed away to a safe distance. Fear was apparent
in all of their eyes, except for the old man who had helped them to land. He
seemed nothing but curious.


He chattered amiably in a thick
accent. “Donnot see many strangars ‘round heer. An’ ye lot be strangar than
mos’. How ye geet pass thar paytrol?” he chattered amiably.


“Luck seems to be on our side,”
replied Adesina vaguely. “Do you know anyone who might be interested in buying
our boat? We could use the coin.”


“No goin’ back ta sea?” queried the
old man. “Whall, I might be yer man fer tha’. Cannot give ye much, though.”


Adesina really only needed enough
to buys supplies for their journey to Pevothem. She haggled with the old man,
as custom demanded, but she would have been satisfied with his original offer.


When the transaction was complete,
Adesina led her companions into the village where they could buy travelling
supplies.


The shop owner was a small, portly
man with a red face and a fierce frown. He looked ready to say something sharp
to Adesina, but then his eyes fell on Ruon. The man paled considerably, and his
mouth opened and closed soundlessly.


The Laithur appeared to take a
perverse delight in the fear he caused, and he showed his pointed teeth in a
leering smile.


Adesina tried to draw attention
away from her non-human comrade. “We need some supplies for our journey.
Standard foodstuffs and packs to carry it in.”


The shop owner continued to stare
at Ruon, but he managed a hoarse whisper. “Of course, mistress. You…you may
take anything you desire.”


Adesina and Sitara exchanged
glances and set to work in gathering what they needed. Adesina filled a
knapsack with fresh hardtack, while Sitara perused the water canteens. 


Ravi and Riel stayed at the
entrance of the shop in an effort to minimize the owner’s anxiety, but Ruon
felt no such inclination. His oval head swayed on his long neck and he made
soft humming sounds. The shop owner retreated behind some bolts of fabric and
stayed there.


Adesina shook her head in
exasperation. “Does he have to antagonize everyone?” she muttered.


Sitara smiled sadly. “The Laithur
have had a dark history with humans. I am afraid that he has not forgiven
them…”


She trailed off and seemed
reluctant to say anything else, leaving Adesina burning with curiosity.


When all of the supplies had been
gathered, Adesina approached the owner and inquired about price.


The portly man shook his head. “No charge,
mistress.”


Adesina stared at him. “I thank you
for your generosity, but I would much rather pay you for the goods.”


He shook his head again and hurried
to the back room of the store.


Ravi walked over to Adesina’s side.
“This is a rather unfortunate beginning for the return of the Immortals.”


He said it with humor in his voice,
but Adesina could feel the truth of his words. She estimated the cost of the
supplies and then added a few coins on top of that, just to be safe. She didn’t
want the owner saying he had been robbed by the newcomers. The last thing they
needed was hard feelings toward them.


From the shop they went on to a
small market at the edge of town. There were a handful of stands with various
fresh products, such as fish and local fruits and vegetables. Adesina made
inquiries about which direction would take them where they wanted to go, and
Sitara looked over the wares with a smile on her face.


She picked up a pink apple that was
delicately veined with darker shades of red. “I cannot remember the last time I
tasted the fruit of this earth.”


Adesina, in possession of the
desired information, looked at the Serraf with surprise. “Surely there must
have been food in the other realm.”


Sitara gave a slight shrug.
“Perhaps, but we did not test the limited plant life. As with sleep, Immortals
do not need food.”


Adesina sighed in exasperation. “I
wish you had mentioned that before I bought these supplies.”


The older woman gave a musical
laugh. “Just because we do not have to eat does not mean that it is a pleasant
experience to forgo all mortal necessities. Our bodies still use the
nourishment, even if it is not vital to our survival.”


Sitara placed the apple back on the
cart with just a hint of longing and Adesina smiled.


“Would you like to refresh your
memory?”


Sitara nodded shyly. “If it would
not be too frivolous of me.”


Adesina gladly paid for the
apple—taking one for herself as well—and turned to the others. “Is there
anything else that appeals to our returning travelers?”


Ravi and Riel both chuckled. 


“We can hunt for our needs,
Ma’eve,” said Ravi.


“Ruon?” prodded the L’avan queen.


The Laithur’s face was conflicted,
but his tone was rigid. “No. I need nothing of this world.”


Sitara smelled her apple and closed
her eyes happily. “It is not a matter of need, Ruon,” she said. “It is a
celebration of our return to our home.”


Ruon looked as if he would refuse
purely out of spite, but he paused. There was a cart that had a small basket of
mushrooms set to the side. The Laithur’s slitted nostrils flared slightly as he
took in the scent.


“I…might enjoy some fungus.”


It took Adesina a split second to
realize what he meant, but after she sorted it out she walked over to the cart
and purchased the mushrooms.


Adesina pointed to a direction that
was just a bit north of west. “The Thieves’ Forest is about a two-week walk
that way. It would be approximately half that time if we had horses, but we do
not have the coin to purchase them.”


Sitara’s eyes lost focus as she
went deep into thought. “What if we were to fly?”


Adesina had used her vyala
to hover in the air before, but it was quite a drain on her energy. “Can we do
that over a long distance?”


“I think so,” mused the Serraf. “We
would have to take more time to replenish our strength, but we could do it if
we shared our power.”


The idea of flying was exciting to
Adesina, and her heart rushed at the thought of seeing L’iam in just a few
days. “Well, then I suppose we should finish our celebratory treats and prepare
to leave.”


She took a bite of the apple and enjoyed
the burst of flavor in her mouth. It was both sweet and tart, refreshing
Adesina, who had been living off of traveler’s fare for many months.


Sitara seemed equally delighted
with her apple, but Ruon’s expression was more contemplative as he ate his
mushrooms.


“What do you think?” asked Adesina.


“They are more dry than the fungus
found in caves, but the flavor is not unpleasant.”


Adesina found herself amused by his
understated response rather than annoyed. “I am glad you are not displeased,”
she said drily.


Ruon did not react to her tone. “I
am not displeased,” he assured her.


They walked away from the market
and to an area that was more private, so they could speak freely. When they had
all finished eating, Sitara gave a soft sigh and then resumed a business-like
tone.


“Before we leave, I must teach you
how to use your vyala.”


Adesina was momentarily speechless.
“I…thought I knew how to use it.”


Sitara’s smile spoke volumes. “Not
as an Immortal.”

















Chapter Nine: Wanderers


 


Adesina had never considered that
using her vyala would be different now that she was an Immortal.


“How has it changed?” she asked.


Sitara considered the simplest way
to explain. “Have you ever flown a kite?”


The question caught Adesina off
guard. “No, but I have seen them flown.”


“Imagine your vyala as a
kite. You have been able to fly to a certain height, but now that you are
Immortal you have an infinite amount of string. Your kite can fly as high as
you can imagine.”


The idea was exciting to the
“newborn” Serraf. “Do you mean that I can do anything?”


“In theory,” acknowledged Sitara.
“That is the power of connecting to the Eternal Vyala. However, there is
danger in such power as well. If the possibilities are truly endless, then it
is also possible to become lost in the vastness.”


Adesina’s brow furrowed. “Lost?”


“You could lose yourself in the
power forever.”


A chill ran down the young woman’s
spine. Adesina had felt that terrifying possibility before. There had been
times when the strength of her vyala had been so great that she had
worried that it would take over her completely.


Sitara watched Adesina’s face and
nodded. “You have felt it before.”


“Yes,” was the whispered reply.


“Think back to the kite analogy.
What happens if you cut the string of the kite?”


Adesina shrugged. “It crashes.”


“Exactly,” answered Sitara. “It
needs an anchor in order to fly. Your vyala may have endless potential,
but you need an anchor in order to realize it. I sense that you have Joined
with your Rashad companion, is that correct?”


The younger woman nodded. “Yes, I
did it by accident.”


“Accident?” asked Riel.


Ravi chimed in. “She did it by
instinct, to save my life.”


Sitara gestured gracefully with one
hand. “The Serraf and the Rashad have always been together, since the Immortals
were created. Our races have a symbiotic relationship, and that is amplified
through Joining. The Rashad gain strength and expansion through the bond, and
they become the anchor that allows the Serraf to reach their potential.”


Adesina thought she understood, so
she nodded. “So how do I use Ravi in order to ground my power?”


“The simplest way to begin is in
imagining that you have tied a rope between yourself and your companion. Your vyala
senses your desires and will mimic the action. After enough time, it will be a
natural connection that happens automatically.”


Adesina did as she was instructed.
She called forth her vyala and let it expand through her body. Then she
imagined taking a section of the vyala and turning it into a rope that
tied her to Ravi.


She had become accustomed to
feeling Ravi in her thoughts, but his presence in her mind was immediately
intensified. It was almost as if they were sharing a single mind.


Fascinating, they thought
together.


Adesina could feel the change in
her powers as well. She felt more secure, like someone holding her hand while
she leaned out over a ledge.


Sitara watched her expression and
nodded in approval. “Now cloak yourself with an illusion so others cannot see
you, and we shall fly.”


The experienced Serraf made a
graceful gesture with her hand and raised herself and Ruon above the ground.
Adesina could see the air shimmering around them, and knew that they were
invisible to all outside eyes.


“What about Ravi and Riel?” she
asked.


Riel gave a feline smile. “Do not
worry about us. I will instruct Ravi and we will catch up to you later.”


Adesina could feel a twinge of
anxiety from Ravi through their Joining. Ravi still looked upon Riel with a
deep sense of awe, and he wished to make a good impression.


I am certain you will do fine,
Adesina reassured him.


I hope so…


Their minds were so closely linked
that Adesina was worried as well, even though she had faith in her companion.


Adesina wrapped herself in a layer
of red vyala, using illusion to hide her presence, and then she switched
her vyala to a light blue and adjusted the force of gravity on her body.
She rose into the air to join Sitara and Ruon.


Adesina took a moment to regain her
bearings and then she pointed in the direction that led along a jagged range of
mountains. “The Thieves’ Forest is east of these mountains. If the L’avan have
set up a defense of Pevothem, it would be logical for them to do so in that
forest.”


Ruon and Sitara flew in the
direction that Adesina indicated, and after observing their technique, the
young queen did the same. Adesina felt a rush of exhilaration as the crisp air
swept across her face and fanned her silver hair back behind her. The landscape
flowed beneath them in a blur, and Adesina was heartened by the knowledge that
she would reach L’iam soon.


 


***


 


“What is that over there?”


Adesina looked in the direction
Ruon was pointing. There was nothing but an outcropping of rock, and she
frowned in confusion.


As they continued their journey
through the air, they moved past the outcropping and an enormous camp came into
view. Hundreds of wagons stood in groups of ten or fifteen, and dozens of
cooking fires glowed in the darkening evening.


“How did you know that was there?”
asked Adesina in amazement.


“I can See,” Ruon replied unhelpfully.


Sitara seemed to understand what he
meant, and didn’t give it much thought. “Let us land here and take a closer
look.”


Adesina followed them as they
descended, but she shook her head. “You have said that before, Ruon. What do
you mean?”


“I have the Sight, half-blood,”
Ruon said impatiently. “It is the gift of the Seer to his followers.”


Adesina looked to Sitara for some
explanation, but she was preoccupied. Ruon watched the young woman’s expression
with a spiteful sort of enjoyment.


“Your ignorance is amusing.”


Adesina felt her face burning and
she turned away, stubbornly refusing to ask him more. 


Ruon continued anyway. “The Seer is
the Ancient who can See all things—past and future. The Laithur, as his
followers, were given the Heaven’s Eye.” Ruon pointed to a slight bump in the
middle of his forehead. “It allows us to See several moments into the future,
should we choose to do so.”


They all touched down on the ground
in the shelter of a copse of trees, and Sitara turned her attention back to the
others. “Shall we approach these people?”


“It might be wiser to discover who
they are before revealing ourselves,” suggested Adesina.


“You are our leader, Adesina,”
reminded Sitara. “We will do as you say.”


Adesina suddenly felt Ravi’s
presence in her mind become stronger. She could sense him looking through her
eyes to see where they were standing. In a moment, he had transported himself
beside them.


Normally he could only do this to a
place that was within his line of sight. Through their joining, Adesina
understood that, Riel had explained to Ravi that he could transport longer
distances if he used Adesina’s line of sight. She smiled at her companion, glad
to have him near again.


Riel appeared next to Sitara, and
their group was complete once more. The female Rashad was aware of the current
conversation, even though she was only joining it just then.


“I could do some reconnaissance, if
you would like. Although I do sense that their intentions are benign.”


Ravi also reached out with his
senses, and Adesina could read his mind as he did so.


We know them.


Adesina grinned. “There is no need
for caution. They are the Northern Tribes.”


“Are the Northern Tribes peaceful?”
challenged Ruon.


Ravi nodded. “These ones are.”


Adesina walked boldly from the
cover of the trees, keeping well within the light and extending her hands to
show that she held no weapons. They were a fair distance from the edge of the
camp, and the tribe members watched them warily as they approached.


Adesina slowed to a stop as a
handful of young men moved to intercept her. She smiled and spoke clearly. “Are
the Ojuri with you? I must speak to Hestia.”


The young men seemed surprised that
she knew the Ojuri leader by name. One of them pointed north. “They are on the
other side of the camp. I can take you there.”


Ruon and the Rashad entered the
firelight, and there were several murmurs of apprehension. The young man who
offered to lead them suddenly looked as if he regretted the decision.


“Hestia knows us,” reassured
Adesina, “and she knows we would never bring harm to any of you.”


The young man nodded, but kept a
wide berth. He walked them through the camp, keeping his head down to avoid the
stares of those they passed.


The young man pointed after coming
to an abrupt stop. “The Ojuri are there.”


He turned and hurried away, without
giving the visitors a chance to say anything.


The members of the Ojuri tribe
recognized Adesina and greeted her warmly. They had once saved her from
starvation year ago, and since then she had made great efforts to build a relationship
between the Ojuri and the L’avan. The two groups traded often, and Adesina was
well known to all of the tribe members.


Hestia appeared out of the darkness
and hurried forward embrace Adesina. The Ojuri leader was a woman in her middle
years with grey-touched raven hair and eyes that were filled with strength and
kindness. She wore a turquoise dress that was patched with brightly colored
fabrics, and her arms jangled with mismatched bracelets.


“Adesina,” Hestia exclaimed. “I had
heard you were missing.”


“No,” answered Adesina. “I was just
delayed.”


Hestia’s gaze turned to Adesina’s
companions. “It seems you have traveled far.”


The young queen gestured to each of
them. “This is Sitara, Riel, and Ruon. They are representatives for the
Immortal Council.”


Hestia’s eyes widened and she bowed
to them humbly. “I never imagined that I would have the honor of such guests in
my camp. You are all most welcome.”


The Immortals returned her bow, and
even Ruon had a courtly grace in doing so. His usual overtone of bitterness and
sarcasm was set aside, and he appeared to be pleased by the greeting.


Hestia extended a hand of
friendship to Adesina’s Rashad companion. “And, of course, it is always a
pleasure to see you, Ravi.”


Ravi gave a feline grin. “You as
well, Hestia.”


The older woman looked over them
all shrewdly. “Well, I am willing to bet that you have not had a hot meal
today. Come and join my fire.”


No one questioned them as they
walked through the Ojuri camp, but there were still plenty of curious glances
in their direction.


Hestia’s daughter, now a beautiful
young woman of twenty, was tending to the fire and stirring the stewpot. A
young man sat next to her, holding a tiny infant and looking at Hestia’s
daughter with adoring eyes. Hestia’s son, a man in his mid-twenties, sat on the
other side of the fire. His heavily scarred face was expressionless, but his
eyes were dark and brooding.


Adesina greeted Hestia’s children
politely. “Hello, Hesper. Leander.”


Hestia’s son merely nodded his head
in response, but Hesper smiled radiantly. “Hello again, Adesina. Do you
remember my husband, Finlay?”


Adesina greeted the young man, and
she stared at the baby he was holding. “Hestia, are you a grandmother?”


Hestia laughed gently. “It is hard
to believe, is it not?”


“Would you like to hold him?”
offered Finlay.


Adesina and the others sat down
around the campfire, and Finlay gently transferred the sleeping infant to
Adesina’s arms. The child was tiny—no more than a few weeks old—and his perfect
fingers rested against his round cheeks.


“What is his name?” asked Adesina
quietly.


“We named him Frayne, for Finlay’s
grandfather.”


Adesina stroked the baby’s downy
hair, and she was filled with a sense of longing. She wondered what her own
child would look like, and she began to paint a picture in her mind.


Her happy musings were interrupted
by Sitara’s soft voice in her ear. “Mortal infants are so beautiful, are they
not?”


The Serraf was leaning over to look
at the baby, and her smile was full of wonder.


“Yes,” Adesina answered, “they are
beautiful.”


“I have often wondered what it
would be like to have a child in such a manner. So strange for new members of a
race to be so small and helpless.”


Adesina’s brow creased slightly.
“Is that not how all infants are?”


Sitara laughed lightly. “Adesina, you
are an infant Serraf. Immortals are never born, they are made.”


The younger woman stared at her
mentor, a cold feeling of dread stealing over her entire being. “Do you
mean…that Serraf cannot have children?”


Sitara appeared surprised by the question.
“No Immortal can. If we were to continually procreate, our population would
grow to an unthinkable size. After all, Immortals do not die naturally.”


Hesper took the baby from Adesina,
and hot bowls of stew were passed around to the guests. The conversation
shifted to other topics, but Adesina found that she could not make herself
listen.


Sitara’s words had turned Adesina’s
heart to stone, and the young queen stared at her bowl until the stew grew
cold.

















Chapter Ten: Recruitment


 


Adesina awoke disoriented.


She was laying on a worn pad with a
patched blanket draped over her. There was some sort of low wooden roof over
her head that was painted to resemble the night sky. Adesina sat up and looked
around. She had been sleeping in one of the Ojuri wagons, presumably Hestia’s.


The wagon had been emptied to make
room for the sleeping pads, but in the corner there was a sizable stack of
books. Adesina stared at it with some confusion. Books were very valuable, and
it was rare for individuals to own any. The Northern Tribes were an
impoverished group of people, so it didn’t make sense for Hestia to own books.


Adesina took a closer look at the
titles, and found that they were all very old books—centuries old, at the very
least. There were books on antiquated law, battle strategy, economy, and so
forth. A very strange collection for wandering outcasts.


Adesina sensed Ravi’s approach
before she saw him climb into the wagon. His purple and gold eyes were filled
with concern.


“How are you feeling, Ma’eve?”


She rubbed her forehead. “I am not
certain. I do not remember coming here last night.”


Ravi nodded thoughtfully. “You did seem
quite distraught. I thought it would be best to leave you to sleep.”


Adesina got to her feet and brushed
off her rumpled clothing. “I should go and thank Hestia for her hospitality.”


“Ma’eve,” began Ravi, “what is
wrong?”


“Can you not read my mind?” asked
Adesina in a slightly waspish tone.


“I would rather you tell me.”


She shook her head. “Nothing can be
done about it, so why waste time?”


Adesina climbed out of the wagon
and looked around. The cooking fires were being stirred and people were rolling
up their sleeping pads. The young queen walked over to Hestia, who was brushing
out her wavy hair beside a small stream.


“Good morning,” she called
cheerfully.


“Good morning,” replied Adesina.
“Thank you for letting me sleep in your wagon.”


Hestia smiled. “It was no trouble. This
spring has been warmer than usual, so it is pleasant to sleep under the stars.”


She led them back to the fire,
where Adesina’s companions were all sitting and eating breakfast.


“We did not get to speak last
evening.” The leader of the Ojuri tactfully refrained from mentioning Adesina’s
indisposition the night before. “What has brought you to our humble camp?”


“Actually, we came upon it by
accident,” admitted the young queen. “Why are so many of the Northern Tribes
gathered here together?”


“Protection,” was the simple
response. “The Scepter of Cha-sak drives many to flee to the north. Most of the
refugees are harmless, but there are bands of marauders who will take what they
need by force. A lone tribe can easily be attacked, but even the largest groups
of ruffians will think twice before confronting all of us together.”


Sitara leaned forward with a frown.
“What of the law keepers? Can they do nothing to keep the peace?”


Hestia and Adesina both stared at
her blankly.


“Law keepers?” repeated Hestia. “There
has not been anything like that since the end of the monarchy.”


Ruon picked up a handful of pebbles
and passed them over his long fingers. “Surely there is some sort of resistance
to the oppression.”


Hestia shrugged. “If there is, the
Northern tribes have had no part of it. One hears rumors of the brutality of
the Scepter, and we are inclined to stay out of their way until everything
settles down.”


“What if things do not settle
down?” asked Adesina sharply. “What if this is only the beginning of their
tyranny?”


“It is not our fight,” said Hestia
quietly. “The Northern Tribes are outcasts and we have been for many
generations.”


“This is still your land,” argued
Adesina, “and it is your responsibility to defend it. If this threat continues
unchecked, it will spread to cover the entire world.”


The leader of the Ojuri spread her
hands. “What would you have us do? We are not warriors.”


Adesina’s expression was grim.
“Anyone can be taught to fight. Come with us to rejoin the L’avan. Together we
can all stand against Cha-sak and his minions.”


Hestia let out a slow sigh. “Well,
I cannot speak for the other tribe leaders, but I believe the Ojuri will choose
to join you.”


“How many able-bodied adults are in
this camp?” inquired Ruon.


“There are seven tribes here, and
together there would perhaps be two thousand men who would be able to fight.
Some of the women may choose to fight, but most of them would stay behind to
care for the children.”


The Laithur turned to Adesina. “How
many half-breeds would be willing to fight?”


She fixed him with a cold glare.
“Stop calling us half-breeds, Ruon.”


He shrugged. “Well, I suppose you
are not anymore, but the facts of your people’s origins remain.”


Adesina gritted her teeth. “My
people have been steadfast and loyal to the Creator and to humanity’s
well-being from the beginning. They deserve respect for all that they have
done.”


She expected some sort of sarcastic
retort from the demon, but instead he looked thoughtful.


“Perhaps you are correct.”


Adesina was dumfounded.


Ruon didn’t dwell on his admission.
“How many…L’avan would be able to fight?”


The young queen gave herself a
quick mental shake to return to the matter at hand. “Our numbers were greatly
diminished when we were attacked by the Shimat organization six years ago. I
would estimate no more than fifteen hundred soldiers, but many of them are
young and inexperienced.”


“What other allies are there?”
probed Ruon with an expression of growing doubt.


Adesina and Hestia exchanged
glances. “We may be able to recruit some of the refugees,” said Adesina slowly.


Ruon’s eyes widened in shock. “Are
you telling me that you plan to face Cha-sak and his followers with less than
four thousand soldiers?”


“We could easily double our numbers
if the Seharans will join us,” said the young queen in a defensive tone.


“Even if you tripled your force,
you would still be outnumbered by the enemy,” snapped Ruon. “There is no way
that you can win this war against Cha-sak.”


“If that is the case, then why did
you join us?” asked Ravi.


“Perhaps I would not have if I had
known how futile it would be,” sneered the Laithur.


Adesina struggled to keep her
temper under control. “Numbers are not everything in a fight such as this. The
L’avan are able to use their vyala, and that is a considerable
advantage. The Shimat may be more highly trained, but I have been teaching the
L’avan everything I learned as a Shimat. The L’avan are much more prepared for
battle now than they used to be.”


Ruon bared his teeth. “You clearly
know nothing of the Shimat demons. They are the original Children of Darkness.
They made a pact with Evil for no other reason than the lust for power. Cha-sak
is the leader of the Shimat because all others fear him. He will stop at
nothing to enslave this world.”


“No amount of darkness can destroy
the light. As long as there is a single ray of light, darkness can never win,”
said Sitara softly.


Ruon shook his head and looked
away, refusing to answer the Serraf.


“In any case,” Riel asserted, “we
still need to convince the rest of the Northern Tribes to join our cause.”


Hestia nodded. “I think I should be
the one to talk to them. They are untrusting of outsiders.”


The others assented readily.


“We need to leave as soon as
possible,” urged Adesina. “Pevothem is still days away, and we have much to do
before we are ready for battle.”


 


***


 


Basha felt as though she was waking
up, and yet she found herself standing in the center of a large camp. It was just
past noon and she was clearly in the midst of some sort of task, yet she had no
memory of how she got there.


Breyen was standing next to her and
the ever-present shadow of Cha-sak stood behind her. She did not need to look
over her shoulder to know that he was invisible to the eye, and yet she knew he
was there.


A group of rag-tag ruffians
shuffled uncertainly before her, waiting for her to say something.


After several seconds, Breyen
cleared his throat. “Sharifal? Do we have your approval to process these new
recruits?”


“Of course,” Basha responded
quickly. “Take care of it, Breyen.”


He nodded and gestured to a Shimat
standing off to one side. The recruits were herded away, leaving Basha alone
with her assistant and her master.


“Are you quite well, Sharifal?”
asked Breyen quietly.


The all-too-familiar haze was
beginning to steal over her mind once more. She struggled to keep control. “I
am fine. Remind me: were those some of the mercenaries we have been shipping in
from overseas?”


Breyen’s controlled expression was
tinged with confusion. “No, Sharifal. All of the mercenaries finished arriving
last month. These were more volunteers of those who wish to follow the Scepter
of Cha-sak.”


Basha had no memory of there being
any such volunteers. It did make sense, though. There were always those
weaklings who wished to align themselves with the truly great. In general, such
people were useless as soldiers, but someone had to run at the front of an
assault.


Her thoughts were becoming
increasingly sluggish, in spite of her efforts to maintain control.


What was happening to her?


“How many…do we have…now?”


Breyen’s eyes flashed with
recognition and fear at her slurred speech, as if he knew something she did
not. “Mercenaries and volunteers now number just over nine thousand. All Shimat
have been recalled, and the disloyal have been executed. There are two hundred
forty-eight Shimat warriors in your service, Sharifal.”


Basha could sense Cha-sak moving
closer. His hand of pure shadow hovered over her shoulder, but she felt an
enormous weight pressing down.


Basha heard her voice speaking, but
the words were not her own.


“Continue with your orders, Breyen.
We march tomorrow to crush the puny rebellion in the north before moving on
with our world-wide conquest. Any other volunteers must be sent to catch up
with us later.”


“Of course, Sharifal,” Breyen said
with a bow. “Our supply lines are secure and…”


To Basha it sounded as if her head
had been submerged in water. The sound of Breyen’s voice blurred and faded
away.


Terror gripped her chest and her
heart began racing. What was happening?


In her mind’s eye she saw Cha-sak
standing before her. His glowing red eyes mesmerized her and drained her of all
emotion.


“You have served your purpose,” the
demon rasped in a silky voice. “All that is left is for you to submit your will
to mine, and our contract will be complete.”

















Chapter Eleven: Building Defenses


 


L’iam passed his hand over his eyes
wearily. “How goes the planting on the new farms?”


“Better than expected, your
Majesty,” was K’eb’s prompt reply. “Cultivating all of that extra land was not
a simple task, but it looks as though the planting will be done in time.”


The king of the L’avan nodded,
breathing a prayer of gratitude to the Creator. They were going to need every
bit of extra food once the enemy army arrived and cut off the L’avan supply
lines from the rest of Sehar.


Of course, whether the new crops
had time to mature depended on when their enemies arrived. Even with some of
the L’avan using their vyala to help the crops along, it would take time
for the plants to be ready for harvest. L’iam had estimated that it would take
around three months to move a sizeable army from the far south of Sehar to the
Thieves’ Forest. There had been no word from the L’avan spy network of the
Shimat army moving, so L’iam hoped that they had time to build up supplies
before the siege began.


“Have we completed the camp for the
refugees?”


K’eb again gave an affirmative. “All
of the refugees have shelter and supplies, but we are still preparing for any
new arrivals we may have in the coming weeks.”


L’iam made a soft sound of
approval. He anticipated the number of refugees to grow by a large amount by
the time the enemy army arrived. Seharans had spent generations avoiding
conflict, so their first response was to flee at any sign of trouble.


The young king looked up at the
painted portrait of his wife that was always in his tent. His heart ached as he
traced the lines of her face with his eyes.


What do you think, Adesina?
He asked her silently. Am I forgetting anything?


The sound of a distant commotion
reached L’iam’s ears. He frowned and walked out of his tent with K’eb following
close behind.


His tent was pitched atop a small
hill where he could overlook the entire L’avan camp and the Thieves’ Forest to
the south beyond. If he faced the north he could also see the refugee camp on
the Rashad grasslands.


The noise was coming from the south
and he turned his spyglass to the edge of the forest.


Hundreds of wagons were approaching,
accompanied by people on horseback and on foot. The wagons were brightly
colored, and L’iam recognized them instantly.


“The Northern Tribes,” he said in
surprise.


“They must be more refugees from
the violence of the Scepter of Cha-sak,” offered K’eb.


“Yes, you are probably right,”
agreed L’iam. “I just did not think they would come here. They tend to keep to
themselves.”


Rajan, the leader of the Rashad,
came loping up the hill. His glossy black fur was touched with grey, but his
golden eyes were still sharp and lively. A feline smile spread across his face
and his voice was filled with suppressed excitement. “I wonder what convinced
them to join us,” Rajan said in exaggerated calm.


L’iam took the hint and looked
through his spyglass again.


A smaller group of travelers seemed
to be leading. He pointed his spyglass in that direction and immediately
spotted Hestia. L’iam chuckled at the sight of her familiar face. Of course she
was the one…


The smile slipped from his face and
his heart skipped several beats.


Without speaking a word, L’iam
dropped his spyglass on the ground and sprinted down the hill toward the
arriving wagons.


 


***


 


Adesina was overwhelmed by the
reception she received as she rode into the grasslands of Pevothem. From the
moment she was spotted by the L’avan patrol guards, a mighty cheer sprang up. She
saw tears flowing freely down the faces of her devoted subjects, and the crowd
pressed in to try and touch her as she rode toward the center of the camp.


The young queen’s heart felt as
though it might burst.


She had grown to love her people
very dearly, and it was touching to see how much they loved her in return.


Hundreds of voices called her name,
but Adesina’s keen ears picked out one voice in particular. Her purple and gold
eyes darted to the source of the sound, and she saw that the mass of bodies was
parting to make way for a single individual.


Her throat constricted as she
stifled a sob. She leapt from her horse’s saddle and hit the ground running.


L’iam was also moving as quickly as
he could. He held out his arms to her and Adesina ran into his embrace.


His strong arms held her close, but
Adesina felt that it was not nearly close enough. L’iam kissed her again and
again, crying and laughing at the same time.


Sitara may have said that Adesina’s
life returned to her body after the ordeal at the Threshold, but Adesina knew
that her soul had been waiting for this. She was certain that she had
not been truly alive before this moment.


L’iam cupped her face in his hands,
his light green eyes drinking in her features eagerly. His entire being glowed
with joy.


“I love you so much, my darling,”
he whispered, barely loud enough to be heard above the crowd.


Adesina could hold back her tears
no longer.


“I love you, too! Oh, how I have
missed you.”


They embraced once more, longing to
be as near to one another as possible.


When the crowd’s celebrating grew
too riotous to ignore, L’iam put one arm around his wife’s waist and raised his
other hand for silence.


“Today is a day of great
rejoicing,” he called out to the surrounding L’avan. “Our beloved queen has
returned from a long journey.”


Another cheer erupted.


L’iam waited for the multitude to
settle down again before continuing. “Tonight there shall be a great feast to
welcome her home. All who have found refuge in the camp of the L’avan are
invited to join us.”


The king of the L’avan barely took
note of the crowd’s response to his words. He turned his loving eyes back to
Adesina and led her to the tent on the hill.


Adesina would have loved nothing more
than having some time alone with her husband, but such luxuries would have to
wait. There was work to be done.


She greeted K’eb warmly and was
once again touched by the genuine happiness her return brought to the L’avan.
The former soldier didn’t say much, but it was clear that he felt very deeply.


Ravi approached Rajan and lowered
himself in the Rashad version of a bow. The leader of the Rashad surveyed his
heir with approval and affection.


“You have changed much since you
left, Ravi.”


Ravi acknowledged the truth of the
statement. “Much has happened.”


The Immortals, who had been
following at a discreet distance, topped the rise of the hill and came into
view of those waiting.


Rajan’s eyes widened and he lowered
himself humbly to the ground. “Queen Adesina, you bring with you very honored
guests.”


Adesina suddenly felt rather
foolish. In her excitement to see L’iam, she had completely forgotten about her
companions.


She gave her husband’s hand a
squeeze. “L’iam, I would like to introduce you to some very important allies. This
is Ruon, leader of the Laithur.”


The Immortal inclined his oval head
somewhat haughtily. Adesina could only imagine what he thought of “half-breeds”
that didn’t even benefit from the status that came with a prophetic title.


“This is Sitara, leader of the
Serraf.”


The angelic woman smiled
graciously. “Former leader of the Serraf,” she corrected.


Adesina was rather flustered by the
confirmation of what she had only suspected about her new role among the
Immortals. She struggled for a moment to regain her flow of thought. “And this
is Riel…” she trailed off in confusion, realizing that she wasn’t certain if
Riel was the leader of all Rashad or just the Immortal ones.


Riel’s expression became amused. “I
am companion to Sitara,” she said simply.


Rajan shook his head. “You are our
leader, Lady Riel. The Rashad have waited long for the return of their rightful
ruler.”


The Immortal Rashad gave him a
kindly look. “You would not bear the mark of a leader if you were not worthy. I
am, in essence, a newcomer to this world. I would prefer the hierarchy to
remain as it is.”


With this settled, L’iam turned his
own questioning eyes to Sitara. “May I ask, Lady Sitara, why you are the former
leader of the Serraf?”


She gestured gracefully with her
hand. “Because Adesina is the new leader of the Serraf.”


Silence fell over the group.
L’iam’s jaw had dropped at Sitara’s words. It looked rather un-kingly. “Adesina…is…”


The young queen of the L’avan felt
her cheeks warm. She suddenly felt self-conscious. “Perhaps we can discuss my
journey later. For now I would like to know where we stand in preparing for the
upcoming battle.”


L’iam seemed to do his best to
recover and led the group into the tent, where a large table displayed various
maps and documents. Everyone gathered around the table, including the three
Rashad. Adesina stood by her husband and put an arm around him unconsciously.
Their desire to stay close and connected automatically transferred into action.


“There are almost fourteen hundred
L’avan soldiers training day and night. I would say that only half of them have
any real experience fighting, but all of the inexperienced soldiers are
receiving extra training.”


“Who is in charge of the training?”
queried Adesina.


“Your father, Me’shan,” answered
L’iam. “He has been working closely with Ri’sel, Than’os, and Mar’sal. It seems
they learned much on their journey to the desert.”


Adesina’s thoughts turned to the
two men who had accompanied her during the search for L’iam. In the flurry of
her return to Pevothem she had not asked how they were. She did not even know
what had happened to her friends after she had crossed over the Threshold. 


However, like L’iam, Adesina set
her curiosity aside to focus on the matter at hand.


“What of the refugees?”


L’iam referred to the most recent
report. “There are almost a thousand refugees that have come to us for
protection, but we believe that we will see many more as the Shimat forces
travel north.”


Adesina rested a hand on the table.
“I am surprised that there are so many, but I am pleased. It shows that the
L’avan are gaining the trust of Seharans.”


L’iam nodded in agreement. “I do
not believe that any of them would have come to us if it were not for the High
City refugees.”


Adesina looked at her husband with
a smile. “They are here?”


“Yes,” he confirmed. “At first it
was just a small group of them who joined us in the settlement. Then, as the
Scepter of Cha-sak became more active, the rest of the High City refugees from
Emerald Harbor came to us. Rumors spread that we were offering protection from
the Scepter, which brought even more people to us as we travelled to Pevothem.”


Adesina found this information to
be heartening. “Are there any among them who are willing to fight?”


“Around three hundred,” K’eb
answered readily.


Adesina stared hard at the map in
front of her, focusing on the breadth of the Thieves’ Forest. The forest was
wide, but not deep. It formed a band that covered the gap between the eastern
mountain range and the western coast of Sehar. It was the only way to reach
Pevothem by land. In the past it had only been visited by thieves and other
unsavory characters, which kept most of the population away from the borders of
L’avan territory. Rumors of ferocious beasts had kept the criminals from
venturing to the grasslands beyond the forest. It had been an easy way to
ensure privacy for the northern magic-users.


Now the forest had been deserted by
the criminals, due to the increased L’avan activity south of the borders of
Pevothem. It was up to the L’avan to protect themselves and their homes—not
just from marauders, but from an army of highly trained assassins who were set
on the destruction of the L’avan race.


The numbers of their allies were
not what Adesina had been hoping for. “Not all of the Northern Tribes came with
us,” she said slowly. “There are probably only sixteen hundred volunteers among
them. So that brings our army up to three thousand three hundred soldiers, most
of them practically untrained. That is not enough to defend the borders of
Pevothem.”


L’iam smiled mysteriously. “We do
not need to man the entire forest.”


Adesina furrowed her brow. “Why is
that?”


“Do you remember how we returned
home after infiltrating the Shimat fortress?”


Adesina couldn’t forget such an
experience. Even though it had happened six years ago, it was burned into her
memory as if it had only just happened.


She had led a rescue mission to
save her father and other L’avan from the clutches of the Shimat. Their escape
would have failed, were it not for the aid of the spirits who lived in a nearby
forest. They had used their own ancient vyala to transport Adesina and
her companions to safety.


“Of course I do,” Adesina replied.


“The spirits have relocated to the Thieves’
Forest.”


“What?” blurted Adesina and Ravi
together.


“How is that possible?” asked Ravi,
bewildered. “Their vyala was tied to that forest. They should not have
been able to leave it.”


“We were trying to cultivate the
natural vyala of the Thieves’ Forest,” explained L’iam. “We have never
tried anything quite like that before, but we were hoping that we could develop
enough natural vyala to mimic the defenses in the L’avan outpost in the
central lands.”


Adesina nodded in understanding.
The L’avan outpost was a small pocket of natural vyala that repelled people
who could not use their own vyala.


“It seemed to be going well,”
continued L’iam, “but then something happened.”


“What happened?” asked Sitara with
an intent expression on her face.


L’iam gave a helpless shrug. “We do
not know, exactly. A change seemed to come over the forest. Except for the area
you rode through to get here, the woods are now like that forest in the
south—unnaturally dark and full of whispers. I have only been able to
communicate with the spirits briefly, but they informed me that they were the
same who granted us the boon six years ago.”


“Describe these spirits,” insisted
Ruon.


Adesina and L’iam exchanged
glances.


“Most of the time they are nothing
but whispers,” answered Adesina.


L’iam went on. “We found that when
we are connected to our vyala the whispers take the forms of all sorts
of fantastical creatures. Creatures of myth.”


Sitara and Ruon shared a rare
smile.


“How extraordinary,” murmured Ruon.


“We know what these spirits are,”
declared Sitara with tears in her eyes.


Silence fell over the tent as the
listeners waited for the Serraf to explain.


“They are the souls of the
Immortals who have passed beyond this life.”


Rajan shook his graying head. “How
is that possible?”


“We are not called Immortals
capriciously,” Sitara said. “Very few things can bring an end to our lives.
Even then, death is not a natural state for us. If our bodies are destroyed,
our souls remain in a sort of limbo.”


“We were uncertain what had
happened to all of the Immortals who perished during the Great Wars,” expounded
Ruon. “So many were lost.”


“Now we know,” said Sitara happily.
“And now that we know, we may be able to find a way to restore them.”


Adesina took a deep breath. “At the
very least, it is enough to know that we are not as vulnerable as we feared.”

















Chapter Twelve: Reunions


 


Adesina and L’iam lay on a padded
mat that served as the bedding in their tent. Her head rested on his chest and
their arms were wrapped around each other. It had been a long time since either
of them had felt so blissfully content.


The lights were out and they should
have been sleeping. The feast to celebrate Adesina’s return had begun just
after the meeting in the tent and had gone well into the night. Music and
dancing had continued long after the food had been cleared away.


Adesina’s reunion with her family
and friends had been a joyful one. Her father and brother had been eager to see
her, and one glance at Wren’na, Adesina’s sister-in-law, had told her that she
was soon to be an aunt again.


Adesina was tired from her long journey
and her eventful night. Even so, sleep was far from her mind. Instead, she and
her husband spoke to each other in lowered voices. 


All of the questions that had gone
unanswered before were now being addressed.


“When I woke up I found I was in
some sort of cave,” said L’iam, concluding his tale of being abducted by Basha.
I found my way to the entrance where Than’os was waiting. He was gravely
injured, but he was conscious. He explained to me where you had gone with the
others, and I went to go see if I could find you.”


“Did you have trouble with the
obstacles?” asked Adesina.


L’iam shrugged gently. “Not
terribly so. When you sealed the Threshold all of the magic that kept the
barriers alive was cut off as well. It was a tiring hike, but only because my
body was weakened from the ordeal with Basha.”


“And you found the others,”
prompted Adesina.


Her husband nodded. “Yes, I found
them and told them what I had witnessed. Kendan wanted to search for you, even
though I told him that I did not believe you were there anymore. We scoured the
Threshold chamber and the path that led to the peak, but to no avail. When I
finally convinced Kendan that you were gone, we all made our way back to where
Than’os and Maizah were waiting.”


“What did you do then?” asked Adesina.


“We went home,” L’iam answered
simply. “Savir led us back to Jame, where we gained passage back to Sehar. We
were all convinced that you were still alive and that there was much to do to
prepare for your return. We knew that the demon would not be idle, so we could
not be either. Even Savir returned to Sehar with us to join the fight.”


Adesina smiled fondly, remembering
the desert-dweller who had become her friend. “Savir is here?”


“He is in the southern lands. His
ability to transform into a hawk is invaluable as a spy on the Shimat army. He
watches them and reports the progress to our network.”


The young queen nodded. He came
from a tribe known as the Henka, and all of them bore the ability to change
shape into a specific animal.


“Are Kendan and Maizah still here?”
Adesina asked in a quiet voice.


Her relationship with her former
teacher was complicated, especially after his decision to turn his back on the
Shimat order and help Adesina recover her husband. She knew that Kendan still
had feelings for her, and even though she did not feel the same she still felt
uncertain how to discuss him with L’iam. She did not want her husband to feel
threatened in any way.


L’iam’s tone was calm and
unburdened as he replied. “They were with us for a while, but then they left.
Kendan said that he had some unfinished business that required his attention,
and Maizah refused to leave his side. We could have used the extra help, but I
have a feeling that he will be back.”


Adesina pondered L’iam’s words for
several moments in silence. After a while L’iam hugged her closer and said, “I
have been told by Than’os and Mar’sal about your journey to Daemon Mount in
Zonne. Would you tell me what happened after you crossed over the Threshold?”


Adesina took a deep breath and let
it out in a rush. Then she began her tale, leaving nothing out. L’iam listened
without interruption until she came to the end. The silence that followed was
much heavier than before.


“So…you are a Serraf now.”


Adesina could hear the strain in
his voice. He was keeping his emotions tightly in check.


“Yes, I suppose I am.”


Adesina waited for him to say more,
the anxiety of the moment building up inside her until she was certain she’d
burst.


Was he upset? Was he excited? Was
he confused?


The dim light made it impossible
for Adesina to read L’iam’s expression with any accuracy.


Finally, he spoke. “What does this
mean for…us?”


Adesina was both surprised and
strangely relieved by his question. Of all the things he could potentially be
worried about, he was most concerned with their marriage.


She reached up and stroked his
cheek. “It means that I will love you beyond mortal bounds.”


L’iam exhaled, half laughing. “You
already did that, my love. I just was not sure how it would affect our union.
L’avan legends say that the Serraf who married the sons of L’avan were required
to give up their immortality. What if the opposite is true, too? What if you
have to give up our marriage to gain immortality?”


Adesina frowned. “I do not think it
works that way. If it does, then I shall politely decline.”


L’iam’s laugh became more natural.
“You would politely decline limitless life and power?”


“Of course!”


“Before you make that decision, we
should probably make sure that you would not also be giving up our only chance
at winning this war.”


Adesina’s smile slowly faded from
her lips. “L’iam,” she said slowly, “there is something that may change how you
feel about our marriage.”


“I doubt that,” he replied
comfortably.


Adesina raised herself up onto one
elbow and looked through the dark to her husband’s eyes.


“As an Immortal…I…I cannot have
children.”


His eyebrows shot up in a startled
expression. He took a moment before responding carefully. “I did not know that
you were interested in having children.”


Unexpected emotion surged up in
Adesina, and she found that her eyes were filling with tears. “I did not…I was
not…that is, I had not really considered…”


She sat up and turned away, ashamed
for losing control of her emotions.


Adesina felt L’iam put his arm
around her shoulders, bringing her back to his embrace.


“Oh, my love,” he whispered gently.
“Nothing could change the way I feel about you.”


“But you are king,” she insisted,
wiping away her tears angrily. “You must have an heir. As an Immortal I cannot
bear you one, and there is no knowing how long it will be before my tasks as
the Threshold Child will come to an end. What if they never do?”


“It is possible,” L’iam said
slowly, “that you will be required to be the Threshold Child for longer than we
hoped. It is also possible that it is necessary for you to remain Immortal in
order to complete your purpose.”


Adesina lifted her hands with an
expression on her face that indicated he was proving her point.


“I will not deny that I have always
wanted children, even before it became necessary to produce an heir to the
throne.” L’iam tipped her chin up and kissed her tenderly. “However, I would
never even consider giving you up. You have a great work ahead of you, and I am
not so selfish as to wish it otherwise. We will have to make sacrifices, and there
will be uncertainty in how long we will have to work until we are finished.”


He looked intently into her eyes.
“Just know that I will never leave you alone as long as I draw breath. I will
be your help and your support in whatever you need to do, for as long as it
takes. As for the succession, we can worry about that later.”


Adesina nodded, allowing herself to
be comforted by his words. After all, there was more than enough to be thinking
about with the upcoming war with Cha-sak. As long as L’iam continued to love
her, Adesina felt certain that the rest would work out.


 


***


 


Sitara quietly slipped through the
moonlight alone. Even her companion, Riel, had known not to follow. It wasn’t
that the Serraf was doing anything secret. She just wanted to do this on her
own.


She made her way south of the camp,
to the edge of the Thieves’ Forest. She paused at the tree line, silently
wondering what awaited her.


As soon as Sitara stepped into the
forest, an unnatural darkness covered her eyes. The moonlight had been bright,
but no trace of it filtered down through the trees. Disembodied whispers
brushed the fringe of her hearing, but it was as if a halo of protection kept
them from drawing any nearer.


Sitara called forth her vyala,
letting the power flow through her body.


Her eyes glowed with an inner
light, and the darkness of the forest fled. She could see clearly now, and she
saw that dozens of white silhouettes stood before her at a small distance. The
luminescent figures were all shapes and sizes, each recognizable to the former
leader of the Serraf.


“Sister,” cried one of the figures,
“you have come at last.”


Tears filled Sitara’s eyes. “Yes,
my brothers and sisters. I am here.”


The silhouettes all drew nearer.


“Is the war won?” asked the form of
a deceased Gaiana.


All of the spirits seemed eager for
an answer.


Sitara sadly shook her head. “We
are still fighting it.”


A Qetza fluttered its wings in
agitation. “Sssssssurely not! There hasss been sssssilence for centuriesss.”


“We have counted long years,”
mourned the rock-like silhouette of a Petre.


An Aurym raised all four of its
hands in a beseeching gesture. “Relate to us all that hath happened, sister.
Why doth silence and solitude persist so long?”


Sitara told them of the Great Wars,
keeping her story as concise as possible. The spirits had many questions, and
there were many years of history to cover. As the Serraf spoke, other
silhouettes gathered around until she was surrounded by hundreds.


When she concluded, a profound
silence followed.


“Ssssso,” said a Qetza sadly, “our
brothersss and ssssssisssterss are trapped beyond the Thressshold.”


“Just as we are trapped in this
cursed state,” rumbled a Petre.


“The Threshold Child will save us,”
assured the spirit of a Serraf. “The prophecy promises us that.” 


Sitara wished she could see the
face of the deceased Serraf and call her by name.


The form of a Rashad nodded in
agreement. “We need only be patient a little longer.”


“What if this Threshold Child
cannot save us?” asked a Gaiana. “What if nothing can?”


Sitara stared at the white
silhouette coldly. “You doubt the words of the Creator?”


“Of course not,” muttered the
Gaiana, “but we are dead. Who has the power to restore life to the dead?”


“If there was no hope for you, why
are you still here?” pointed out Sitara. “Your spirits would have journeyed on
to the realm of the dead if you were truly gone.”


An Aurym nodded. “Lose not thy
faith, brothers and sisters! The Ancients knew all when we Immortals were born.
Our purpose doth remain.”


“Our fight with Cha-sak continues,”
cautioned Sitara. “It may be a long time before this conflict comes to an end,
and we need as many allies as possible. Are you willing to join us in this war
against Darkness?”


Several of the white figures
shifted restlessly.


“Our hearts are willing,” said the
silhouette of a Serraf, “but we are limited in this form.”


The outline of a Petre nodded. “We
cannot roam with the freedom of those who have physical bodies. We are
restricted to places where the old vyala exists.”


“The descendants of thy sisters
revived this forest,” explained an Aurym. “Hence, we traveled hither.”


“So you can only provide defense
for this forest,” concluded Sitara, feeling slightly disappointed.


The Aurym figure spread its arms in
a gesture of apology. “All here assembled wish to do more. Alas, it cannot be.”


Sitara nodded. “It is enough. We
did not anticipate such a gift, and we are grateful for the security you
provide.”


The Aurym inched closer. “Thou
didst say that a Laithur accompanied thee hence from the Threshold.”


“Yes,” acknowledged Sitara.


“It hath been centuries since any
of demonkind hath taken any action for good. Dost thou think that the Laithur
might return to the Light?”


Sitara’s brow furrowed
thoughtfully. “It is hard to know that for certain. Ruon is proud and stubborn.
He embarked on this journey reluctantly. He does not currently believe that
Adesina is the one appointed to lead us.”


“Did he not swear allegiance?”
asked a small figure sitting on the shoulder of a Petre.


“He did,” answered Sitara, “but with
much doubt in his heart. Even now he resists us at every turn.”


“I would not be surprised if he
betrays you and allies himself with Cha-sak,” said a tall, thin silhouette with
a bitter voice. “Demons cannot be trusted.”


Sitara could not truthfully say
that she didn’t have reservations. She considered her words carefully for a
moment.


“It is said that the Threshold
Child will return us to our true purpose,” Sitara reasoned, “and I believe
Adesina to be the Threshold Child. If anyone can gain the confidence of a
demon, she can.”


“We hope you are right,” a Petre
said gravely. “If the Laithur joins Cha-sak, this war will be over before it
begins.”

















Chapter Thirteen: Rescue


 


Adesina felt her heart warm with
joy when she opened her eyes in the morning and saw L’iam lying next to her.
His breathing was slow and even, and she knew that he was still sleeping.


The young queen gently removed
herself from the bedding and dressed in her former Shimat uniform. The black
leather vest served as light armor, and the rest of the black ensemble was
simple and functional. She made a mental note to have a new outfit made. The
Shimat uniform would serve well when fighting, but Adesina didn’t like the idea
of wearing the same uniform as her enemies.


Dawn was only just breaking as
Adesina exited the tent. Cooking fires were being stoked and sleepy movements
could be seen throughout the refugee camp. Ravi was waiting patiently for her a
short distance away from the tent’s opening.


Silent greetings passed between
them through their Joining. Adesina could feel through their connection that,
although Ravi had spent the previous evening with his family and friends, he
was back to focusing on the upcoming conflict.


Adesina and Ravi walked down the
low hill to the camp below, greeting the L’avan they passed along the way. They
soon arrived at the tent of Adesina’s brother, where her sister-in-law was
preparing some hot porridge.


Wren’na was in the last stage of
her pregnancy, and her face bore signs of weariness. Even so, she gave Adesina
and her companion a glowing smile when they approached. 


“Good morning!”


“Good morning, Wren’na,” replied
Adesina. “How are you feeling?”


Wren’na gave a light laugh and
rubbed a hand over her swollen abdomen. “As well as one can expect with this
child feeling the need to dance all night.”


 Adesina took a seat on a log by
the fire. “Have you been to a Reader? Do you know the child’s gender and if he
or she has a dava?”


When Adesina had first heard of the
idea behind a dava, she had been extremely skeptical.  A Reader was a
L’avan with an unusually strong gift for sensing a person’s spirit. They could
reveal the gender of an unborn child, as well as things such as potential skill
in certain subjects or personality traits. A Reader could also pair two L’avan
together in a sort of unofficial betrothal. A dava was not exactly a
soul-mate, but it was someone that was especially compatible with the child
being Read.


Only about one in ten L’avan
children had a dava, and they always were given the choice whether to
marry the one matched to them or not. However, it was rare for a L’avan to
choose to not marry their dava—even if they had never met, as in the
case of E’nes and Wren’na.


Adesina had not believed in such a
match working, but that was before she really gotten to know L’iam. He was her dava,
and no one could be more perfect for her.


Wren’na picked up a long wooden
spoon and stirred the contents of the pot over the fire. “We were planning to
go to a Reader, but there just has not been much spare time. We will probably
just take the child to a Reader after it is born. In a way, it is fun not
knowing. The gender will be a surprise.”


“Do either of your other children
have a dava?” Adesina realized she had never asked.


Wren’na shook her head. “No,
neither En’ver nor R’egina have davas, but it is not uncommon for only a
single child in a family to have one. In fact, it is more unusual to see more
than one child in a family have a dava.”


“Like myself and E’nes,” said
Adesina.


Wren’na straightened from bending
over the fire and rubbed her lower back. “You know,” she said thoughtfully, “I
knew a family with five children, and each of them had a dava. And, of
course, I have known several families where none of the children had a dava.”


E’nes emerged from the tent,
carrying his two-year-old daughter and followed closely by his four-year-old
son.


“Good morning, Ravi. Good morning,
Adesina,” he said happily. “Should you not be with your husband on your first
day back?”


The young queen waved a hand casually.
“He is sleeping. He needs the rest.”


“That is not to say that I am not
pleased to see you,” reassured her brother. “I just assumed that you would be
busy.”


“Where is the snake man?” asked
En’ver loudly.


Ravi snorted and Adesina did her
best to suppress a grin. “Ruon is not a snake man, En’ver. He is a Laithur.”


The young boy shrugged. “He looks
like a snake man.”


Wren’na’s expression was distinctly
uncomfortable. “Please do not call him that, En’ver. It is not polite.”


“Ruon and the others will join us
when they awaken,” promised Adesina to her nephew.


A disturbance at the edge of the
camp brought Adesina around. A young teenage boy was running in the direction
of the king’s tent. She moved to intercept him, and he saw her with relief on
his face.


“Your Majesty, I was told to stand
guard at the border of the Thieves’ Forest and to report anything unusual.”


Adesina nodded. “What did you see?”


“There was a group of refugees
traveling past. Not coming here, mind you, just going by…”


“What happened?” urged Adesina more
insistently.


The teenage boy pointed back the way
he had come. “Marauders are approaching the refugees, and it looks like there
will be trouble.”


K’eb appeared at Adesina’s side,
ready to receive her instructions.


“Have my horse saddled and round up
any Protectors who are available to come fight.”


K’eb hurried off, and Adesina ran
lightly up the hill to the tent with Ravi at her heels.


L’iam was getting dressed when his
wife entered. “What is happening?”


Adesina explained as she strapped
her Blood Sword to her back. L’iam asked no more questions, but gathered up his
own sword. They exited the tent together and surveyed the gathering L’avan
warriors.


By the time both of the royal
horses were brought, more than a dozen Protectors had responded to the queen’s
call. More were coming, but Adesina sent word that their current numbers should
suffice.


Adesina’s horse, Torith, was
waiting for her. She greeted the black stallion warmly, pleased that he had
been brought back from the desert of Zonne. Adesina quickly mounted and heeled
the horse forward.


The well-trained steed recognized
the atmosphere and was ready to carry his mistress into the fray. Ravi took his
customary place at Adesina’s side, keeping up with the pace easily.


Adesina and L’iam rode side by
side, leading the L’avan Protectors to the rescue of the refugees. She always
remembered that her husband was the king, but he never treated her as anything
other than an equal.


The soldiers galloped through the
thin strip of the woods that were not haunted by the spirits of Immortals,
which had been marked as path lined with white stones by the L’avan. When they
arrived on the other side, they could see the struggle in the distance.


The refugees numbered close to a
hundred, but there were only three wagons and five horses. The men held various
farming tools, brandishing them like weapons, while the women and children
huddled behind them.


A gang of about thirty ruffians
bore down on them on horseback, their rusty and mismatched blades raised with
the intent to kill.


Adesina’s vyala lashed out
before she had the conscious thought to use it. It did not act of its own
accord, as it had when she had been fighting it, but it anticipated her desires
and leapt into action.


A flash of light exploded in the
path of the marauders, causing them to slow to a stop as they shielded their
eyes. Adesina’s magically enhanced voice rang out for all to hear.


“Cease your attack and depart in
peace,” she commanded. “All who come here as refugees are under the protection
of the L’avan. Your unlawful actions will not be tolerated.”


This gave the L’avan enough time to
close in on the other two groups. They formed a protective line between the
refugees and the would-be attackers.


An incredibly dirty man at the
front of the ruffians studied the newcomers with apprehension, his eyes
especially lingering on Ravi. But when he saw that he and his fellows
outnumbered the L’avan, his expression changed to disdain.


“This ain’t your business. Move
along or we will kill ye’all, every one.”


“No, you will not,” replied L’iam
pleasantly. “This land has been claimed by the L’avan, and all who travel here
must abide by our laws.”


“Who are the Leven?” drawled a
filthy woman riding an emaciated nag.


“We are the L’avan,” answered
Adesina, “and you shall not harm these people. Leave now.”


“Or what?” sneered the ragged
leader.


“Or you shall regret your decision
for the small remainder of your life,” Adesina’s voice lowered to a tone that
was deadly in its calm.


L’iam’s eyes flickered to his wife
and Adesina felt a twinge of hesitation. It was not easy to overcome the
training she had received as a Shimat, and she still found herself reverting to
their violent tactics from time to time. Normally, the L’avan didn’t like using
intimidation or force to get what they wanted. Adesina, on the other hand, knew
instinctively when talking would be no use and skipped that step altogether.


L’iam had always supported Adesina
in the past, even when he felt she had been too hasty in a decision. She knew
that she had his support in this conflict as well, but she wanted to make sure
that she was not being reckless.


A few mutters arose from the gang
of marauders, and they looked uneasy. The leader turned on them in ire. “What?
Ye think we cannut take them? We have more’n two to their one.”


The reminder of their superior
numbers heartened the ruffians and they readied their weapons once more.


“We will’no leave here, woman,”
said the leader in an arrogant voice. “My fellow tradesmen might’ve left that
there forest, but this area still belongs to us. And as price for yer lip, we
gon’ take yer pretty horses and weapons.”


“D’elan,” L’iam said to the
Protector who was just behind him, “shield the refugees.”


The L’avan soldier acknowledged his
orders and moved into place. The refugees had watched the exchange with fearful
expressions, huddling close together. They did not seem any more trusting of
the L’avan than they were of the marauders.


The gang’s leader narrowed his eyes
and raised his rusty sword. “Let’s get ’em, lads.”


With a raucous cry, the group
surged toward the waiting L’avan.


Adesina drew her Blood Sword,
Falcon. Her vyala rose up within her without needing to be summoned, and
the slender blade of her sword burst into magical flames.


During her fight with a demon near
the Threshold, Adesina had discovered that her sword could act as a conduit for
her power. The first time it had happened by accident, and she hadn’t tried to
replicate the result since then.


This time, it happened as soon as
her sword was drawn. Almost as if that fight on the Threshold had changed
Falcon permanently.


L’iam stared at her sword in
amazement, and Adesina guessed that the other L’avan were doing the same. She
gave her husband small smile and urged Torith onward.


Most of the marauders drew their
horses up sharply when they saw Adesina’s flaming sword. Fear was clear in
their eyes, and some of them turned and fled. Even the leader stared in
momentary terror, but then he clenched his jaw and raised his rusty sword a
little higher. “C’mon, ye cowards! Everyone knows that magic-users talk big but
run away in a fight.”


The other ruffians were made bold
by his words, and they rushed forward recklessly.


Adesina vaguely heard L’iam issuing
orders to the L’avan soldiers behind her, but her mind was filled with the
rushing flow of her vyala. It would have been easy to lose herself in
the hypnotizing power, but Ravi’s mind kept her safely anchored.


Even so, everything around her
seemed to slow, and she felt strangely detached from the situation.


Adesina raised Falcon to meet the
oncoming sword of the leader. The flames surrounding her blade formed into
wings as she brought the sword down in a powerful blow. The air whistled with
the speed of the sword’s movement, and it almost sounded like a falcon’s cry.


There was a flash of light as her
sword made contact, and her enemy’s rusty blade exploded into dust. 


His face turned deathly white
beneath the filth, his eyes wild with fear. In an act of desperation, he drew
the dagger sheathed at his waist and tried to plunge it into her raised arm.


Adesina’s vyala acted
without her needing to give it conscious instruction. It hardened her skin
against the blow and filled her arm with the same energy that resided in Falcon,
causing the marauder’s dagger to turn to dust as well.


This was too much for the ruffian,
and he wheeled his horse around and fled in the opposite direction.


The clang of swords reached
Adesina’s ears, and she saw the Protectors engaged in fighting the other
troublemakers. Even without Adesina’s show of power, the other L’avan were
meeting their opponents with ease.


Adesina turned Torith to meet
another enemy, much with the same result. Her vyala swept before her,
acting in anticipation of her desires. She hardly had to use her sword at all.
Her very presence caused her enemies to flee.


In another moment, the would-be
robbers were all riding away as fast as their horses could take them.


Adesina reined Torith to a stop,
breathing hard and struggling to bring her vyala back to a normal level.
Once again, she used Ravi’s mind to anchor herself. Her vyala became
more manageable, and Adesina was able to ease control.


L’iam rode up to her side, staring
at Falcon, which now glinted harmlessly in the sunlight. “I have never seen
anything like that,” he declared. “Is it because you are a Serraf?”


Adesina slowly shook her head. “No,
it happened before I crossed over the Threshold. I think it is because this
sword was forged with some of my blood in it.”


L’iam’s eyes brightened with
understanding. “Yes, that makes sense. It became a talisman through blood
magic. I wonder what else it is capable of doing.”


Adesina shrugged uncomfortably. “I
am certain we shall find out before this is over.”


L’iam noticed his wife’s discomfort
and reached over to squeeze her hand. “Let us go see to the refugees.”


They dismounted and approached the
group of frightened travelers on foot, wishing to seem as unthreatening as
possible. As they drew nearer, the refugees raised their farming tools and
tried to appear menacing.


“Do not come any closer,
magic-users,” warned a man in the front. “We have nothing of value for you to
take. Please leave us be.”


Adesina frowned. The man looked
strangely familiar.


“We do not wish to take anything
from you,” soothed L’iam. “We just wish to be certain that no one is injured.
You are free to leave at any time.”


“Why did you help us?” asked the
man, lowering his pitchfork slightly.


L’iam pointed toward the forest.
“We have a camp on the other side of those woods. We offer protection to any
who might wish it. We have helped others who are fleeing the Scepter of
Cha-sak, and we ask for little in return—only that you do your part in caring
for the camp and others. Those who wish to lend their skills to our endeavor
are appreciated, but it is not a requirement for those who join us.”


Adesina suddenly realized where she
had seen the man before. “Your name is Ston,” she blurted out.


Several of the men behind Ston
murmured, and he paled slightly. “Do not use your magic on me. My mind is my
own.”


The young queen shook her head. “I
am not reading your mind. We have met before, seven or so years ago. I came to
the High City and asked for admittance.”


Ston straightened slowly. “I was
indeed in charge of such matters,” he said with a trace of pride.


“Are you all from the High City?”
Adesina asked eagerly.


Ston’s expression became wary.
“Some.”


“There are other former citizens of
the High City in our camp,” said L’iam. “They are led by a man named Quinlan.”


“The blacksmith?” asked Ston in
stunned delight.


The other refugees began talking
all at once, asking if specific people were among the other group of survivors
and encouraging Ston to lead them to the camp.


A young woman pushed her way to the
front of the crowd. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a simple bun and her
clothing was worn and patched. Even so, her blue eyes sparkled with joy.


“Adrie? Is that you?”


Adesina felt a lump form in her
throat. “Gainor!”


The L’avan queen’s former High City
companion turned and called to the back of the group. “See, Rina? I told
you it was her.”


Adesina laughed and embraced her
old friend. “There is someone in the camp who will be especially glad to see
you.”

















Chapter Fourteen: Recounting Tales


 


There were many tears as the two
groups of High City survivors reunited. Deasa, Gainor, and Rina were all
overjoyed to find their girlhood friends alive. They embraced, laughing and
crying.


They pulled Adesina into their arms
as well, and she felt tears running down her face. A weight was lifted from her
heart now that she knew that all of her friends had survived the terrible
massacre in the High City.


Breathless introductions were made
on all sides, beginning the lengthy process of catching up with one another.


Rina’s husband, Degan, was still as
slender and quiet as Adesina remembered him, but his eyes were infinitely older
and more wary. Three small children with their father’s red hair huddled around
Rina’s skirts. The two little boys were called Cavell and Ardley, and the
little girl was named Faryl.


Adesina had forgotten that Degan’s
family had befriended the outcast apothecary, and Adesina made a mental note to
tell Degan that Faryl was alive and in the L’avan camp.


Deasa’s smile faltered when she
said she had no children, but she was happy to tell them of her marriage to
Nordin. Adesina’s eyes flitted to Gainor, curious of her reaction. In their
youth, Gainor had been quite infatuated with Nordin. However, Gainor was
genuinely delighted for her friend, and no jealously marred the reunion.


Gainor was married to a young
farmer she had met after escaping the High City. He was humble and plain, not
at all like what Gainor had proclaimed to have wanted when she was sixteen. It
was clear that they adored one another, and Adesina was happy for them. They
had a baby boy who was less than a year old, and stared up at his admirers with
clear blue eyes and a shy smile.


Adesina’s High City friends were
both eager and awed when she introduced them to L’iam. They had never met a
king before, let alone the king of the magic-users. Ravi’s introduction brought
even more shock to their faces, especially when Ravi spoke in response to their
greetings.


L’iam stayed long enough to get the
newest refugees settled and to greet his wife’s friends, but then he was off to
see to his daily duties. Adesina stayed to continue talking with the others.


“Where did you go after the attack
on the High City?” asked Adesina.


Gainor frowned. “My mother awoke me
and told me to run. There was so much screaming, and the whole city seemed to
be on fire. I thought that my family was right behind me, but when I looked
back I was alone.”


Rina reached over and gave Gainor’s
hand a squeeze.


Gainor smiled at her friend and
went on. “I wanted to find them, but there was too much chaos. I ran into Rina
and Degan, and we escaped the city together.”


“We headed north,” supplied Rina,
stroking the hair of little Faryl, who was resting on her lap. “We found a
large group of refugees, and we assumed we were the only survivors.”


“There were more than a thousand of
us,” asserted Gainor. “Governor Wadell took charge and said we would build
another city for ourselves.”


Adesina and Deasa both stared in
shock. “A thousand?”


Gainor nodded. “At first our group
was much smaller, but more and more survivors kept coming to our camp over the
course of a month.”


The High City refugees that had
lived in Emerald Harbor had not quite numbered at two hundred, and Adesina had
thought that a miraculously large group of survivors. The rest of those who had
escaped the massacre in the High City must have gathered to the north.


“Why are there so few of you now?”
asked Adesina.


Gainor and Rina exchanged a
sorrowful glance. “Well,” started Rina, “none of us had ever lived anywhere
except for our homes in the High City. We did not know how to properly set up a
camp or how to care for ourselves in those circumstances.”


“People started getting sick,”
continued Gainor, “more and more every day.”


“It was terrible,” whispered Rina.


“The sanitation was horrible and
illness spread like wildfire,” Gainor said with a shudder. “People were dying
by the hundreds, and none of the local villages were willing to send help.”


“They said we had brought the
plague upon ourselves with our devil-worshipping and intolerant lifestyles,”
Rina added.


Deasa nodded sadly. She had told
Adesina that her group of refugees had met with similar distrust and isolation
from other Seharans. 


“Governor Wadell was among the
sick. When he died Ston took over as our leader. He said we had to leave the
camp and burn it to eliminate the sickness there. He said there were too many
dead to bury.”


Rina’s voice faded as she struggled
with tears, and Gainor put her arm around her friend.


“We stayed on the move after that,”
Gainor resumed. “We wandered for a long time. Sometimes we met with Northern
Tribes that were willing to help us or teach us how to take better care of
ourselves. Every winter was very difficult, and many more of us died from cold
or hunger. We moved eastward, and eventually we came to a farming community
that was willing to let us settle near them. We would not have survived much
longer if it had not been for their kindness.”


Gainor turned her loving eyes on
her husband, and Adesina assumed that it was in that farming community that she
had met the young farmer she would wed.


Adesina’s heart ached for her
friends. They had suffered so many hardships, and all because of the mindless
violence and selfish schemes of the Shimat.


Deasa took her turn in telling of
her escape from the High City and the slow journey that ended in Emerald
Harbor. Gainor and Rina nodded as she spoke, all sharing empathy for the great
suffering that they had experienced. Adesina could see that these three women
were infinitely closer now than they had ever been as girls.


“What about you, Adrie?” asked
Gainor when Deasa had finished her tale. “Tell us what happened to you. You
disappeared from the city one day, and now we find you have married a king!”


Adesina had explained her past once
before, when she had found Deasa and the others in Emerald Harbor. She now did
it again, telling the absolute truth about who she was and why she had come to
the High City.


It was clear that Gainor and Rina
were stunned, but there was no judgment on their faces. Instead, their
expressions showed pity when she spoke of the decisions she had been forced to
make and the hardships she had experienced.


Adesina wanted to hug each of her
friends fiercely. They had been through so much more than her, but their sorrow
for her suffering was clear on their faces.


When Adesina’s tale moved past
Emerald Harbor, Deasa joined the others in leaning forward with interest. The
story of L’iam’s rescue was not one she had heard first-hand.


Adesina left out many details, such
as her Dreams and the struggle with her vyala. Magic was a strange and
incomprehensible thing to her High City friends, and Adesina didn’t have time
at the moment to try and help them to understand something so complex. Even
without the magical aspects of the journey, Adesina’s tale was a fantastic one.
Her friends’ eyes were filled with a mixture of wonder and disbelief.


Ravi helped out with her narrative
occasionally, but for the most part he simply sat and listened. Adesina could
tell through their Joining that his mind was more focused on something apart
from where they were sitting. Almost as if he was monitoring the actions of
someone far away.


When Adesina reached the part of
her story that dealt with the Threshold her friends shared horrified glances.


“A demon?” gasped Rina.


“Do such things really exist?”
asked Deasa with an expression that said she wished to doubt it, but didn’t.


“I am sorry to say that they do,”
affirmed Adesina. “Cha-sak escaped his prison before I could stop him, and now—”


“Wait,” interrupted Gainor.
“Cha-sak…as in, the Scepter of Cha-sak?”


Adesina nodded. “That is what the
Shimat have begun to call themselves. The demon is using them to take over
Sehar. Once he has control of this nation, he will continue until he has conquered
the world.”


Adesina’s High City friends looked
around the L’avan camp with new understanding in their eyes. They could see all
of the preparations taking place, and they knew that battle was coming.


“You are going to oppose him,”
stated Rina quietly. “The magic-users are going to fight, while the rest of
Sehar merely flees.”


“Some of the refugees here have
volunteered to fight as well,” Adesina said. “We also have the support of many
of the Northern Tribes.”


“The Northern Tribes?” asked Gainor
in surprise. “They never get involved in other people’s affairs.”


“Rarely,” agreed Adesina. “But this
time they are.”


“You certainly inspire others to
take action,” said Rina with admiration.


The L’avan queen laughed. “It comes
with the title.”


“Queen Adrie,” mused Gainor with a
hint of envy. “Who would have guessed?”


“Queen Adesina,” corrected Deasa
with a smile.


“It is more than the title,
though,” insisted Rina. “Even before you became queen, back when we knew you in
the High City, you made us want to be better. You were born to be a leader,
Adesina.”


Adesina’s tone was grave. “I hope
that is true. This is going to be a terrible battle, and Cha-sak will not be
defeated without much sacrifice. It will take many good leaders to see us
through this.”


“I am going to talk to Ston about
the High City men joining the fight,” Gainor said resolutely. “Deasa said that
there are volunteers from her camp of survivors and they are being trained by
your soldiers.”


Deasa nodded in support of her
friend’s words.


“And we can help, too,” added
Gainor enthusiastically. “We can make clothing for the soldiers and help keep
the camp in order. We know how to do that now,” she laughed.


Rina also agreed. “We cannot stand
by any longer. We should have fought for our homes before; we should have
prepared ourselves to do so. Now we can take the action that should have been
taken when the High City was standing.”


Adesina’s eyes filled with tears
and she struggled to control her emotions. “Thank you,” she whispered softly.
“Thank you for everything.”

















Chapter Fifteen: Emissaries


 


Adesina’s afternoon with her High
City friends came to an end, and she knew she had to resume her duties as
queen. She and Ravi walked back to the tent where all of the war planning took
place and found L’iam with all of his advisors.


The king gave his wife a smile that
lit up his entire face. “Welcome back to the present,” he joked. “How was your
visit with your past?”


“It was lovely,” she answered
earnestly. 


There were several familiar faces
gathered around the table in the center of the tent. Her father, uncle, and
brother were there, as well as Than’os and Mar’sal. Rajan was seated next to
L’iam and K’eb stood on his other side. Sitara and Ruon were also there, but
they stood separate from the group gathered around the table. Adesina greeted
her friends and family briefly and then got down to business. “What have I
missed?”


Me’shan was the one to answer his
daughter’s question. “We are discussing our need for allies.”


“The Shimat have recalled their
entire force from abroad and they have been hiring mercenaries to swell their
numbers,” reported K’eb. “We are terribly outmatched.”


“We just received word that the
Shimat army began moving two days ago. They will be here in no more than three
months, which is not much time to send for help,” said Adesina’s uncle, Ri’sel.


E’nes gestured to the maps on the
table. “Knowing the pattern of the Scepter of Cha-sak, the army will most
likely destroy everything in its path. That will send thousands of refugees in
our direction. It will take time to prepare for their arrival.”


“That also creates the problem of
our supplies,” added Mar’sal. “The Shimat will cut off our lines, and the crops
we have planted will not be enough.”


Adesina raised her hands. “One
problem at a time, please.”


They all looked at her expectantly,
and she frowned at the maps as she considered their position.


She had never been a senior member
of the Shimat organization, so she had no idea what kind of numbers the
Sharifal commanded. It could be merely hundreds, or it could be thousands.
Based off of the size of Adesina’s own graduating Shimat class, it seemed
likely that there would be no more than a few hundred full Shimat warriors. As
for mercenaries, those had never been hard to find.


“Do we have an estimate for the
size of their army?” Adesina asked.


K’eb nodded. “Savir’s most recent
report says that they number close to ten thousand.”


Adesina’s chest tightened. They
were outnumbered three to one. “We need allies,” she murmured to herself.


Her eyes roved the maps of Sehar
and came to rest on Charan.


Charan was a city on the far west
of Sehar and was called the Gateway City. Sehar was connected to another nation
called Etan, but only through a narrow pass of land. Mountains obstructed the
majority of the small stretch, and Charan occupied an area between the
mountains and the ocean. Charan was part of the nation of Etan, and one could
not travel from Sehar into Etan without going through that city.


“The Scepter has blockaded Sehar’s
harbors, but what of the Gateway City? Is it still open?”


Mar’sal’s expression was uncertain.
“We have not sent scouts in that direction, but we have heard rumors. They say
that there is a Shimat fort guarding the pass from Etan, barring any from
entering Sehar from Charan.”


Adesina looked at her husband. “Do
you think Etan would send help if we asked for it?”


L’iam let out his breath slowly.
“Perhaps, if they understood the danger that Cha-sak posed to them.”


“Who is this Etan?” demanded Ruon
from the side of the tent.


Adesina explained as she continued
to stare at the maps. “It is not a person. Etan is a portion of the former
nation of Lam. After the Plague Years, Lam had a violent civil war that split
the kingdom in two—Etan and Ghaith.”


“They would send soldiers to our
aid?” asked Sitara.


“It is possible, but not certain,”
answered L’iam.


“We need to try,” said Adesina
decisively. “Etan is the only nation that could send help without using ships.
The Shimat have too many ships of their own, and we would run the risk of
losing our reinforcements before they even arrive.”


“Charan is also close enough that
help would arrive at the same time as our enemies, or soon thereafter,” pointed
out Me’shan.


“Could one city muster enough force
to send us significant aid?” asked Ruon in a doubtful tone.


“Etan is not Sehar,” explained
L’iam. “Sehar is underpopulated and has no unified government. No one comes to
Sehar unless it is necessary—which it rarely is. That is what makes Sehar such
a convenient base for an organization like the Shimat. Etan, on the other hand,
is a thriving nation with a strong government and military. A city like Charan
would have its own dedicated force of thousands.”


“It would take so little for them
to help us, and they would be stopping an incredible evil from spreading to the
rest of the world,” E’nes exclaimed passionately.


Adesina’s mouth twitched with the
hint of a smile as she looked at her older brother. “If only we had a volunteer
to act as an emissary to the Gateway City—someone who was both eloquent and
enthusiastic.”


E’nes shot his sister a sarcastic
glance. “You want me to go and leave all of you to fight here? No, thank you. I
will not save my own life while others risk theirs.”


Adesina’s expression grew somber.
“It is a dangerous mission, E’nes. I do not suggest it lightly. The Shimat are
certainly watching us, and they will try and stop us from obtaining outside
help. You would be running from Shimat assassins for weeks, and even your
arrival in Charan would offer no guarantee of safety. I need someone I can trust
to go, but I do not harbor any belief that this mission will be easy.”


E’nes’s eyes became thoughtful. “I
do not like the idea of leaving all of you.”


L’iam gestured with his hand. “If
you leave today there is an excellent chance that you can return with
reinforcements before our enemies even arrive.”


E’nes turned to his brother-in-law.
“Is this what you wish of me, my king?”


L’iam nodded. “Yes.”


“Then I shall obey,” promised
E’nes, but his face was filled with dissatisfaction.


Adesina wanted to shake her fist at
her brother. He was more likely to argue with her decisions than agree with
her, yet L’iam always received unquestioning obedience. It did not seem to
matter to him that she was the queen. He still treated her like a child that
needed guidance and protection. It drove her mad.


Instead of giving in to the urge to
box her brother’s ears, Adesina turned her thoughts back to the problems at
hand.


“Next, refugees. Entire villages
will be fleeing to the north away from the Scepter of Cha-sak. Not all of them
will come to us, but there will be many who do. We need to prepare for their
arrival.”


“What of the refugees that are
already here?” suggested Sitara. “Most of them have declined joining in the
fight, but they can still be of use to us. Put them in charge of settling all
of the newcomers.”


L’iam rubbed his chin. “Yes, I
think that would work well.”


“We need to be careful of Shimat
spies,” warned Adesina. “I would be surprised if they did not try to hide
assassins among the refugees.”


L’iam pointed to Ri’sel. “Gather a
committee of Readers to screen all of the newcomers, and find some soldiers who
are able to restrain anyone suspicious. If there are any with ill intentions,
they will not be allowed to enter our camps.”


“Yes, your Majesty.”


The king of the L’avan glanced at
his wife. “That leaves only the problem of supplies.”


“I think we can solve that,” said
Ravi.


Adesina sensed through their
Joining that his thoughts were once more far away. This time she followed his
mind to see what he was seeing.


At the northern tip of the ocean,
beyond Pevothem’s protective cliffs, a presence both strange and familiar was
approaching. Adesina could sense traces of her own vyala, like wisps of
smoke coming off of embers.


It took her a moment to recognize
the creature swimming through the water, but Adesina smiled as soon as she did.


“Kai.”


L’iam frowned in confusion. “Kai?”


Adesina gave him a playful grin.
“Would you like to take a small trip with me?”


“I would like to come as well,”
interjected Ruon unexpectedly.


L’iam looked at the two of them,
still bewildered. “I suppose…”


“Can you carry both of them while
flying?” asked Sitara.


Adesina assented after a moment of
thought. “I believe so.”


“Trust your vyala,” advised
the experienced Serraf. “You are more powerful than you know.”


The L’avan king looked around at
his advisors. “Well, it looks as though we all have much work to do. We will
meet again this evening to discuss what needs to be done. Until then, let us
make all of the preparations we can.”


He took his wife’s hand and allowed
her to lead him outside of the tent.


“Where are we going?”


“North,” Adesina answered vaguely.


She beckoned her vyala and
let it flow freely, wrapping it around L’iam and Ruon. Then she lifted them and
herself into the air, speeding toward the cliffs on the northern shores of
Pevothem.


Adesina found that Sitara was
correct. Her vyala held all of them easily now that she knew what she
was doing. Adesina felt a though she could do anything she wanted, and the
feeling was exhilarating.


Ravi watched their progress through
Adesina’s eyes, and when they landed he transported himself to join them. L’iam
watched him appear with an expression of shock on his face.


“How…?”


“It is one of the benefits of our
Joining,” Ravi explained briefly. “A Rashad can transport to any location they
can see, and I can see what Adesina sees.”


Ruon ignored this exchange and
walked to the edge of the cliff, gazing down into the water.


Adesina had brought them to the
lowest portion of the cliffs, but they were still a good distance from the
surface of the ocean. The water looked black and still from where they stood.


“There,” Ruon pointed to a white
line of disturbed water heading in their direction.


How does she know where we are?
wondered Adesina.


Just as I was able to track her
progress here, Ravi thought back. She recognizes your vyala, even
from a distance.


As Kai approached, her great head
rose from beneath the water. L’iam gasped next to Adesina, and she smiled as
she guessed what he must be thinking.


Kai was an awe-inspiring sight,
even to those who knew she was no longer dangerous. Her scales glinted a deep
metallic blue in the sunlight and the spiny fins that surrounded her
arrow-shaped head gave her a menacing appearance.


“What is that?” whispered L’iam.


“She is an Aekuor,” snapped
Ruon as he began climbing down the cliff’s edge.


Adesina and L’iam followed his
lead. There was a narrow ledge several feet down, which brought them closer to
Kai’s enormous head. The Aekuor had lifted herself as far as she could out of
the water, but they could still not quite see eye to eye.


“Lady Adesina, Lord Ruon, I am glad
to see you again,” said Kai in a gentle voice.


“We are glad to see you, too, Kai,”
said Adesina. She gestured to L’iam. “This is my husband, King L’iam of the L’avan.”


L’iam stammered a greeting and Kai
inclined her head toward him.


“I am pleased to meet you, honored
consort of Lady Adesina.”


Adesina hid a smile and turned back
to the Aekuor. “I thought you were going to stay with the Zephyr. Why
have you come this way?”


“Your friends made it safely to
their destination, but the waters were dangerous for me. There are too many
humans throwing nets into the sea. There was great risk that I would be
discovered, so I decided to come find you. I hope this decision does not anger
you.”


Adesina shook her head. “On the
contrary, I am glad you are here. You can be of great help to us.”


Kai’s face was difficult to read,
but she appeared pleased at the prospect of helping Adesina. “I would be
honored, Lady Adesina.”


The young queen reached into a
pouch on her belt and pulled out a necklace with a thin silver chain and an
oval pendant. It had been a gift from Captain Zulimar as part of a pledge that
he owed her a great debt.


The time had come to call for
repayment.


“I need you to deliver a message
for me, Kai.”

















Chapter Sixteen: Puppets


 


Every time the Shimat army came to
a stop, a great black tent with blood red banners was erected at the furthest
edge of the camp. None of the mercenaries or volunteers ever came near the tent.
They knew that it housed the powerful being that acted as their patron and that
was enough for them. They had no desire to see the being for themselves.


Occasionally, one of the captains
of the Scepter of Cha-sak could be seen entering or exiting the tent. None of
these chosen soldiers looked particularly pleased by the honor..


Only two humans were known to be
regular occupants of the great black tent—Basha, the Honored Vessel, and
Breyen, her Right Hand.


The newest volunteers in the army
had never seen Basha with their own eyes, but their more experienced comrades
said that she used to give powerful speeches that told of their great purpose
and the glory that they would come to know. 


Now it was whispered that Basha was
no more than a shell—that her soul had been devoured by Cha-sak himself.


Breyen, as the Right Hand, was
often seen riding at the head of the army. His was the face that the volunteers
associated with leadership. He was the one that issued orders to the Shimat
soldiers, who were all in charge of their own company of mercenaries and
volunteers.


Newcomers suggested that Breyen was
the only one in charge and that Basha and Cha-sak didn’t exist at all. This
belief never lasted long. These unlucky soldiers were told by their companions
to approach the black tent when Breyen was not around, but none came closer
than fifty feet. The aura of evil that surrounded the tent was more than enough
to convince the most stubborn skeptics.


Cha-sak could sense their fear, and
it amused him greatly. He knew everything that went on in the army he had
assembled. He heard their conversations and he visited their dreams. He often
walked among them, invisible to their eyes. He found the self-importance of
these pathetic life forms almost laughable. They scurried about their business
as if they were the sole weight that tipped the balance from failure to
success.


In reality, they were merely more
bodies to litter the battlefield.


Yes, Cha-sak had plans for glory
and conquest. There was no doubt in his mind that he would become the absolute
ruler of this world. He would take control, one nation at a time. It seemed
appropriate to begin with the home of the filthy half-breed offspring of the
Serraf.


There was more to his plan than
mere conquest, though.


Based off of what his mortal slaves
had told him, this land was filled with many thousands of humans. Other nations
had even more dense populations, resulting in a world of millions—perhaps
billions—of humans.


Though his face bore no other
features to give it expression, Cha-sak’s red eyes narrowed in disgust when he
thought of all those lives.


Such an immense infestation.


He could have simply visited all of
the world’s leaders and forced them to become his slaves. Humans were easy
enough to manipulate that they would have volunteered to do whatever he asked.
However, Cha-sak did not want to be lord of all humans. Or, rather, he did not
want millions upon millions of worthless slaves.


The solution?


He would take this world by force,
shedding as much blood as possible in order to thin out the population.


Cha-sak turned from where he stood
overlooking his camped army and walked back to the black tent. His honor guards
shuddered involuntarily as he went past them, even though they could not see
him.


Basha sat in a carved armchair in
the center of the tent, staring vacantly at a fixed point on the ground. Her
face was pale and wasted, and her breathing was shallow. She appeared to be on
the brink of death, but Cha-sak would not allow her to die. Not yet.


Basha was Cha-sak’s anchor to this
mortal world. Their blood contract had freed him from the prison of the
Threshold, and that same magic kept him safe from possible retribution. As long
as she lived, Cha-sak could not be forced to return to that realm.


That was the only purpose that
Basha served anymore. Cha-sak had already exacted everything else she had to
offer. He had used her position to assemble his army and to establish himself
as its leader. He had drained her of her life force and free will, using it to
strengthen himself.


Now he only had to wait for a more
worthy vessel to take Basha’s place. Then he would terminate the blood contract
he had with her and forge a new one with the slave of his choosing.


Cha-sak even had someone in mind.


Adesina.


The name rang through his mind.


Cha-sak had access to all of
Basha’s memories, and so he had seen Adesina’s childhood through her eyes.
Basha may have been blind to Adesina’s surprising potential, but Cha-sak
wasn’t. He saw things in the half-breed that should have been impossible for
any mortal, and he was duly impressed. She was as close to his equal as any
Immortal could have dreamed.


He wanted her.


He had seen…something…in her when
they had faced each other at the Threshold. A strange spark of Life that
couldn’t be explained, even to himself. Cha-sak had been intrigued by her when
they first met, but hadn’t had the time to think about that strange spark.
There had been more pressing matters to attend to.


In the time since then, however, he
had given it a great deal of thought. He had given her a great deal of
thought.


Not many mortals had possessed
enough inner strength to resist the temptation of a blood contract with a
demon. Cha-sak could only think of two other times he had been refused, and
both of those foolish mortals had been under the protection of a greater power.
As far as Cha-sak knew, the half-breed girl benefitted from no such protection,
which made her resistance all the more impressive.


Adesina.


His mind caressed her name, and he
greedily imagined all that he could accomplish with her as his slave. 


The tent flap was pushed aside and
Breyen entered slowly.


He was the only human allowed to
enter the tent without express permission, but he always did so as if he
expected to meet his end. Fear roiled off of him like a powerful stench, but
his face was carefully controlled.


Cha-sak faced his general with a
trace of amusement. As if Breyen were worthy of being bound to Cha-sak,
Demon Lord of the Shimat. Basha had been given that honor out of desperation,
and it would only be given again to the perfect vessel—which was not Breyen.


“What is it?” Cha-sak rasped
harshly.


Breyen had been granted the ability
to see Cha-sak, even when others could not. He rarely made use of that gift,
though. He kept his eyes fixed on the ground. “I have overseen the setup of the
camp, and all is in order. We are less than a league away from a good-sized
village. We can buy supplies from them, if you wish.”


“Order a company of soldiers to
take what supplies we need and then burn down the village. Kill everyone found
there.”


Breyen hesitated, and Cha-sak could
sense his growing fear.


“Please, my master, would it not be
wiser to let this village stand?” Breyen almost choked on his own words. “We
have destroyed every settlement we have come across, and if we continue on this
pattern there will be no source for supplies we will need in the future.”


Cha-sak would have smiled if he had
a mouth. He doubted any of these soldiers would live long enough to worry about
something like supplies.


“We shall purge this world with
fire and blood, Breyen. Do not worry about such lowly cares. Our great army
shall move forward, taking what we need as we go. We will not be coming back
this way until we have swept the entire world and made it bow to our might.”


Cha-sak could sense that Breyen
still had doubts, but he kept them to himself.


“Yes, my master.”


There had been a time when Breyen
had been enthusiastic about this war. He had been hungry for power, and
intoxicated with the idea of having a demon on his side. He had once even
issued orders to Cha-sak, expecting them to be followed.


Cha-sak had quickly corrected him
of the belief that he was in charge of the situation. Cha-sak had used Basha to
teach Breyen a painful lesson about staying in his place, and it was a lesson
that Breyen had never forgotten.


There were times when Cha-sak found
Breyen’s cowed subservience to be grating. He had broken so easily, and the
demon found that disappointing.


Adesina would not be so pliant to
his will. It would take time and skill to break her. Cha-sak looked forward to
the challenge.


“Master?”


The demon stared coldly at Breyen,
his red eyes glinting. “Yes?”


“One of the captains suggested that
we begin mandatory recruitment in the villages we pass. We can collect all of
the young people within a certain age range and give them the option of joining
the army or being executed.”


Cha-sak almost chuckled in evil
delight. Humans could be so creative in their cruelty.


Cha-sak did not show any signs of
approval, though. He waved a hand dismissively. “As you wish.”


Breyen made his escape as quickly
as he could without seeming too eager. Cha-sak watched him go and felt pleased
with the progress of his plans. It might be simpler to kill the villagers right
away, but gaining more soldiers would make for a higher heap of bodies in the
end. 


This land would be gorged on blood
before Cha-sak was finished, and the thought filled him with immeasurable
pleasure.


 


***


 


Breyen kept a measured pace as he
walked away from the black tent with its blood red banners. His heart raced
wildly, and in his mind was the knowledge that he had barely escaped incredible
danger with his life intact.


He always felt that way after
facing Cha-sak.


And to think that he had once
thought it possible to control a demon. Now, too late, he realized the fatal
flaw in such belief.


It hadn’t been that long ago that
he had devised his plan to wrest control of the Shimat organization from Signe
and name himself Sharifal. He had read the ancient texts that spoke of hidden
magic and powerful beings willing to align themselves with mortals. Breyen had
dreamed of the unimaginable power that was only just out of his reach.


First he had needed a pawn—someone
who was ambitious and easily manipulated.


Basha had been an easy choice. As
her former Shar, he knew her quite well. She was angry at always being second
best, and she was eager to prove her worth. She was devious and unscrupulous,
and intelligent enough to get the job done without being intelligent enough to
be dangerous.


Everything had been going perfectly
according to plan…


Then he made the mistake of sending
Basha to the Threshold alone.


He should have insisted on going
with her. Perhaps he could have negotiated better terms before releasing a
demon from its prison.


Breyen had been saved from being
turned into a lifeless husk like Basha, but he was just as much a slave to that
evil creature as she had been.


Now his only plan was to survive
long enough to make his escape. Cha-sak’s rise to ultimate power was
inevitable, but the world was a big place. Breyen hoped he could find some
small corner where he could live out his life without attracting the notice of
the demon.


Breyen’s thoughts turned to the
dark red pendant that lay hidden in a secret cave far to the west. It was a
talisman that he had stolen during the overthrow of power at the Shimat
fortress. It had been made with the blood of L’avan, and it shielded the wearer
and those nearby from magical detection. It had been used to capture the L’avan
king, and now Breyen hoped that it would help him to escape Cha-sak.


When the time came, Breyen would
make an excuse to leave the camp for a short while. He would travel to that
secret cave where he had money and supplies hidden, and he would do everything
in his power to disappear forever.


There was a nagging fear in his
mind that the pendant wouldn’t work to shield him from Cha-sak’s all-seeing
gaze, but there was no way to test the pendant before Breyen’s planned escape.
A test would alert Cha-sak to the pendant’s existence. All Breyen could do is
hope that his plan would succeed.


Breyen’s feet had led him back to
the tent of his captains, where the highest-ranking Shimat were awaiting
orders.


It wouldn’t be much longer now.


Breyen just needed to be patient
and to serve Cha-sak well enough to allay any suspicions. He needed to be
beyond reproach.


He fixed a confident expression on
his face and walked into the tent of the captains, prepared to lead them onward
toward war.


 

















Chapter Seventeen: Fallen Queen


 


Adesina hugged her brother
fiercely, trying to keep her emotions under control. “Please be careful, E’nes.
The Shimat will have assassins everywhere.”


E’nes nodded, but didn’t say
anything. She had said all of this before, several times. He had teased her
about it, but he didn’t seem to feel like joking at the moment. He let go of
his sister and turned to his pregnant wife and two small children.


Wren’na could not stop the tears
from flowing down her weary face. She smiled bravely at her husband, but that
was all she could manage. The children looked up at their father with grave
concern on their faces, uncertain how to react.


Adesina turned away from them as
they said their goodbyes. It was too private—too emotional—for her to
interrupt.


Instead, she turned to face
Mar’sal, who was standing with Ravi near the horses. Mar’sal had done the tasks
that had been assigned to him as quickly as possible, and then he had pleaded
to be allowed to join E’nes on his mission. He argued that E’nes would need
someone to watch his back and that two emissaries were more effective than one.


Adesina hadn’t needed much
convincing, nor had L’iam.


The danger of this mission weighed
heavily on Adesina’s mind. Her brother might never return, and the
responsibility of that loss would fall on her.


Mar’sal tried to give a carefree
smile to his friend and queen, but it fell rather flat. “Do not worry, Adesina.
We will return, and with reinforcements. We shall make a proper nuisance of
ourselves until Charan has no choice but to send help. We will not leave the
city until we know help will follow us.”


Adesina chuckled. “Do what you can,
but just be safe. I could not face your family if something happened.”


“I volunteered, remember? Very
forcefully,” reminded Mar’sal. He went on in a more solemn tone. “Besides, we
are all going to make sacrifices in the near future.”


Adesina nodded slowly. “Yes, I
suppose we are.”


E’nes finished saying his goodbyes
and walked over to his horse. “Let us go,” he said in a husky voice.


The two men mounted and rode away
from the camp, turning back to wave as they went.


Wren’na put her arms around her
crying children and gently led them away. Adesina also turned away, but she
headed toward the military training grounds. There was work to be done, no
matter how she was feeling.


Ravi sighed quietly, but said
nothing. He didn’t really have to speak. Adesina shared in his emotions, and
they both felt weary from making difficult decisions and sacrifices.


They turned their collective
thoughts to the task at hand.


The inexperienced L’avan were
training hard, and they were making good progress. Adesina felt optimistic
about how well they were doing. Unfortunately, the training refugees were
another matter.


More and more people arrived at the
camp every single day, and they were all asked to volunteer for the defending
army. Few were eager to join a fight they had been running from, but Adesina
had instructed the Entrance Committee to be firm. The L’avan could not be the
only ones giving up their lives to defend Sehar.


The result was that the military
trainees had grown in numbers, but also in discontent.


Adesina and Ravi arrived in the
training area and made their way over to where the refugees were practicing.
Adesina hated separating the L’avan from the Seharans, but they were on
completely different levels of skill.


Than’os stood on the sidelines,
watching the exercises with a critical eye. Faryl, as usual, was not far away.
Ri’sel could be seen with the next group over, instructing some men with pikes.


“How are the new recruits doing?”
asked Adesina.


Than’os shook his head in
dissatisfaction. “It would be going much better if they were not so…resistant.”


A fight broke out between two
ragged men, and Than’os marched over to put an end to it.


“Gentlemen, please,” he said in a
strict voice. “We do not have time for such foolishness.”


“He took mah sword,” complained one
man.


“T’ain’t a real sword, yah idiot.
Why does it matter?” retorted the other man.


“We be gettin’ real swords soon
enough, soon as the smithies catch up on thar work,” said the first man in a
scathing tone. “You gon’ steal that sword, too?”


“It don’ matter none,” insisted the
second man. “They all the same.”


“I like that one best,” hollered
the first man.


“Stop this bickering,” commanded
Than’os.


Both men looked at him with barely
contained resentment. It was clear from their expressions that they felt he was
interfering where he didn’t belong.


Adesina didn’t wait to see how the
conflict was resolved. She gestured to Ravi and the two of them continued
walking through the training area.


Signs of discord were everywhere,
and Adesina found that to be worrisome. They needed to be a united force
against the Shimat, otherwise they would be destroyed.


A class on hand-to-hand combat was
being taught on the far end of the field. Adesina and Ravi made their way over
so they could observe. A young L’avan soldier was speaking to a group of
Seharans, instructing them on defensive moves.


Look at their faces, Ma’eve.


Adesina did as her companion
suggested.


The Seharans were listening to what
the L’avan soldier had to say, but they all bore expressions of distrust in
their eyes. It was as if they questioned the motives of the soldier in teaching
them those techniques.


We need to unite this army or we
will fail.


Ravi nodded in agreement.


A sudden idea came to Adesina and
she turned to leave the training area. Ravi followed her, but said nothing. He
had to have known what she was thinking, but he ventured no opinion on the
matter.


They hurried back through the camp
and over to where the Northern Tribes had circled their wagons. Adesina’s step
slowed as she gazed over the various cooking fires. The morning meals were
being concluded, and there were several familiar faces cleaning up. The young
queen headed toward the one she needed.


Hestia was mixing medicinal herbs
together when Adesina and Ravi approached. She smiled amiably and made room for
them to join her by the fire.


“Good morning, Adesina. Good
morning, Ravi. Have you had breakfast?”


Adesina waved a hand. “Please do
not trouble yourself on our account.”


“It is no trouble,” Hestia replied
honestly.  


“I was hoping you might help me in
a different way,” stated Adesina.


The middle-aged woman looked
amused. “I am not sure what you could need from me, but I am always glad to
help a friend.”


Adesina took a deep breath, not quite
certain how to begin.


 “There is a lot of discord among
the refugees,” said Adesina. “They are resistant to L’avan leadership, and
there is difficulty organizing them.”


Hestia nodded slowly and gazed into
the flames. “Yes,” she mused, “I can see how that might happen.”


“They feel that the L’avan are
outsiders,” continued Adesina. “They need a leader that they know to be
Seharan—one they acknowledge has the right to take such a role.”


Hestia made an agreeing sound, but
said nothing else.


Adesina studied the older woman’s
face for several moments before speaking again. “As a child I was taught the
history of this land. I learned of the fall of the monarchy and what that has
meant for the nation since. There was bitterness and unrest for a long time,
then there was remorse for what had been lost, finally there was resignation
and acceptance. Seharans learned to move on without a government—not because
they wanted to, but because there was no other choice.”


Hestia’s expression became stony
and unreadable. She listened to what Adesina was saying, but she didn’t
respond.


“Rasim, the last king of Sehar, was
a foolish man. He created a secret group of assassins to do his bidding and
then slowly lost control of them. His lust for power resulted in his death and
the deaths of his family.”


“How do you know that?” asked
Hestia in an uncharacteristically harsh voice.


Adesina’s smile was sad. “Because I
was raised in that same organization of assassins. They hide their origins and
purpose from their students, just as they hide their very existence from the
world. But I learned the truth, and I broke free.”


Hestia’s eyes returned to the
campfire. “I did not know that about you. One hears rumors that you were not
raised by the L’avan, but every tale of your birth varies.”


Adesina chuckled softly. “I do not
doubt that.” She paused for a moment and then continued. “When the monarchy was
overthrown the members of the nobility were exiled. They were all driven north,
away from the capital city. Resentment of the nobility ran deep in the Seharan
subjects, who were starving and downtrodden. No one would take them in, and
they had no choice but to keep wandering.”


“I know the history as well,”
Hestia said stiffly. “You do not need to recount it.”


“Yes, you would know it,” agreed Ravi,
“because the wandering nobles became known as the Northern Tribes.”


Hestia drew her knees up and hugged
them to her chest. “My people do not like to speak of our past.”


Adesina went on with determination.
“You once told me that tribal leadership was passed through family lines.”


“So?” Hestia asked in carefully
neutral tone.


“King Rasim had a younger sister
who married a wealthy duke and was exiled with the rest of the nobles. With the
royal family murdered, that sister’s family would have been the next rulers.”
Adesina took a slow breath. “The duke’s family name was Ojuri. If you are the
leader of the Ojuri tribe, then you are the hereditary queen of Sehar.”


Hestia sighed in resignation. “What
you say may be true, but it does not matter. The Seharans have grown up with a
distrust and animosity for the Northern Tribes. They would never allow a tribal
member to take control.”


Adesina shook her head. “You might
be surprised how war changes people. If we can prove your claim is
legitimate—which any scholar could do—the refugees may accept you as their
leader. In their eyes it would be better than a L’avan taking control.”


Hestia’s voice was heavy. “I do not
wish to be queen, Adesina. I simply wish to protect my family.”


“I understand,” Adesina said
sincerely. “I also had no wish to be a queen. So much responsibility weighs
down on those who bear it. Yet we cannot turn away when there is so much at
stake.”


There was a moment of silence as
Hestia considered Adesina’s words. Then she asked, “What would you need me to
do? I am not trained to be a military leader. The majority of my duties as a
tribal leader deal with organizing meals and setting up camp.”


“I saw the books you have in your
wagon,” said Adesina. “You have some knowledge of battle strategies.”


Hestia laughed. “Those books were
written before the fall of King Rasim. I doubt they will help us much in our
fight with the demon.”


Adesina shrugged. “You might be
surprised. Some aspects of war change very little.”


“I am not a soldier,” insisted
Hestia.


“I am not asking you to lead the
army by yourself,” Adesina said with a smile. “I am asking you to step in as
the formal leader of the Seharan so they feel they are represented by one of
their own. You would counsel with the L’avan leaders and help us to come to
decisions regarding the army.”


Hestia fingered the piles of herbs
in front of her, frowning as she thought. “I suppose I could do that, but what
you are asking has long-term consequences for me and my family. We cannot claim
the throne of Sehar and then say we changed our minds when this is over.”


“I know,” said Adesina softly.


Ravi’s deep voice broke in gently.
“The time has come for you to honor your family responsibility. Your ancestors
hoped this day would come, and now it has.”


Hestia sighed. “I guess we cannot
choose the family to which we are born, but we can still do our best to rise to
each situation.”


Ravi gave a feline smile. “Well
said.”


Hestia’s expression was rather wry.
“It is likely I will spend much of my future giving speeches. I might as well
grow accustomed to it.”


Adesina reached over and gave her
hand a squeeze. “You will do well. I could not have chosen a better queen.”


Hestia’s expression lightened as a
thought crossed her mind. “It seems to me that I cannot make my claim until I
have a scholar or two to verify my right to do so.”


“As luck would have it,” said Ravi,
suppressing a chuckle, “a group of academics from the city of Tanar arrived
last night. I am almost certain there is an historian or two among them.”


Hestia got to her feet and shook
the grass from her skirt with more vigor than was necessary. “Very well,” she
grumbled. “Let us get this unpleasant business over with.”

















Chapter Eighteen: Royal Claim


 


The academics from Tanar were being
settled in by some of the former High City citizens. Gainor’s promise of
helping out had been honored enthusiastically by many. The High City refugees
knew what it was like to be thrown out of comfortable homes and to try and get
by with no real survival skills. They helped every newcomer to feel less lost
and lonely, and they gave a lot of helpful advice.


Adesina led the way from the camp
of the Ojuri. Hestia followed somewhat reluctantly. 


The L’avan queen looked around at
the faces of those who were more accustomed to reading books about travel than
actually travelling. They were dirty and weary, having fled across more than
half of the nation. They all wore heavy robes that varied in color, and
peculiar hats that were small and conical. The oldest scholar seemed to be the
one in charge, and Adesina addressed herself to the aged woman.


“Excuse me, please. Are there any
among you well versed in Seharan history?”


The old scholar gave a wan smile.
“My child, we all are. Which aspect of history are you seeking?”


“The genealogical lines of the royal
family, and the history of the Northern Tribes.”


The white haired woman nodded
thoughtfully. “For that, you will want to talk to the Hite clan of scholars.
They study such things.”


She pointed to a group of five
scholars wearing emerald colored robes. They were sitting next to a fire,
gratefully warming their hands and feet. A High City woman handed each of them
some bread and a bowl of hot soup.


Ravi was the first to approach
them. “Pardon our interruption of your meal, but we are told you are the Hite
clan of scholars.”


The two women and three men stared
at the Rashad in amazement.


“Fascinating,” exclaimed one of the
men. “A talking cat of enormous size.”


“Most unusual,” agreed another.
“Could it be some sort of trick? Ventriloquism, perhaps?”


“We must call over the Jos clan of
scholars,” said one of the women. “They would be delighted to study this
creature.”


Adesina felt Ravi’s annoyance
through their Joining, and she suppressed a smile. “Please allow me to
introduce myself. I am Adesina of the L’avan, and this is my guardian and
companion, Ravi. He is a member of the Rashad race, and he is as intelligent as
any human.”


The scholars appeared even more
startled.


“Forgive us,” apologized one of the
women, “but we believed such races to be myths. We meant no offense, Master
Ravi.”


“Join us,” encouraged the first man
to have spoken. He had a dark complexion and a full beard that covered half of
his face, but his eyes were a shocking shade of blue. “I am Greyr, senior
member of the Hite clan of scholars.”


The other two men introduced
themselves as Iayn and Zamual, and the two women were named Karan and Deela.


Hestia introduced herself last, and
she was instantly the center of attention.


“You are a member of the Northern
Tribes?” repeated Deela in excitement. “How delightful. You know, our clan
studies the origins of the Northern Tribes.”


“Among other things,” inserted
Zamual.


“We have never actually spoken to a
tribal member,” admitted Greyr. “We have always wanted to, though.”


“How many tribes are there?” asked
Karan. “Do the tribes ever intermarry or join together to form new tribes?”


“Only eleven tribes remain,”
answered Hestia carefully. “There used to be dozens, but many disappeared over
time. Some died out, others dwindled to small numbers and chose to join other
tribes for protection. There is some intermarrying, but it is not common.”


The scholars took in this new
information with hungry expressions on their faces.


“Which tribes remain?”


“Do you keep family records to
track family lines?”


“Do you have any written history,
or only stories passed down through families?”


Adesina held up her hands to ask
for quiet. “Please, I know you have questions, but we actually came here to
request a favor.”


Greyr tilted his head to the side.
“What would you ask of us?”


“Hestia is the leader of the Ojuri
tribe,” began Adesina with a glance at her friend, “and she has decided to
claim her right to the throne of Sehar.”


A stunned silence followed.


“That is no small thing,” said
Greyr soberly. “The Seharan monarchy has long been dead. There are many who
would oppose its resurrection.”


“We understand that it will not be
easy,” responded Adesina.


“Yet you will try anyway,”
concluded Karan.


Adesina and Hestia both nodded.


“To even begin you must prove that
your claim is legitimate,” stated Iayn. “Which, I assume, is why you have come
to us.”


They nodded again.


The scholars exchanged glances, and
a smile stole over each face.


“When we were driven from Tanar we
feared that our days of research were over,” Deela said quietly.


“Now we have the opportunity to
change this entire nation with our work,” finished Zamual in a tone of immense
satisfaction.


“We would have to prove that you
are a direct descendant of Princess Derora,” Greyr said to Hestia. “Do you have
any records that we can use?”


Hestia smiled. “The Northern Tribes
continued the practice of the Nobles in keeping meticulous records of births
and marriages. I am glad that information will be used now, instead of just
taking up space in a wagon.”


The scholars looked ready to jump
to their feet at the prospect of reading such valuable information that had
been unavailable to them before.


Ravi chuckled at their enthusiasm.
“Shall we go right now?”


 


***


 


The morning air was brisk, and
Adesina breathed deeply. She looked forward to what this day would hold, but
she was also a touch nervous.


L’iam put his arm around his wife’s
waist and also took in a deep breath. He smiled. “Mornings are my favorite part
of the day,” he said conversationally.


“I know,” replied Adesina lightly.


Together they walked away from
their tent and down the small hill toward the large gathering of people to the
north. Every being that was beyond the Thieves’ Forest—which was now commonly
called the Wall Forest—was assembled together at the request of the L’avan king
and queen.


Human, L’avan, and Rashad alike
awaited to hear what their leaders had to say.


A small platform had been erected
for this purpose. Ravi, Sitara, Riel, and Ruon stood at its base, watching the
crowd patiently.


That is to say, Sitara and Riel
looked patient. Ruon, as always, looked as if he had been asked to do something
distasteful.


Adesina spoke to him as cheerfully
as she could, hoping to annoy him. “Good morning.”


She was successful.


Ruon’s thin, grey lip curled into a
sneer and he looked away without responding. Sitara and Riel both replied to
the greeting with smiles on their faces.


Ravi kept his amusement hidden from
his face, but Adesina could feel it through their Joining.


You should not tease him so.


Adesina gave a mental shrug.


He should not make it so easy.


Ravi shook his head and turned back
to studying the crowd.


Hestia and Greyr were standing on
the platform, conferring in quiet voices. Hestia looked weary and grave. She
had made it very clear throughout this process that she did not feel she was
the one for this task. Now that the moment was upon them, she made no further
objections. She had the look of one who has accepted their fate, no matter how
reluctantly.


“Good morning, Hestia. Are you
ready to begin?” asked L’iam.


Hestia nodded, rubbing her hands
together nervously.


L’iam climbed onto the platform and
raised his hands to attract the attention of the large mass of people. He began
to speak, and his voice was magically amplified by one of the L’avan soldiers
nearby.


“War has come to our homes. None of
us gathered here needs to be told of the dangers and sorrows this brings to the
land. Such strife can tear nations apart, but it can also bring nations
together. We, the L’avan, have long wished for peace and prosperity with our
neighbors. An alliance with Sehar has never been possible because of the void
left with the death of King Rasim. But perhaps that can now change…”


L’iam stepped back and motioned
Greyr forward. The crowd murmured at the cryptic statement of the L’avan king
and seemed eager to hear what was to be said next.


Greyr held in his arms a large book
bound in rough leather. He cradled it like a child and stepped forward with an
expression of great dignity.


“Gentle citizens of Sehar, I am
Greyr, senior member of the Hite clan of scholars from the city of Tanar. Our
clan is charged with knowledge of Seharan history, specifically the genealogy
of the royal and noble families. Queen Adesina came to me a few days ago and
asked that I find proof of the identity of the heir to the throne of Sehar, and
I am pleased to say that I have done so.”


The murmurs in the crowd grew much
louder, and the air was filled with excitement and wonder.


Greyr was not accustomed to having
such rapt listeners, and his chest puffed out with pride as he continued. “King
Rasim was the last ruler of Sehar, and he was murdered along with his wife and
children. His sister, Princess Derora, would have been next in line to rule,
but she—along with all of the other noble families—was forced to flee the capital
city during the uprising that followed the death of the king. The outcast
nobility became wanderers, unable to find a permanent home. They became the
Northern Tribes.”


Adesina watched the faces of those
gathered, and she saw the surprise that filled those listening. Not many
Seharans knew that part of their history. They were taught about the last king
of Sehar, but not about the origins of the Northern Tribes. Their ancestors had
chosen to forget that there had been a rebellion that had displaced all of the
Nobles after the death of the king.


Greyr held up the rough-bound book
he was holding. “This is a carefully kept record of the genealogy of Princess
Derora. I, along with my fellow scholars, have verified its authenticity. Few
remember the name of Princess Derora’s husband or of her infant son, yet this
book has both written plainly on its pages, along with the dates of their
births and deaths. It also contains the names of the ancestors of the Duke of
Ojuri, which is knowledge that can only be found by the scholars of history. If
this book was fraudulent, it would have had to have been compiled by those who
had access to ancient and obscure documents. Yet, this book was found in the
possession of one of the Northern Tribes as one of their precious heirlooms.”


Many heads in the crowd nodded,
accepting this information with confidence. There was an inherent distrust of
the Northern Tribes that had been passed down for generations, but the scholars
of Tanar were reputed to be thorough and without guile.


Adesina smiled to herself. How
lucky it was that such a reproachless source of historical information had come
along to support Hestia’s claim.


No, it was not luck, she
corrected herself.


Greyr’s magically enhanced voice
cut through Adesina’s musing. “Using this record, we have been able to prove
that there is a direct descendant of Princess Derora living today. By the laws
of the monarchy of Sehar, this descendant—male or female—is the rightful heir
to the throne.”


The anticipation in the air was
tangible. The mass of people listening almost seemed to be leaning forward in
suspense.


Greyr seemed to be enjoying the
emotion that his words evoked, but he did not drag out his speech any longer
than was needful.


“That heir is Hestia, leader of the
Ojuri tribe.”


He gestured to the woman standing
near the back of the platform and all eyes turned to her. She walked forward
with her natural grace, and there was a quiet dignity that radiated from her
frame. Her clothing was patched and her jewelry was inexpensive, but her
presence was so powerful that one would have assumed she was dressed as finely
as any queen.


Hestia’s voice was also magically
enhanced so she could be easily heard by every member of the crowd. Her tone
was subdued and thoughtful as she began to speak.


“I have always known my heritage,
but I never considered making a claim to the throne of Sehar. Seharans are a
proud and independent people, and I told myself that they had no need for a
queen.”


Several of those gathered to listen
nodded in acknowledgement of her words. This was certainly what the Seharans
had told themselves over the years. 


Hestia’s voice grew stronger as she
went on. “But the time for independence from one another is past. Our homes are
being destroyed by the Scepter of Cha-sak, an organization that is growing each
day. Our beloved homeland will soon be overrun if we do not act now. We must
stand united—not just as allied villages and cities, but as a nation. The
Scepter of Cha-sak may think that Sehar is an abandoned land that is free for
the taking, but it is not. This is our home, and we will fight to
protect it as one.”


A cheer erupted from the crowd,
from both Seharan and L’avan alike.


Hestia waited for the noise to die
down before continuing. “There has been a long history of mistrust between
Seharans and the Northern Tribes. Now you know why that began and why it need
not go on any longer. We are all Seharans, and we will stand together in this
fight.” She took a meaningful pause. “I am your queen by birth, but I am
without a proper government. Over the next few months I hope to come to know
all of you individually and to fill the necessary positions of leadership and
advisory. I will consider all that wish to apply, no matter birth or prior
education.”


A buzz of excited whispers passed
over the listeners at this announcement.


Hestia gave her loveliest smile.
“As a united nation we will stand stronger than we ever could have apart, and
I, as your queen, vow to serve and protect our land and our people with my very
life. Together, with our L’avan allies, we will defeat the Scepter of Cha-sak
and rise to the glory we were meant to know.”


Another cheer filled the air, and
several hats were thrown toward the sky in celebration.


Hestia stepped down from the
platform and walked into the eager crowd of Seharans to shake hands with them
and to allow them to introduce themselves.


Adesina watched the reaction to
Hestia’s claim on the throne, and she smiled with satisfaction. There would be
those who would oppose the resurrection of the Seharan monarchy, of course, but
it seemed that Hestia was off to a good start.


Adesina walked over to the scribes
that had been writing down every word that had been spoken. “Make copies of
what has been said here and send them out with as many messengers as you can
find,” she instructed them. “I want the proclamation that Sehar has a new queen
made in every city and village from here to Tanar.”


The L’avan scribes bowed and
promised to do as she commanded.


Adesina smiled again. She had high
hopes that this would bring volunteers rallying to their cause.


Ruon walked over to her, his oval
head swaying over his long, thin neck. His dark eyes glittered as he studied
her thoughtfully.


“You appear to have the ability to
inspire those who follow you.”


Adesina’s brow furrowed in
confusion. “Hestia was the one doing the inspiring, not me.”


Ruon waved a hand dismissively.
“You were the one that encouraged her to step up to her hereditary role as
leader of this scattered land. You inspire all around you to stand higher and
work harder. Perhaps you do have the Touch of the Ancients on your side.”


Adesina almost laughed at his
reluctant concession. “Are you saying that you finally believe that I am the
Threshold Child?”


Ruon’s eyes narrowed. “I am saying
that there is much work to be done, and it is fortunate that those around you
are doing their best.”


Adesina’s grin couldn’t be
suppressed. “That is not what you said, Ruon. I think you are starting to
believe in me.”


The Laithur sniffed loftily. “I
have not made up my mind yet. I will only admit that there is potential in
you.”


She gave a carefree shrug.
“Potential is all that any of us need to begin.”

















Chapter Nineteen: Assassin


 


A ragged refugee sat at the edge of
the L’avan camp. He had a small, wiry build and a thatch of dirty blonde hair.
He would have been completely unremarkable, except for the shrewd and
calculating expression of his eyes.


He had come with an early group of
arrivals, before the L’avan had started their screening process, and since then
he had been gathering information and waiting for instructions from his
superiors.


The L’avan seemed to be a competent
military, but the spy saw nothing to cause alarm. No matter how well organized
or well trained, they would never be a match against Lord Cha-sak.


The spy had finally received his
orders an hour before, and the time for waiting was over. He could not delay
completing his task, especially with L’avan mind-readers walking around. It had
been a simple matter to infiltrate the camp, but his new assignment would take
all of his Shimat skills to accomplish.


It would not be done quietly or
anonymously, especially since he was so pressed for time, but it would be done.
His orders had emphasized that completion was more important than secrecy.


He got to his feet and walked
toward the mass of people standing around a wooden platform near the center of
camp.


Some sort of L’avan ceremony was
taking place. The king and queen were being presented with their war armor, which
seemed much too elaborate to take into real battle. The steel was etched and
filigreed with designs that nearly covered the entire surface. The spy would
have sneered at such excess had his face not been so thoroughly trained to
remain neutral.


Some sort of flowery speech was
being made by the presenter, and the king and queen smiled graciously at the
gathered crowd.


The spy’s eyes studied the face of
the young L’avan queen.


So that was the Shimat traitor.


He had not wished to go near her
before, just in case she detected signs of his extensive training. He had heard
a great deal about her, though, and he stared at her with interest.


He supposed that she was pretty
enough, but he did not care for her unusual coloring. Her silver hair and
purple eyes seemed too unnatural for him to consider beautiful. Her face and
frame exuded strength and confidence, which the spy did find appealing.


Something was missing, though.


The spy had been chosen for this
mission because he had a rare gift. He could spot a fellow Shimat just by
looking at them. Very few could do this, but he had discovered in his youth
that all of the students and teachers had a common element. There was something
in their eyes that was only found by those who had received the training that
Shimat were given—a haunted hardness, left by the trauma of children who were
forced to become assassins. No Shimat, no matter how seasoned, ever lost the
traces of that in their eyes.


However, the spy could not see that
hardness in the L’avan queen’s eyes.


He knew he was close enough. He
should have been able to detect the miniscule signs.


Yet, he could not.


He could detect strength and
resolve in her eyes, but nothing that would indicate that she had spent her
entire childhood surrounded by violence and struggle.


How odd.


Was this why Lord Cha-sak seemed so
preoccupied with the L’avan queen? Was this an indicator of something more than
the spy could understand?


Before the spy had left the Shimat
fortress, he had seen Basha—on behalf of Lord Cha-sak—go to great lengths to
gather as much information as possible on Adesina. She had spoken to each of
Adesina’s former Shar and to those who had been Shi with her. Basha had
gathered all of the reports that mentioned Adesina, and demanded the capture of
those who knew her best.


The spy had thought this behavior
strange.


When the spy had been dispatched on
this mission, Lord Cha-sak swore that he would be used as a weapon to weaken
the L’avan queen. Now, his newest orders—sent by Breyen rather than Basha—told
him he was about to fulfill that purpose.


The L’avan ceremony was over, and
the crowd began to disperse.


The spy watched as the king and
queen stepped down from the platform and began conversing with the group of
creatures that awaited them.


There!


The spy had found his target.


An enormous feline sat back on its
haunches, speaking to the L’avan queen in quiet tones. It had glossy black fur
and golden eyes, which were the traits specifically mentioned in the spy’s
instructions from Lord Cha-sak.


The spy was almost certain that he
could assassinate the young queen—she was so blissfully unaware of his
presence—but he had been ordered to leave her alive. Apparently, Lord Cha-sak
had greater plans for her than death.


Instead, the spy was to kill the
large feline with black fur. This would supposedly weaken the L’avan queen
enough for Lord Cha-sak to implement his greater plans.


The queen and the feline walked a
few steps away from the rest of the group, still speaking in low voices. Then
the young woman went back to the group and the animal walked away.


The spy moved parallel to his prey,
watching it closely.


After a minute or two, the creature
stopped and raised its nose slightly, as if smelling the air.


Did it sense the spy’s presence?


He could not risk being discovered.
He silently sped forward, whipping out the dagger hidden under his ragged
clothing.


The feline met him with a snarl and
with a swipe of razor-sharp claws.


The spy danced out of the way, but
not before nicking the outstretched paw with his dagger.


He launched himself at the beast,
wrapping his strong arms around its neck, and tried to keep out of the way of
both teeth and claws. The animal let out a feral cry and changed directions
abruptly in an attempt to throw the spy from its back.


By now they had drawn the attention
of every person within hearing range, and the spy knew he had to act quickly.


He let go of the feline with one of
his hands, risking being thrown from the writhing animal. Then, with lightning
quick movements, he made several short stabs with his dagger into the beast’s
neck and shoulder.


The feline roared in pain and fury.


The spy could not maintain his
hold, and he was thrown to the ground. Some unseen force lifted him into the
air and rendered him completely immobile.


The magic-users had come to the
rescue.


The L’avan queen rushed to the side
of the panting and bloodied feline, her young face twisted with emotion.


“What have you done?” she blurted
in an anguished voice.


The spy almost smiled. He always
enjoyed watching the aftermath of his work. This time, however, his enjoyment
would be cut short.


He bit down on a false tooth,
causing it to break and release a deadly poison into his mouth. He would be
dead in less than two minutes.


The L’avan king was calling for
healers to attend to the wounded feline, but the spy knew it was too late. The
same poison that was now killing the spy had also been coated on his dagger.


“Who are you?” demanded the L’avan
queen. “Who sent you here?”


The spy gave her a patronizing
look. If she didn’t already know the answer to both of those questions, she was
not worthy of the attention she was being given by Lord Cha-sak.


The poison caused his body to seize
up. Speech would no longer be possible for the dying spy.


Panicked shouts filled the air as
the L’avan tried unsuccessfully to heal the feline.


“He has been poisoned!”


“It is working too quickly!”


The L’avan queen appeared to
realize that the spy had been poisoned as well. She yelled for a healer to
intervene, but the spy was fading fast. He could no longer see or hear clearly,
and a black haze covered his mind.


If he had been given more time, he
could have killed the feline without sacrificing his own life.


If only Breyen hadn’t ordered
immediate action.


If only there weren’t mind-readers
in the L’avan camp.


Still, the spy was content. He had
accomplished his mission, and he had not betrayed his master.


For the glory of Lord Cha-sak…


 


***


 


“He is dead.”


Adesina stared at the still form of
the Rashad in shock.


How could this have happened? Were
they not screening every refugee that came to the camp asking for protection?
How did a Shimat assassin get past the Readers?


“The spy is dead, too,” said Ruon
in a cold voice. “He poisoned himself as soon as he was captured.”


Adesina looked into L’iam’s eyes
and saw them brimming with tears.


How did this happen?


She turned to the dead Rashad again
and slowly fell to her knees. She reached out and gently touched his glossy
black fur.


“My friend…”


The crowd parted and two other
black-furred Rashad came loping through. The smaller of the two hung slightly
back, but the other hurried to Adesina’s side.


“Ma’eve,” said Ravi in a voice that
was heavy with pain, “what happened?”


Adesina felt a tear streaming down
her face. “Rajan…he…he was attacked by a Shimat.”


“But why?” demanded L’iam.
“Why would they want him dead?”


Adesina had her suspicions, and
Ravi seemed to share them.


It was meant to be me.


Cha-sak had seen Ravi with Adesina
when they met on the Threshold. The demon must have guessed the importance of
her Rashad companion, even though she had not been a Serraf at the time.


To lose Ravi would be a huge
emotional blow, but it would also weaken Adesina’s ability to use her vyala.
Ravi was necessary to anchor Adesina’s power, otherwise she would not be able
to control it.


Cha-sak must have assumed that
there would only be one Rashad with black fur—as was usually the case—and only
sent instructions to the assassin to look for that one trait. If Ravi had not
been training with Riel, he would have been the one attacked.


Adesina put one hand on Ravi’s back
and the other on L’iam’s shoulder. Rajan had been a good friend to her and a
reliable advisor, but her husband and her guardian had known Rajan all of their
lives. His loss would affect them even more deeply.


“What will we tell his family?”
asked Ravi softly.


Riel was the one who answered. “We
will tell them that he died bravely, and that his successor will honor his
memory.”


Adesina could feel a jumble of
emotions flowing from Ravi through their Joining.


I am not ready to lead the Rashad.


Adesina understood his feelings.
She had felt just as overwhelmed when she became queen of the L’avan. She
recalled the words that Ravi had spoken to her at that time. 


All you can do is your best,
dear one. No one expects you to do more than that.


A wry smile flashed across Ravi’s
face.


Using my own words, Ma’eve? That
hardly seems fair.


I think it is perfectly fair.


Ravi’s fear was tempered by
Adesina’s love and friendship for him. She could sense that he was still
uneasy, but there was certainty in knowing that he wasn’t alone.


“We need to address the Rashad and
the L’avan,” said L’iam sadly. “They need to know that Rajan has fallen. And
that there is a new leader of the Rashad.”

















Chapter Twenty: Seeking Aid


 


Satosh sat on the deck of the
merchant vessel Zephyr, staring moodily at the abandoned docks of
Emerald Harbor. A year ago the city docks had been bustling with trade, and now
there was no one in sight other than the dock keeper. Zephyr was the
only ship in the entire harbor.


“Pa?”


The little man turned toward his
adopted daughter. Her face was losing its girlishness, and he felt a pang as he
realized she was becoming a woman. Worry filled her blue eyes, and she took his
hand as if seeking reassurance.


“Is there any trade here, Pa?”


Satosh shook his head. “No, Suvi.
There is no one here to trade with us. The merchants have left this city.
Perhaps they have even left the country, trying to escape the Scepter of
Cha-sak.”


Suvi’s normally cheerful face was
forlorn. “What are we going to do?”


Satosh shrugged. “Move on, I
suppose. The captain is talking to the dock keeper to see if there is anyone in
the actual city who might be interested in trading with us, but we may have to
change our trade route until the war here is over.”


Zephyr had been on the same
trade route ever since Satosh had joined the crew. They started in Joura, where
they purchased a special type of stones that purified water for drinking. Then
they sailed to Sehar, where they could buy dyes, dried produce, and small
livestock. From there they sailed to Zonne, where they sold all of their stock
and bought rare spices. Then they sailed back to Joura to sell the spices and
wait out the stormy season.


It was a good life, and Satosh had
enjoyed it thoroughly. He was saddened that it was all changing now.


There were other ports where they
could buy dried produce and small livestock, but Emerald Harbor was the only
place one could find the vivid green dye derived from the aquatic plants that
grew in the harbor. It was one of the few reasons merchants ventured to Sehar
at all. Losing access to that dye would cut into the profits of Zephyr
considerably.


Satosh muttered a curse under his
breath.


Some wars brought great
opportunities for merchant ships, while others brought only misfortune. This
war in Sehar appeared to be the latter. What did the Scepter even hope to
accomplish? Sehar was a nation that was barely holding on to life. It was
insignificant when compared to other nations. Why would a radical group want
control of it so badly?


Satosh was an amateur historian of
sorts, and his knowledge of past events told him that there could really only
be one reason for a group like the Scepter of Cha-sak to seize control of a
country like Sehar. The action only made sense if they planned to use Sehar as
a staging ground for further conquest.


Satosh shivered with apprehension.


Suvi looked at him with her brow
furrowed. “What is it, Pa?”


He tried to look more carefree than
he felt. “Nothing, little one. Just a chill.”


She seemed satisfied by his answer,
but Satosh was more concerned than before. Suvi was so trusting and so
innocent. What was he going to do if the war in Sehar spread? Could he protect
her from the violence and despair that would spread with it? He honestly didn’t
believe he could.


Suvi’s parents had been best
friends with Satosh, and it had seemed natural for him to take care of the
child when they died. It was easy for Satosh to forget that Suvi had been
adopted, because she often felt like his own flesh and blood. He certainly
couldn’t have loved her more if she had been. He had promised to keep her safe
and happy, and he would gladly give his life if he could guarantee that for
her.


But in war there were never any
guarantees.


The dark musings in Satosh’s mind
were interrupted by an alarm bell tolling in the city. The citizens of Emerald
Harbor—those who had not fled from the rumors of impending violence—began to
shout in panic and point toward the sea.


Satosh and Suvi both turned to see
the cause of such fear.


A giant, arrow-shaped head was
rising out of the water, followed by a snake-like body with a sharp ridge down
its back. Its metallic blue scales glinted in the sunlight, and its yellow eyes
surveyed the land before it.


Satosh swore in shock. “What is an
aekuor doing this close to land?” he gasped.


They were all doomed.


Satosh knew this with every fiber
of his being. There was no chance to defeat an aekuor, even with the help of an
entire city. He had only seen an aekuor defeated once, and that had been done
with an incredible amount of magic.


The enormous sea monster came to
the edge of the inlet and paused, as if waiting for something. It made no
sound, nor any aggressive movement.


“What is it doing?” Satosh wondered
aloud.


The terror on Suvi’s face slowly
changed. “Pa, is that…Kai?”


Hope surged through Satosh as he
recalled the events of the journey to Sehar. He had almost convinced himself
that it hadn’t happened. After all, who had ever heard of a tame aekuor?


Captain Zulimar had rushed aboard
his ship at the first sign of trouble, and he heard Suvi’s tentative question.


“If it was a normal aekuor, it
would have attacked by now. Perhaps you are correct,” he mused.


Satosh turned to the captain. “What
should we do?”


Zulimar rubbed his chin. Satosh
knew there was a great amount of risk involved in this decision. If the aekuor
was not Kai, it would kill them all without hesitation.


“Call the crew to their posts.”


Satosh obeyed immediately. He ran
up and down the deck, calling the crew and shouting orders.


Zephyr was underway in
little time. They sailed cautiously away from the harbor and through the inlet.
The crew followed their orders, but they alternated between staring at their
captain and the fierce creature ahead.


Captain Zulimar appeared completely
calm and confident. Only Satosh could see his large, dark hand gripped tightly
in a fist.


The aekuor watched the ship
approach and remained as still as possible. This made Satosh feel more
confident that it was, in fact, the aekuor that had been tamed.


As they drew closer, the aekuor
spoke in a gentle voice. “Captain Zulimar, I am Kai, the Aekuor who was healed
by the Lady Adesina.”


Zulimar walked to the railing and
called back to the giant creature. “I remember you. Why have you come so close
to the land?”


“I have brought a message for you from
Lady Adesina.”


Kai opened her mouth, revealing
rows of razor-sharp teeth. The crew of Zephyr gasped in habitual fear,
but the Aekuor only lowered her head and let something fall softly onto the
deck.


Captain Zulimar went to retrieve it
himself, and he held it up for closer examination. Satosh recognized it as the
pendant that Zulimar used to wear at all times. He had given it as a gift to
Adesina after she had saved their lives the year before.


“The L’avan are preparing to go to
war with the Scepter of Cha-sak, and their position is a precarious one. They
are at great risk of running out of supplies once the army of the Scepter cuts
them off. Lady Adesina asks that the Zephyr act as their supply line and
bring in goods through the northern coast.”


Zulimar held the pendant in a
closed fist and placed it over his heart. “I would be glad to repay a portion
of the debt that I owe, but this task is not possible. The northern coast of
Sehar consists of impassable cliffs and treacherous waters. How can we deliver
the goods?”


“I will help you,” assured Kai. “If
you bring the supplies as close as safety allowed, I will meet you there with a
large raft that I can tow to the base of the cliffs. I will lift the raft as
far as I can, and the L’avan can use their powers to lift the goods the rest of
the way.”


Satosh felt Suvi’s slender hand
take his. Excitement was shining in her eyes.


“We will get to help Adesina, Pa.”


The little man couldn’t help but
grin as well. “Yes, we will.”


Captain Zulimar gave a decisive
nod. “Time to get to work, lads,” he called to the crew. “We have a long
journey ahead.”


 


***


 


E’nes sighed deeply as he packed up
his saddle bags. It had been just over two weeks since he had left on this
mission, and he hadn’t been sleeping well the entire time. He was weary and
feeling rather despondent.


Had his wife given birth yet? How
were the war preparations going? How much time was left until the Shimat army
arrived?


Dozens of questions plagued his
mind.


E’nes glanced over at Mar’sal, who
was packing his own bags with a determined expression on his face.


E’nes knew that he was not the only
one to be away from loved ones. Mar’sal was a newlywed now, and his bride was
just as far away as E’nes’s family. Yet Mar’sal had not uttered a word of
complaint as they traveled.


E’nes gave himself a mental shake
and tried to renew his resolve.


There was much to do. Their loved
ones were counting on them.


They had been fortunate in that
they had not encountered any enemies so far. There had been a few groups of
marauders, but the two L’avan had evaded detection easily. There had been no
sign of any Shimat, but E’nes assumed that there wouldn’t be until an attack
came. He hoped fervently that they would not have to face any such trial.


Mar’sal did his best to erase anything
that would suggest they had set up a camp and then he turned to face E’nes.


“Ready?”


E’nes nodded. They were still about
a week away from the Gateway City, even riding at a hurried pace. They did
their best not to waste any time. They only stopped to sleep at night and then
at midday for a brief meal. The pace was exhausting, even for seasoned soldiers
such as E’nes and Mar’sal.


E’nes connected to his vyala,
and the dark metallic green in his irises began to glow and swirl, making the
contrasting metallic orange almost disappear.


His vision took on a greenish tint,
and he was able to detect even the most minute details in the surrounding area.


E’nes searched for any potential
dangers, not expecting to find any. He had searched the night before as well and
had assured Mar’sal that they were completely alone.


A flicker of movement caught
E’nes’s attention, and he shifted to give it a closer look.


Over a small hill—obscured from
regular vision—was a small camp with half a dozen soldiers. They must have
arrived after E’nes had checked the area the night before. 


“Soldiers over there,” E’nes
pointed.


Mar’sal frowned. “Not marauders?”


E’nes shook his head. “No, they
appear to be some sort of military. I cannot guess which, though.”


Mar’sal tied his horse’s reins to a
nearby tree. “Well, let us go see.”


The two of them moved as quietly as
possible, lying on their stomachs as they reached to top of the rise. They
could barely discern the low murmur of voices, and they listened closely.


“…only a few days away now.”


“That is more than enough time.”


“What will we tell the Scepter of
Cha-sak when they ask us our business?”


“We tell them we are leaving Sehar.
Simple as that.”


“No, it is not simple. That
barricade blocks the path to Charan, and the Scepter is not the most
understanding.”


“They built that barricade to keep
people out of Sehar, not to keep people from leaving.”


“So you say.”


“Trust me. They will not care that
we are deserters. They will not care where we came from. We tell them that we
are leaving and we do not plan on coming back, and they will let us through the
barricade with no other questions.”


“I hope you are right. I have heard
stories about the Scepter. I heard that Tanar tried to resist them at first, so
the Scepter took all of the leaders…”


E’nes and Mar’sal eased backward to
a safe distance and then got to their feet. They walked back to the horses with
troubled expressions.


“A barricade?” wondered Mar’sal.


“I suppose it makes sense,”
admitted E’nes. “They are blocking off the port cities, so they would probably
do the same with the Gateway City.”


“We may be able to slip through,
but any help we get from Charan will have to break down that barricade before
moving forward. And depending on how well fortified it is…” Mar’sal trailed off
meaningfully.


E’nes rubbed his brow. “Yes, I
know.”


Any reinforcements would have to
fight a battle before they even reached the real battle. The barricade
would make convincing Charan to join them even harder.


“Well, I think we should get
going,” sighed Mar’sal. “We still have a long way to go.”


E’nes agreed, but his mind was
turning this newest problem over and over again. They had to convince Charan to
join in the fight. 


They had to.


If they didn’t, E’nes would be
failing his family, his people, and his nation.

















Chapter Twenty-One: Volunteers


 


Adesina suppressed a sigh as she
looked at her armor. It reminded her of the ceremonial armor that had belonged
the sons of L’avan, which were on display in the museum of Yavar. Perhaps that
had been the inspiration for the design.


The breastplate had elaborate
etchings, and there were numerous gold accents. Attached to the shoulders was a
mid-length cape made from a rich fabric that was the exact shade of purple as
her eyes. The gauntlets and leg coverings matched the breastplate, but they
were cumbersome, and Adesina wore them as little as possible.


She had asked K’eb to arrange for
some new leather armor to be made for her to replace her Shimat outfit. She’d
been given the leather armor in a timely manner, but the task had spurred the
idea of creating plate armor for the king and queen. Adesina would have
preferred to simply wear the rich brown leather armor that had been made for
her, but it seemed to be expected that she at least wear the breastplate and
cape.


L’iam’s armor was very similar to
Adesina’s. The etchings and golden accents were a slightly different design,
and his cloak was blue with the royal insignia embroidered in gold thread—much
like the tunic he had been wearing when she had first seen him.


“You cannot avoid it forever,”
L’iam reminded her teasingly from across the tent.


He was still lying in bed, watching
her as she dressed. Adesina made a face at him, but moved to put on the
breastplate.


The L’avan blacksmiths had made the
armor lighter than normal, but still strong. Even so, it was cumbersome to
wear. 


“I doubt you will find this armor
so amusing when you have training exercises with the infantry today,” she shot
back at him.


It was his turn to make a face.
“You are right.”


They laughed together.


Adesina finished by checking to
make sure that her hair was still tightly pinned back in a braided knot. She
gave a girlish twirl and batted her eyes. “How do I look?”


L’iam’s eyes were soft. “You are
beautiful.”


Adesina laughed again and leaned
down to kiss him. “Get out of bed. You have work to do.”


She ignored his theatrical groan
and walked out of the tent. 


The early morning air was fresh and
invigorating, especially after the slightly stuffy atmosphere of the tent.
Adesina breathed deeply, admiring the rosy colors of the dawn. It was difficult
for her to focus on the beauties of nature, though. Signs of war were
everywhere, and her mind snapped into her military training.


A month ago, just after Hestia had
made a claim to the Seharan throne, the Ojuri leader had suggested taking the
army and traveling south to set up base. There had been some concerns about
leaving the refugees on their own, but it had all worked out in the end. Some
of the former High City citizens had been left in charge of the camp itself,
and Than’os had been instructed to stay and continue training new recruits
until they were ready to join the main army. The refugees were not without
defense, thanks to the forest of protective spirits, and it gave the main army
the opportunity to move into a better strategic position.


Adesina had been reluctant to leave
Wren’na when she was so close to delivering her baby, but nothing could be done
about that. No non-military people had been allowed to travel with the army,
and the army couldn’t have left without one of their most senior leaders.


Adesina had done some careful
scouting to find a piece of land that would give them an advantage over their
enemies. When she had found the ideal spot, the army moved out. After marching
for a week, they arrived at the place where they were to meet the Scepter of
Cha-sak and had set up camp. 


Now the camp was a bustle of
activity from the earliest signs of dawn until well after night had fallen.
Defenses around the camp were being built and fortified. There were walls and
trenches and spikes. Adesina was taking no chances with the safety of her
soldiers. It was a spacious camp, and the fortification was taking up a large
portion of their time.


The blacksmiths were working as
hard and as fast as possible, trying to make enough weapons and armor for those
who were going to fight. After a long debate about the ethics of war, it had
been decided that several of the L’avan would use their vyala to aid the
blacksmiths. The armor was being tempered by magic to be stronger and lighter,
and the weapons were being treated so that they would be easier to wield.
Adesina firmly believed that such details could make the difference between
victory and defeat.


The section of the camp closest to
the battlefield was being turned into a healing ward. Preparations were being
made for a large intake. The healers were carefully setting up triage,
organizing medical supplies, and building as many beds as possible.


Training was also continuing for
all of the volunteers whenever there was a moment to spare. Adesina wanted the
soldiers to be so well trained that they could fight with muscle memory.


Everywhere Adesina looked there was
movement and preparation. Her chest swelled with pride at the hard work of
those who followed her to battle. The Shimat would be relying heavily on
mercenaries, and Adesina doubted that they would be as disciplined or dedicated
as her army.


Adesina had not gotten far from her
tent before she was joined by Ravi. He was very busy now that he was the leader
of the Rashad, and he often left her side when she returned to her tent each
night. Adesina could follow his movements through their Joining, and she knew
of his tireless efforts. 


The Rashad were just as busy as the
L’avan were. They had set up a perimeter and were constantly scouting for any
signs of approaching enemies. They were also hunting to bring in fresh
supplies—not just food, but also things like medicinal herbs. And beyond that,
they, too, were lending their vyala to all of the battle preparations.


Adesina placed her hand on Ravi’s
back as they walked. “Good morning, my friend.”


His voice belied the weariness she
could feel in him. “Good morning, dear one.”


They walked past the pitched tents
and the cold remains of the previous night’s fires until they came to the open
common area of the camp. There they found Sitara, Riel, and Ruon waiting.


Adesina had been expecting to see
Sitara and Riel, but Ruon’s presence was a surprise. Adesina and Ravi had been
receiving training from them, because Adesina needed to know how to use her new
abilities if she was going to be as effective as possible in the upcoming
battle. The four companions met every morning, and Adesina and Ravi were given
a series of exercises to improve their teamwork and to expand their individual
uses of vyala. Adesina thought this new education was just as exhausting
as when she was training to be a Shimat, but she was grateful to Sitara for
taking the time to teach her.


Ruon, however, had never joined
them before. He hated the stares that he received from the humans, and he
avoided them as much as possible. The Laithur tended to stay in his tent during
the day and then walk on the intended battlefield by himself each night. His
presence that morning was something of a shock.


Adesina was about to make a comment
about how she did not usually see him during the day, but she was cut off.


“Nor would you,” Ruon said with a
trace of bitterness, “had I not grown tired of Sitara’s pestering.”


Adesina gave him a frustrated
glare. “I did not say anything.”


Ruon’s expression became rather
smug. “You would have.”


“I wish you would stop responding
before I have a chance to actually speak,” Adesina said in exasperation.


The Laithur shrugged indifferently.
“I can See what you are going to say, so why not save you the time of saying
it?”


“By responding, you prevent her
from ever saying the words,” commented Ravi. “Are there not rules about
altering the future for those who are able to See?”


Ruon looked supremely unconcerned.
“For minor matters such as conversation it does not make a difference.”


“Meaning you just do it to show
off,” stated Sitara archly.


Ruon pointedly ignored her. “My
presence here does not matter, though. None of you will have the opportunity to
annoy me much today.”


Adesina felt something in the air.
It was almost like a pulse of energy that emanated from the bump on Ruon’s
forehead. A flash of intuition told her that he was in the process of looking
into the future.


“What do you See?” asked Ravi.


The Laithur didn’t answer, but
turned toward the main encampment. Adesina did the same. She saw two L’avan
hurrying in their direction.


“Your Majesty,” gasped the first
messenger, “The king has asked us to bring you to him.”


The second messenger was less
winded, and offered an explanation. “The Rashad have spotted a large body of
soldiers headed this way. The king needs you to join him at the southern wall
of the camp.”


Adesina wasted no time. She
sprinted toward the southern wall with Ravi at her side.


The Shimat have arrived sooner
than anticipated.


Ravi’s thoughts came back with a
soothing tone, but Adesina could still sense an edge of anxiety. You do not
know that it is the Shimat. It could be more refugees.


Adesina shook her head. L’iam
can tell the difference. If they were refugees he would not have sent for me so
urgently.


They arrived quickly, and Adesina
climbed the ladder that led up to the top of the wall where her husband and a
few others stood. The wall was only deep enough for two people to stand
shoulder-to-shoulder, so Adesina had to walk carefully around those who were
looking over the wall.


L’iam saw her arrive and gestured
for her to stand next to him. He offered her his spyglass, but she shook her
head. Instead, she used her vyala to magnify what she could see with her
eyes.


It certainly couldn’t be the full
army of the Shimat. Reports had told them that Cha-sak’s forces were more than
ten thousand bodies, while this group was less than two thousand. There were
many different uniforms and weapons, as one would expect of an army of
mercenaries, but they marched with surprising order. 


Hestia borrowed L’iam’s spyglass
and peered at the approaching force. “How long until they arrive?”


Adesina’s eyes narrowed
thoughtfully. “I would guess in about two hours.”


“How did they get so close without
our advance scouts warning us?” asked Ravi.


“They did not approach from the
direction we anticipated,” answered L’iam. “As soon as the eastern guard
spotted them, they sent a runner to warn us.”


“They came from the east?” mused
Adesina.


She studied the advancing army more
carefully and took note of something strange. They were marching faster than
she would have expected. Armies that travelled over large distances tended to
keep a pace that was easy to maintain over a period of several weeks. The
approaching army was moving at a brisk trot that could barely be maintained for
a day.


“Adesina, look at the center
formation,” urged Hestia.


Adesina did so, and she saw three
of the soldiers unfurl white flags and raise them on poles.


“White flags,” she told L’iam.
“They mean to indicate that they mean us no harm.”


“Could it be a trick?” asked the
L’avan king.


Adesina pursed her lips
thoughtfully. “It seems unlikely. We already know that the Shimat are coming,
so I doubt they would waste time with such a ruse. Even so, I would rather be
cautious.”


“I agree,” said L’iam.


“I could go disguised as a
messenger,” suggested Ri’sel.


L’iam glanced at Ri’sel’s dark
orange and purple eyes and shook his head. “We need someone who can read their
intentions.”


“I can do that,” Adesina
volunteered, “and I can fly to them in a matter of minutes. We can know their
intentions long before they arrive.”


The king shook his head.
“Absolutely not. I am not sending you into that kind of danger.”


“They might be friendly,” Adesina
reminded her husband.


“And they might be our enemies,”
retorted L’iam. “You are too important to this war for me to let you walk up to
an enemy army by yourself.”


“I am quite able to protect myself,”
reasoned Adesina. “I can get the information the fastest, as well. I know you
want me to be safe, but I am the most logical choice—unless you want to send
Sitara instead.”


L’iam was clearly frustrated with
his wife’s insistence, and he frowned fiercely as he considered their options.
After a moment he sighed. “Very well, but I want you to do everything in your
power to protect yourself, even before you leave this camp.”


Adesina smiled at him fondly. “Of
course.”


I will be at your side at the
first sign of trouble, promised Ravi.


Thank you, dear friend.


Adesina brought her vyala to
bear, using it to harden her skin and to increase her agility. She also wove an
illusion around herself, making her body appear to be slightly to the left of
where she was actually standing. Before she had begun training with Sitara,
doing all of those things at once would have been almost impossible for her to
achieve. Sitara had taught Adesina how to split her vyala to accomplish
several things at once, and the training was incredibly valuable.


When Adesina had finished placing
her protections, she flashed L’iam a smile and used her vyala to lift
herself into the air. She sped toward the advancing force, covering the
distance in the promised amount of time.


She slowed as she drew nearer, and
the soldiers in the army stared up at her with wonder. The leaders called for a
halt, and as Adesina approached she could feel their trepidation.


Adesina touched down on the ground
about twenty feet in front of the soldiers holding the white flags.


“I am the representative sent by
the leaders of the Seharan and L’avan armies,” she announced in a magically
magnified voice. “We are preparing for war with the Scepter of Cha-sak, and
your forces are approaching our camp. Why have you come?”


After a moment of hesitation, a man
nudged his horse forward. He had a long, thick beard that was streaked with
grey, and his dark eyes glittered beneath a steel helmet.


“I am Arnau, former Chief City
Guard of Alahn and elected temporary leader of this army. Is Queen Hestia among
your leaders?”


Adesina was startled by his
question. Hestia had never referred to herself by that title, and she requested
that the other leaders do the same. It was surprising to hear a complete
stranger call the Ojuri leader a queen.


“Yes, she is,” acknowledged
Adesina.


The old soldier thumped his fist
against his breastplate in a proud salute. “Then we request that you take us to
her. She sent out the proclamation declaring her right to the throne of Sehar
and calling us to war. The claim was verified by our own scholars, and we
recognize the threat of the Scepter of Cha-sak. We will follow our queen
wherever she leads.”


Adesina was momentarily speechless.


“Are you all from Alahn?” she
finally managed to ask.


Arnau shook his head. “We are from
all over Sehar—cities and villages alike. We have joined forces and come to
offer ourselves to our queen.”


Adesina only needed the briefest
touch of vyala to know that the intentions of the soldier were
honorable. Her heart swelled with gratitude for these men and women who had
come to join their cause.


“I am certain that Queen Hestia
will gladly welcome you all.”


Arnau gave a gruff nod. “I hope so,
but I would like to speed on our way without further discussion.”


A warning rang in Adesina’s mind,
and she immediately frowned. “Why? What has happened?”


Arnau jabbed his thumb in the
direction behind them. “For the last day we have been closely followed by
another force—and my gut tells me that they are not here to be our allies.”


“How far behind are they?” asked
Adesina urgently.


“About a league now.”


Adesina pointed toward the camp.
“March on. I will go take a closer look at the following force and then I will
go ahead of you to prepare for your arrival.”


Arnau nodded and shouted orders,
bringing the army of volunteers back into motion.


The L’avan queen used her vyala
to lift herself into the air and sped toward the second mass of bodies that
were journeying toward the L’avan and Seharan camp. She amplified her vision
and searched the organized chaos for the leaders.


It didn’t take long to spot the
figures clothed completely in black, faces hidden by hoods and scarves.


Adesina’s heart dropped sharply and
her breath quickened.


The first wave of the Shimat army
would arrive before nightfall.

















Chapter Twenty-Two: Advance Force


 


Adesina, Hestia, and L’iam stood
together at the head of the L’avan and Seharan armies. Adesina was astride her
faithful horse, Torith, with Hestia to her right. The proud and beautiful bay
mare that Hestia rode had been a gift to her just after she had made her claim
to the Seharan throne. L’iam was seated to Adesina’s left on his steed, Avab.
Together, they were a symbol of strength and unity that the army could look to
in the moments before battle. Ravi was poised in front of Adesina’s horse. All
of the fighting Rashad formed a long row in front of the human army, ready to
run first into battle.


As soon as the fighting began,
L’iam would take Hestia to a safer location from which they could issue orders
to the rest of the army leaders. There had been a heated argument between
Adesina and L’iam over who would be in the tent and who would be on the
battlefield. All of the royal advisors—military and civic alike—had insisted
that the L’avan king and queen never be on the battlefield at the same time.
One would fight while the other stayed in relative safety. Adesina and L’iam
had both readily agreed to this, each thinking that it would keep the other out
of harm’s way.


A compromise had been reached after
much debate, leaving neither feeling very satisfied. Adesina would lead the
initial charge, and L’iam would take her place on the second day. They agreed
to alternate days, no matter what was happening, no matter how weary they
became. Only serious injury would change the arrangement.


Adesina’s eyes were fixed on the
gathering force on the opposite end of the open field where the L’avan would
make their stand. According to her scouts, there were exactly three thousand
mercenaries, with one Shimat leading every hundred men. They were strictly
organized and well provided with weapons and armor.


Counting the volunteers that had
just arrived, the L’avan and Seharan army outnumbered of the opposing force.
However, Adesina knew this was only the first wave. The larger problem would
begin when the main Shimat force arrived. Not only would the L’avan and Seharan
armies be outnumbered two to one, but they would be battling enemies who would
be fresh and fairly well-rested. Adesina’s forces would have been fighting for
two weeks or more at that point.


Adesina bit back a quiet curse. It
was a classic Shimat strategy—one she had been taught in her training. And it
was a smart strategy, though being on the receiving end made it a lot more
difficult to view its merits calmly.


Daylight was beginning to fade, but
the Shimat army made no indication of intending to set up camp. Adesina
suspected they would choose to fight through the night in an attempt to exhaust
their opponents early in the battle.


“We should split our forces and
keep half in reserve. The Shimat will likely do the same,” suggested Adesina to
L’iam.


Her husband nodded. “I think so, as
well.”


The Shimat army had moved into
place, and an unsettling hush fell over the grassy field.


“What are they waiting for?” asked
Hestia nervously.


“They are hoping that the
anticipation will lower our morale,” answered Ravi.


“It just might lower mine,”
muttered Hestia. “I am not accustomed to fighting.”


Adesina reached over and gave her
arm a gentle squeeze. “It will not be long now.”


Hestia smiled sadly. “That is not
comforting, either. My son and my daughter’s husband are in the army. The
sooner the battle begins, the sooner they will be in danger.”


As Adesina predicted, they did not
have to wait long. In a moment, a phalanx of mercenary archers took position at
the front of the Shimat army. They raised their longbows and let loose a swarm
of black-tipped arrows.


“Orange,” called Adesina in a
magically magnified voice.


Several L’avan with metallic orange
colored eyes called forth their vyala and used the force of its power to
redirect the wave of arrows. The shafts curved upwards and back toward their
source. 


Panicked shouts escaped the throats
of thousands of mercenaries when they saw what was happening. The arrows fell
back to earth with deadly disregard, and the air was filled with the cries of
the wounded and dying.


The first blood had been shed.


The Shimat leaders immediately
recalled their archers. New orders were issued and the foot soldiers began to
advance with their swords and spears.


Adesina drew her Blood Sword and
allowed her vyala to flow through it, causing it to glow brightly. She
raised it high above her head and shouted, “Forward, first division.”


Adesina nudged Torith forward, and
the black stallion marched proudly. Ravi kept by her side, with half of the
Rashad force also moving toward the enemy. Over two thousand L’avan and Seharan
soldiers drew their weapons and followed in organized lines.


The other half of the L’avan and
Seharan army moved to take its place on the hill that overlooked the
battlefield. 


Adesina spared a backwards glance.
She saw Me’shan maneuver his horse next to L’iam’s, and the two men exchanged a
few brief words before L’iam and Hestia quietly left the battlefield. Adesina
watched her husband’s back retreat from her.


Then she fixed her eyes forward and
thought only of battle.


As the two opposing forces drew
nearer, they each began to pick up speed. Adesina urged Torith into a full
gallop, lifting her sword and giving a fierce yell. Ravi and the Rashad roared
at their enemies, and Adesina’s vyala-enhanced eyes could see the fear
on the faces of the mercenaries.


The Rashad were the first to meet
their foes, and the sleek feline forms leapt forward by the hundreds. The first
two lines of mercenaries were knocked to the ground, claws and teeth biting
into their flesh.


Adesina ignored the hired soldiers
that rushed toward her. Her eyes sought the black uniforms of the Shimat
leaders. But although she was willing to spare the mercenaries in front of her,
they were not willing to let her pass unhindered. The foremost soldier raised
his spear and aimed for the gap in Adesina’s armor just under her arm.


Adesina brought Falcon down in a
mighty sweep, the blade knocking the spear far off course.


Adesina had expected to see the
spear turn to dust, like the weapons of the marauders they had faced during the
rescue of the refugees. Instead, the blade of Falcon made a ringing sound as it
met the shaft of the spear. It didn’t even mark the wood.


Cha-sak has enhanced these
weapons.


Adesina didn’t have time to
register her surprise at this development. She simply let her training take
over, and raised Falcon to fend off the next attack.


The mercenaries noticed her ornate
armor and correctly assumed that she was an important member of the opposing
army. They seemed to go out of their ways to confront her—likely hoping to gain
some sort of reward for their troubles. The L’avan were also drawn to Adesina’s
side, doing what they could to defend their queen. As a result, Adesina was
constantly in the center of a flurry of fighting.


Torith, who was a well-trained
horse, did his part in the fighting as well. He moved with Adesina, keeping her
balanced in the saddle so she could wield her sword more easily. He also used
his hooves and teeth on the enemy horses, or any foot soldier that thought to
try and attack Adesina from below.


Adesina soon spotted the black form
of a Shimat, and she moved through the chaos of battle to confront him.


The Shimat warrior saw her coming,
and his dark eyes narrowed in anticipation. His identity was hidden beneath his
hood and scarf, but Adesina doubted that she would have known him. She had only
known her teachers and fellow students within the Shimat organization.


Adesina lifted Falcon higher, and
the blade flared with an extra burst of vyala. The Shimat also wielded a
Blood Sword, and he raised it to fend off her blow.


He was clearly very talented with
his weapon, and he flicked aside her attacks with the gleam of contempt in his
eyes. Adesina pressed harder, using her vyala to enhance her dexterity.
The Shimat’s expression became less disdainful as he concentrated on his
defense.


In spite of Adesina’s pressing
attack, the Shimat was able to slip in an attack of his own. His sword swept
past Falcon and drew across Adesina’s neck. If she had not been using part of
her vyala to harden her skin, it would have been a fatal blow. As it
was, the blade only left a shallow wound—hardly worth Adesina’s notice.


The Shimat clearly had anticipated
his attack to end Adesina’s life, and his surprise at the contrary caused him
to falter. Adesina quickly took advantage and thrust her blade into his
unprotected chest. She did so with added strength to compensate for the
resistance of his leather armor, but that proved unnecessary.


Falcon burned with the vyala
that flowed through it, and it bored through leather and flesh alike with ease.
The air took on a slightly charred scent, and the area surrounding the fatal
wound blackened with the residual energy. There was no blood, as Adesina’s sword
appeared to cauterize as it withdrew.


Adesina had no time to consider
what had happened or to even feel satisfied at eliminating an asset to the
Shimat organization. She was immediately engaged by another opponent hoping to
gain glory in the name of Cha-sak.


Ravi stood his ground not ten feet
from where Adesina fought. The initial shock and fear that had come over the
mercenaries at being attacked by large felines had faded, and Ravi found
himself surrounded by men with spears.


They tried to take him down as they
would some wild animal, but he was not hindered by their weapons. Ravi
transported himself outside of their deadly circle and attacked the nearest
enemy from behind.


His razor-like claws raked across
the back of the mercenary’s legs, effectively hamstringing him. Then Ravi used
his sharp teeth and powerful jaw to crush the man’s fighting arm. Ravi did not
kill him, but left him completely unable to continue aiding the enemy forces.


Then the Rashad leader quickly
turned and leapt at another mercenary, disabling him just as efficiently.


A hasty glance across the
battlefield showed Adesina that her soldiers were doing quite well—especially
since most of them had never seen action before. The mercenaries had the
advantage of experience, but the L’avan and Seharan army had both strength and
magic. 


A battalion of L’avan that had the
gift of illusion was doing everything in its power to distract the enemy. The
mercenaries found themselves swinging their weapons at empty air, discovering
too late that the perceived threats didn’t exist. The other Seharan and L’avan
soldiers rushed forward with weapons raised, taking advantage of the
distraction—no matter how brief.


The L’avan soldiers had been
training hard to use their gifts of vyala in their fighting. It was not
just a matter of developing their abilities, but also overcoming generations of
ingrained belief that they should use their powers as little as possible.
Adesina had emphasized that they needed to stop thinking that their vyala
gave them an unfair advantage over others.


Vyala was truly a gift, and
it was meant to be used as a force for good.


It could be argued that fighting
was not a good thing, but what could be more noble and just than protecting
one’s family and home?


Adesina was proud to see that the
L’avan had taken her words to heart. They fully committed themselves to the
battle, using every resource available to them.


With her vyala-enriched
vision, she could see the glow of each L’avan’s power. Some glowed dark blue,
changing the density of their own skins to provide greater protection against
enemy attacks. Some gave off a faintly orange light as they used their powers
to force the mercenaries off balance, or even to throw them several feet in the
air. Some emitted dark red as they manipulated the landscape or objects such as
the saddles of the mounted mercenaries. Those with a light blue glow had
increased dexterity, those with a dark green glow knew if enemies were coming
up behind them, those with glowed golden lent energy to allies or drained
energy from enemies.


The L’avan had truly become a
formidable force.


Adesina found herself facing
another Shimat opponent—this one a woman, judging by her figure.


The Shimat raised her Blood Weapon,
which was a hefty axe with an elaborate head. Instead of aiming for Adesina,
though, the Shimat directed the blow at Torith.


Adesina was startled by the attack
on her mount and hurriedly brought her vyala forward to shield the
horse. The axe rang as it struck the magical barrier, and Torith shied away from
the unexpected sound.


Adesina’s balance had been
uncertain when she had leaned forward to protect Torith, and his sudden
movement caused her to slide out of her saddle. She landed gracefully, but she
was not able to remount immediately.


The Shimat vaulted out of her own
saddle and swung her axe at Adesina as she came to the ground.


 Adesina’s vyala reacted
automatically, sweeping upward to surround the axe. Cha-sak had used his powers
to enhance the weapons of his army to withstand the vyala of the L’avan,
but Adesina doubted he could have accounted for everything. She sent a surge of
energy into the axe, causing it to become hot to the touch.


The Shimat dropped the axe in
shock, but quickly recovered. She drew a short sword and rushed at Adesina to
continue her attack.


Adesina lifted Falcon in response
and took a defensive stance. She met her oncoming opponent with composure and
traded strikes with ease.


Adesina surmised that this Shimat
was quite young. The Shimat’s form was without fault, but there was something
lacking in the way she fought. Adesina felt as though she was sparring with an
automaton.


The young L’avan queen used a
thread of vyala to create an illusion of herself and then stepped to the
side. The Shimat was suddenly faced with two of the same opponent and seemed
confused as to how to respond.


Adesina took advantage of the
slight hesitation and flicked her blade forward in a precise strike. Falcon cut
deep into the muscle of the Shimat’s shoulder, causing her to cry out in pain.


The wound did not completely
disable the Shimat, but she was slowed. True to her Shimat training, the woman
switched her short sword to the other hand and rushed at Adesina again,
ignoring the projected illusion.


Adesina let the illusion disappear
as she prepared to defend herself. This war with Cha-sak would be long, and she
didn’t want to drain her energy by using too much of her vyala too
often.


Adesina knew that the bulk of her
strength would have to be reserved for her confrontation with Cha-sak. He would
not give up this world without a fight, and Adesina knew that she would be the
one to face him.


Even so, she could not stand back
and let others battle until that day came. Adesina wanted to fight the
Shimat. She wanted to take part in ridding the world of that dark and twisted
organization. 


Should that weaken her for her
fight with Cha-sak…


Well, she would deal with that
later.


For now, she brought Falcon to bear
and met her opponent with all of the strength and training she had spent her
life accumulating.

















Chapter Twenty-Three: The Burden of Command


 


L’iam hated riding away from the
battle.


He had used every reasonable
argument he could conceive—and several that were unreasonable—to try and
convince Adesina against leading the battle herself. When that had failed, he
had tried to convince himself that her decision was the right one.


That had failed as well.


He did what he had promised to do,
even though it felt like a grave mistake. He resisted the urge to rush to his
wife’s side, and he accompanied Hestia back to the heavily fortified camp.


L’iam said little during the long
ride, and Hestia didn’t seem inclined to speak either. Both of their thoughts
were with loved ones on the battlefield.


They were not challenged as they
rode toward the gate of the camp. The L’avan guarding the walls included those
who could use their vyala to sense the spirit and intentions of others,
and so L’iam and Hestia were recognized without needing to speak.


The physical gate rumbled closed
behind them, and the L’avan guards in charge of creating a magical barrier to
protect the camp sealed the hole through which L’iam and Hestia had been
allowed to enter.


The lithe, thin figure of the
grey-skinned Laithur met them near the gate of the camp. He was almost as tall
as L’iam sitting on horseback, and his glittering black eyes narrowed in
distaste.


“I have been sent to be of
assistance to you,” stated Ruon in a voice that was sibilant without being a
full hiss.


L’iam bowed at the waist humbly. “I
am grateful for your willingness, Immortal One.”


Ruon eyed the L’avan king
suspiciously, as if wondering if L’iam was being sincere or sarcastic. “Lady
Sitara has positioned herself where she can watch the whole of the battle, and
she will relay pertinent information to me. I will keep your maps updated on
the positions of the two opposing forces.”


Hestia tilted her head to the side.
“How are you able to do that?” she asked, curious.


“My mind is not so limited as those
of mortals,” Ruon snapped irritably. He calmed his emotions and went on with
more tolerance. “My race has enhanced mental abilities and we can become
attuned to the minds of others—with some effort, of course, and the cooperation
of the other party. Lady Sitara and I have taken the necessary steps to take
advantage of this ability, and we will use it to aid your efforts.”


L’iam knew that Adesina had a hard
time getting along with Ruon, but he did not have the same sort of difficulty.
Unlike his wife, L’iam had been raised with knowledge of the Immortals and a
deep awe for their very existence. If an Immortal was a little impatient with
lesser beings, what did it matter? It was still a very great honor to be in the
presence of one.


L’iam bowed a second time. “I thank
you most humbly, Immortal One. Your contribution is invaluable.”


A hint of a smile crossed Ruon’s
flat face, and the remnants of his bad mood seemed to disappear. “I can also
give some advice on strategy, if you wish. I am not unfamiliar with battle,
after all. I was an important leader during the Great Wars.” Ruon paused for a
moment before adding, “Although, not on the same side as your ancestors.”


L’iam knew that the Laithur were
considered to be demons—fallen creatures of Light. However, he also understood
the implications of them pledging their support to Adesina and her cause.


“Any advice you can offer would be
most welcome,” L’iam said with sincerity.


“You were alive during the Great
Wars?” asked Hestia.


She had not had the opportunity to
spend much time with any of the Immortals, and she knew little about their
history.


Ruon glanced at her in surprise.
“Of course. Do humans truly know so little of their own past?”


Hestia’s cheeks flushed red and she
looked down at her hands.


Ruon seemed to take pity on her,
and he explained in a more gentle tone. “Eons ago, the Ancients banded together
for The Great Creation. This world was created first, with all of its plants
and waters and stones. Then the one hundred races of Immortals were born. We
were created as servants for the Ancients, and this world was to be our home.
Every race of Immortals has a patron deity to which they are tied. For example,
the Serraf and the Rashad serve the Creator, and the Laithur serve the Seer.”


Hestia nodded. “What about humans?”


“Humans were created later, along
with the animals of this world,” Ruon said dismissively. “The mortals were made
to be servants to the Immortals.”


L’iam frowned. “I was taught
something different than that, Immortal One.”


“Oh?”


L’iam went on, undeterred by Ruon’s
sneer. “I was taught that the Creator made humans as a final gift to this
world. They were meant to be helpers and companions to the Immortals, and
stewards of this realm.”


Ruon’s expression was incredulous.
“Where did such teachings arise?”


“From our Serraf ancestors,”
answered L’iam softly.


That gave the Laithur pause.


“Well,” Ruon said after a moment of
silence, “I would be less trusting of teachings that have been handed down
through generations than direct knowledge. I suppose the Serraf would have a
better understanding of the intentions of the Creator, but I would ask Lady
Sitara instead of relying on L’avan teachings.”


His tone made it clear that he
thought it very unlikely that Sitara would support any claim of humanity’s
importance.


“Thank you, Immortal One,” said
L’iam with respect. “I will speak to her as soon as it is convenient.”


Ruon waved his slender hand, as if
giving L’iam leave to waste his time as he chose.


They arrived at the command tent,
and L’iam and Hestia dismounted their horses. A young groom received the reins
and led the animals away. K’eb was waiting at the entrance of the tent and
welcomed them with a smile.


“Your military advisors are waiting
for you, Your Majesty.”


L’iam nodded and walked into the
tent.


When L’iam’s father had been alive,
there were seven military advisors that he trusted in all things. Me’shan, as
Chief Protector General, was in charge of the L’avan military as a whole,
second only in rank to the king. Two of the other advisors had been the most
experienced Protector Generals, and the remaining four were retired Protector
Generals. They had served King L’unn well, and L’iam had grown up listening to
their wisdom.


Of those seven advisors, only three
remained alive. The two active Protector Generals had been killed during the
attack on Pevothem six years earlier, and two of the retired Protector Generals
had died of illness and old age.


Me’shan was near the battlefield,
standing at the head of the reserve army and watching the flow of the battle as
his daughter led the fight. Me’shan’s younger brother, Ri’sel, was waiting in
the command tent, ready to replace his older brother on the battlefield when he
grew weary. Two other advisors, Z’eki and Me’da, stood with Ri’sel at the table
in the center of the command tent. 


Z’eki was a man with silver hair
and beard, and a face well-lined with age. His eyes belied his withered form,
crackling with energy and enthusiasm. He had been the Chief Protector General
before Me’shan had taken over that position.


Me’da was the only woman living to
have achieved the rank of Protector General. She had dedicated her life to
serving as a soldier, and when she retired she was immediately invited to be a
royal advisor. She also had silver hair, as a descendant of Ed’mon, but her
eyes were more calm and measured than Z’eki’s. She constantly had a calculating
expression on her face, as if she were planning a strategy for everything that
came her way.


They both bowed to L’iam when he
entered the tent and murmured the customary, “Your Majesty.”


L’iam acknowledged them with
respect and walked over to the table filled with maps. He suppressed a sigh as
he looked at the piles of papers.


What he would give to be on the
battlefield, fighting beside his beloved wife…


Such thoughts were useless. He was
needed there, in the command tent, making the plans that would—hopefully—lead
his wife and his soldiers to victory.


“Very well,” said L’iam, taking a
deep breath. “I need updated maps on where we stand.”


Ruon moved forward to adjust the
tokens that served to represent the different military groups.


L’iam glanced from Hestia to his
advisors. “Let us get to work.”


 


***


 


Me’shan watched to flow of battle
with a strange mixture of horror and pride. The soldiers of the L’avan and
Seharan army were fighting well, especially considering that most of them had
never seen battle before that day.


Even so, the sight of so much
bloodshed was sickening.


Me’shan had been a soldier all of
his adult life. He had studied everything there was to know about war and
strategy. He had been the best swordsman in Pevothem in his youth. He had seen
plenty of conflict on a small scale—fights between groups of Seharans and so
forth. However, this was the first time he had seen war.


The last battle that the L’avan
people had faced happened when Me’shan was far to the south. He had been
kidnapped by the Shimat, and so the L’avan had been forced to confront their
enemies without the leadership of their Chief Protector General.


It wasn’t that Me’shan thought he
could have changed the course of that battle six years previous, but he
couldn’t help but wonder if his knowledge and skills could have saved some of
the lives that had been lost.


He shook away such thoughts. It did
no good to dwell on the past. Besides, if he had not been kidnapped, his lost
daughter never would have found her way home. 


Me’shan looked down the hill and
across the field where the two opposing forces clashed. Even at this distance
Adesina was easy to see. The gleam of her armor made her stand out among the
masses of leather and chain mail.


The breastplate served as a symbol
for the L’avan. It brought to mind their forefathers and all that had been done
to obtain peace after the Great Wars. It raised morale to see their queen
wearing the armor. Me’shan just wished that it didn’t make her so much of a
target for their enemies.


Me’shan watched Adesina fight, and
she was constantly in the center of a large knot of conflict. Shimat assassins
and mercenaries alike recognized her as an important leader and sought to take
her life. L’avan and Seharan soldiers alike rallied to fight at her side.


Me’shan was so proud of his
beautiful daughter. She had overcome so much hardship, and she had not grown
bitter as so many would have in her place. She had grown into a woman of
strength and compassion, and she was a true leader in every sense of the word.


E’rian would have been so happy to
see what their daughter had become. She had always said that Ma’eve was meant
for great things.


A frown creased Me’shan’s brow.
Even the wildest dreaming of two hopeful parents could not have anticipated
what the future had held in store. E’rian had said that their daughter was
destined for greatness, but they could not have imagined that Adesina would
become the queen of the L’avan and the Threshold Child.


It could not be easy to be at the
center of such a prophecy. There were so many expectations, and yet so much
ambiguity as to what was expected.


Adesina had told him about the full
prophecy and about what had happened during her journey to Zonne. More
importantly, she had told him what had happened to her once she reached the
Threshold.


A Serraf.


Adesina had become a Serraf.


The very idea was baffling. Me’shan
could hardly believe it, even now. He had always hoped to step into his role as
her father—to give her guidance when she needed it. Now it felt like that would
be impossible. What advice could he possibly give to a Serraf? She also had the
benefit of guidance from those like Ravi, Lady Sitara, Lady Riel, and Lord
Ruon. Me’shan knew he was not as wise nor as powerful as any of them.


He pressed his lips together as a
resolution came to his mind.


He may not be able to provide his
daughter with guidance, but he could certainly give her his support—for that
was a father’s duty as well.


Me’shan’s thoughts focused more
sharply on the battle before him.


The flow was shifting, leaving the
eastern soldiers more exposed. Mercenary archers were moving into place to try
another volley on the distracted L’avan.


Me’shan called his aide to his side
to issue some orders.


“Enemy archers are moving into
place. Our Orange soldiers need to be at the ready to deflect those arrows.”


The aide rushed off to deliver the
message.


It was difficult for Me’shan to sit
back and watch others fight, but at moments like this he was glad. He could see
the greater picture of the battle and help those who were giving their best on
the field.


He could protect his daughter from
unseen enemy attacks.


In the distance, arrows were
loosed.


Me’shan shouted the command for
counter-attack.


 

















Chapter Twenty-Four: Dark Dreams


 


Adesina was exhausted.


She stumbled into her tent,
unbuckling her breastplate as she went. She was tempted to let the armor simply
fall to the ground, but she resisted the urge and put it away in its proper
place.


L’iam was not in the tent. He was
walking among the soldiers, speaking with encouragement and boosting morale.
Adesina knew that he would probably be gone for quite a while yet.


The Shimat army had battered them
for more than twenty-four hours before pulling back for a reprieve. Adesina
knew that there would only be a short break before the fighting began
again—this time with her husband at the lead.


She washed her face and hands,
removing the grime and blood of the day. Adesina wished she could wash her
spirit of the effects of the battle as easily. She was weary, and not just in
body. Her mind was numb and her heart felt as though it was drooping in her
chest.


Sitara had said that Immortals had
no need for sleep—that they could meditate instead and be just as refreshed.
However, Adesina was certain that meditation would not be enough to help her
regain her energy.


She unpinned her knot of hair and
flopped forward onto the bedding, not bothering to undress. She kicked off her
boots and closed her eyes with a sigh.


The Dream grabbed hold of her mind
immediately and yanked her away from the waking world.


Adesina looked around, feeling
almost breathless.


She was surrounded by a black
nothingness that pushed in around her oppressively. It almost felt like she was
floating, and yet she knew that she was standing. Her eyes were unable to
detect anything beyond her own body, which she could see surprisingly well.


“Hello, Adesina.”


Adesina turned around in surprise,
hearing the familiar voice. A short distance away stood her mother, E’rian.


Like Adesina, E’rian’s form was
vivid against the black of their surroundings. The deceased woman was clothed
in a simple red dress rather than the white one she had always worn in
Adesina’s previous Dreams. Other than that, she looked very much as she always
did. Her features were very similar to Adesina’s, only more delicate and with
different coloring. Adesina had silver hair with black tresses surrounding her
face, and her eyes were metallic purple with flecks of gold. E’rian had black
hair with chestnut locks around her face, and her eyes were pale metallic
yellow with flecks of purple.


E’rian appeared to be the same age
that she had been when she died, which meant that she and Adesina looked more
like sisters than mother and daughter. Adesina was only a year younger than
E’rian had been at her death.


“Mother,” Adesina greeted her
warmly. She tried to move to embrace her, but found that she couldn’t. “What is
happening? Where are we?”


E’rian’s smile was strangely cold
and her eyes glittered with an unusual light. “Do not worry yourself, Adesina.
Such things happen in Dreams.”


Adesina frowned. “I have never had
a Dream like this before.”


A startled expression flitted
across E’rian’s face. “You are familiar with Dreaming?”


“Of course I am,” responded Adesina
slowly. “You know of my Dreams.”


E’rian gave a trilling little
laugh. “I meant to ask if you were familiar with all Dreams. Even you
cannot know all that there is to learn.”


“I suppose that is true,”
acknowledged Adesina.


“I see so much potential in you,”
E’rian went on with a fond smile. “I always have, you know.”


Adesina thought that a strange
thing for her mother to say, especially since E’rian already knew of the
prophecy concerning the Threshold Child.


“Mothers often believe that of
their own children,” Adesina ventured casually.


“Yes, but you are meant for
something more,” insisted E’rian.


The L’avan queen laughed. “More
than leading our people in a war against evil?”


The cold glint returned to her
mother’s eye. “You are thinking too small, Adesina. This battle may seem
important now, but that is only because you are not considering the greater
picture.”


Adesina put a puzzled expression on
her face, hiding any trace of the calculations that were racing through her
mind.


Something was wrong.


Adesina’s instincts screamed at
her, telling her that this was not right. She could not quite pinpoint what it
was, but her mother’s words seemed very out of place.


“What is the greater picture?”
asked Adesina innocently.


“The world,” answered E’rian
simply. “This world is in chaos. It is full of pain and oppression, and
humankind needs someone who can unite the world and give them a sense of hope.”


Adesina’s brow furrowed. “Are you
suggesting that person is me?”


“Look how you have brought the
people of Sehar together,” urged E’rian. “They were without a leader and you
have made them whole once more.”


“I cannot take credit for all of
that,” answered Adesina wryly. “Fear of the Scepter of Cha-sak has forced the
Seharans to take actions that they would not normally consider.”


“Yes, and look how powerful you
have become,” exulted the deceased woman. “You can use the Scepter of
Cha-sak to unite humankind under your rule.”


E’rian’s words rankled in Adesina’s
heart. The sense of wrongness in her mind grew by the moment.


Adesina’s kind, sweet mother never
would have made such suggestions before. It was true that Adesina’s knowledge
of Dreams was limited, but it did not seem possible for E’rian’s personality to
change so dramatically. 


That could only mean that the
person standing before Adesina was not her mother.


Adesina gave a single shake of her
head. “I do not want to rule them.”


“I am not suggesting that you wish
for that power,” E’rian amended hastily, “but you have to admit that much good
has come from it.”


Adesina decided to prod the
conversation along to discover what this person was trying to achieve by
invading her Dream.


“I suppose that the Seharans would
not have united under less dire circumstances,” Adesina admitted thoughtfully.
She watched the false E’rian out of the corner of her eye and saw an expression
of triumph flash across the face.


“Exactly,” said the false E’rian.
“Without unity, this nation has fallen apart. It has almost ceased to exist.
Other nations have a strong central government, and because of that they
thrive. It is easy to see the difference between a strong nation and a weak one
because you have both examples before you. But it is more difficult to see that
on a global scale. You have never seen a fully united world, so you do not know
the power and security that comes from such a thing.


“If you were to bring this world
together under a single ruler, there would be a massive change in humankind.
Conflicts could be solved without war. The world economy would thrive. The very
sense of division between groups of humans would disappear. They would not be
separated from each other by national loyalty, but rather they would be joined
by a feeling of global loyalty. Peace and prosperity would abound in this
world.”


Adesina could not deny that the argument
was appealing. She was tired of fighting, and she was tired of being an
outsider. However, Adesina knew deep down that the false E’rian was only
telling partial truths. Global unity might bring about the benefits spoken of,
but conquest was not the way to achieve them.


“And you say that I can do this by
using the Scepter of Cha-sak?” prodded Adesina.


“Yes,” responded the false E’rian
with confidence. “If the Scepter continues to spread, leaving fear and
destruction in its wake, what do you think will happen to other nations?”


Adesina made a guess at the answer
that the false E’rian was seeking. “They will desire to unite against the
threat.”


“Exactly,” said E’rian with
satisfaction. “The reaction of the world will be the same as that of Sehar.
Since you are the one leading the resistance in this land, you would be in a
perfect position to do the same in other nations. Not all would want to join
the alliance at first. But as the Scepter grew more powerful, the independent
nations would become convinced it is the only way to save themselves.”


“What if we defeat the Scepter of
Cha-sak before it becomes a global problem?” posed Adesina.


The false E’rian gave a harsh
laugh. “That seems unlikely. You do not have the necessary strength to defeat
Cha-sak.”


“Do you mean to say that the only
way to defeat him is to unite the armies of the world?”


A crafty expression crossed
E’rian’s face. “Perhaps. It is difficult to know for certain. As your forces
would grow, so would his. How could we possibly determine the outcome without
seeing it happen?”


Adesina gestured with both hands.
“Then why not strike now, while he is still gathering his forces? Why wait for
a united world, all the while letting our enemies grow stronger? That seems a
recklessly dangerous plan.”


The false E’rian raised a finger.
“It would be, if you had no control over the Scepter of Cha-sak.”


A frown creased Adesina’s brow.
“What do you mean?”


“A team of horses can be a powerful
force, but sometimes it takes a whip to drive them to reach their full potential,”
said E’rian with a tone full of meaning.


“Are you suggesting that I use the
Scepter of Cha-sak as the whip to drive humankind to unification?”


The false E’rian smiled and spread
her hands, as if to leave Adesina to her own conclusions.


So, this was what the imposter was
leading Adesina toward. 


The young L’avan queen kept her
expressions carefully controlled, but her heart hardened against the attempted
manipulation. In Adesina’s youth, such lies would have worked in swaying her.
She would have believed that she could achieve great things with only the small
cost of her own morality.


Now—having discovered the truth of
the Shimat organization, and learning from the L’avan about the true worth of
herself—Adesina knew that no result was worth such a high price.


A building could not stand if its
foundation was rotten.


A united world order would not last
if it was born of violence and deceit.


Adesina needed one last piece of
the puzzle before she knew the full purpose behind this Dream. She cleared her throat
and spoke with a hint of uncertainty.


“One must control a whip to use it.
I have no control over the Scepter of Cha-sak.”


The false E’rian’s voice was low as
she spoke. “There is a way…”


“Is there?” questioned Adesina.


E’rian’s piercing gaze was fixed on
the face of the young queen. “A blood contract with Cha-sak himself would give
you control over the entire organization.”


“A blood contract?”


“Yes. The demon could be your
servant, Adesina. All that is his—his powers, his servants, his wisdom—could be
yours as well.”


Adesina shook her head. “He has
already made a blood contract with Basha. That is how he escaped the Threshold
in the first place.”


The false E’rian waved a hand
indifferently. “Multiple blood contracts can be in place at once, as long as
the terms do not contradict one another. A blood contract with Cha-sak would
enable you to do everything you could ever imagine. You could unite humankind
and bring peace and prosperity to all.”


The growing suspicion in Adesina’s
mind became a certainty. Adesina had learned why this Dream had been forced
upon her, and there was nothing else to gain by letting it continue. It was
time to put an end to the charade.


Adesina put on an expression of
helplessness. “I know you wish to see great things for me, but I just do not
believe I can do it. It sounds like something better suited for my sister.”


E’rian’s eyes flashed with
annoyance. “Your sister is not you. You were meant to do these things,
Adesina, not her.”


Silence.


A ghost of a smile played about Adesina’s
lips. “Now, why would my own mother think that I have a sister?”


E’rian blinked in surprise. “What?”


“You are my mother, are you not?”
Adesina challenged. “You should know that I do not have a sister.”


Adesina could see the thoughts
racing through the imposter’s mind.


“I…assumed that you were referring
to one of your close comrades.”


The young queen arched an eyebrow.
“Would you not then ask for clarification as to whom I meant?”


The lie had become useless.


A cold smile spread across the face
of Adesina’s deceased mother. “Well, are you not just a clever little mortal.”


“Take your true form, Cha-sak,”
commanded Adesina. “You do not deserve to bear my mother’s countenance.”


Darkness seeped from the imposter’s
skin in roiling wisps. It came thicker and faster until the form of the
deceased L’avan woman disappeared entirely. It was difficult to see the demon,
due to their black surroundings, but Adesina could see his glowing red eyes
shift position as he resumed the height of his true form.


“You were right,” said Adesina, “in
saying that I do not know all that there is to know about Dreams. However, it
was foolish of you to try and manipulate me through the form of my mother. She
would never even consider the things you were suggesting.”


“I may have been deceiving you with
my appearance, but the words I spoke were true,” insisted Cha-sak. “If you and
I were to become allies, we could bring peace and prosperity to this world.”


Adesina shook her head. “No, the
words you spoke were partially true. We may be able to conquer this
world, but it would be through bloodshed and suffering. Our rule would be
nothing more than tyranny.”


“Perhaps, at first,” admitted
Cha-sak, “but that would change with time. As humankind accepted the new order
of things, they would become content. If you enter into a blood contract with
me, your life will be tied to mine. I am immortal, and therefore you could live
forever. You could be the eternal ruler of this world.”


Adesina recalled Ravi’s warning
when she had first met Cha-sak on the Threshold. He could only speak the truth
when discussing the terms of the blood contract, but he would omit important
information and choose his language carefully to make it seem more beneficial
than it really was.


Adesina noted that Cha-sak kept saying
that she could do things, not that it would actually happen. The only
definite term he had outlined was that her life would be tied to his—which
sounded very dangerous.


Adesina raised her chin and glared
at the ruby eyes in the darkness before her. “I was not lying when I said I did
not wish to be the ruler of humankind. There may be benefits of uniting all
nations, but I will not be the one to attempt it.”


“Are you truly so selfish that you
would deny the whole of humankind greater happiness because you do not wish to
be inconvenienced?” accused Cha-sak. “Yes, there would be years of hard work on
your part—humans are not known for easily accepting change—but the rewards of
your labors would be greater than you could ever imagine.”


“It is not that I find the idea of
hard work undesirable,” corrected Adesina.


“What is it, then?” Cha-sak
sneered.


“It is that I understand that what
you are proposing is wrong. The agency of individuals matters, and
forcing them to our will is an act of evil.”


Cha-sak’s glowing eyes narrowed as
he scoffed at Adesina’s words. “You speak like a child. The idea of good and
evil was invented by those who wished to control those around them. Nothing is
good or evil. They simply are.”


Adesina smiled sadly. “I might have
believed you once, but now I know better. I have seen evil in my own life, and
I have seen good. I know that they both exist, and I know on which side I want
to stand.”


“You think that I am the one lying,
but it is those who have taught you to believe these things who have lied to
you,” insisted Cha-sak.


“I am surrounded by those who love
me,” interrupted Adesina. “My husband, my father, my brother, my guardian—they
are my strength and my compass. Even if I were tempted by your lies, they would
guide me back to the truth. I know that they would never do anything to lead me
astray.”


“They may not always be there to
hold your hand,” Cha-sak hissed.


Adesina felt a cold anger steal
over her heart. “Are you threatening them?”


“I am telling you that when you
realize your grave error in refusing my offer, it may be too late,” the demon
spat.


“If that day ever comes,” retorted
Adesina, “you will never know of it.”


She raised her hands and summoned
her vyala, letting it flow through her.


Cha-sak’s ruby eyes became amused.
“You cannot block me from your Dreams. Only an Immortal has such power.”


Adesina ignored the demon and
instead listened to her instincts. Sitara had told her to trust her instincts,
and they would reveal her potential as well as her limits.


She flung up a wall of power
between herself and Cha-sak, The wall grew stronger as it expanded. Something
told her that this would keep her from entering any Dream until she removed it,
but the loss of Dreaming was a necessary sacrifice in order to be protected
from the influence of the Shimat demon.


Cha-sak’s eyes widened in shock.
“How is this possible?”


“I am no mere mortal,” Adesina said
in a ringing voice as she put the final touches on the Dream barrier. “I am the
Threshold Child.”

















Chapter Twenty-Five: The Barricade


 


The western border of Sehar was
connected to its neighboring nation by a relatively narrow stretch of land. The
access area was made even more narrow by a range of jagged mountains that lined
the northern half. The narrow entry point made it quite easy for the Shimat
mercenaries to keep any travelers from passing into or out of the country.


E’nes crept forward on his stomach,
moving until he reached the peak of the grassy hill, behind which he and
Mar’sal had stopped to rest their horses. E’nes pulled out his small spyglass
and peered at the obstacle before them.


The mercenaries had felled the
surrounding trees, stacking the logs to create a jagged wall. The majority of
the force was camped on the eastern side, so the barricade could also serve as
protection against the possibility of any force marching against them.


E’nes crawled back down the hill
with a frown on his face.


“Well?” asked Mar’sal.


He shook his head. “It does not
look good. There isn’t anywhere to hide on the side of the mountain—it looks
like they just started a fire and let it burn all the cover to ash. In order to
stay hidden, we would have to climb well into the dangerous regions. The
barricade itself does not cover the entire flat area from end to end, but it is
wide enough that no one can get by without being challenged by the sentries.”


Mar’sal cursed quietly. “What are
we to do, then?”


“I am not sure,” admitted E’nes.


The group of deserting city
soldiers that E’nes had overheard in the woods had approached the barricade
openly, requesting permission to pass through. From the safety of their hiding
place, E’nes and Mar’sal had heard the mercenaries attack, and only two
survivors had escaped. It seemed that the Shimat mercenaries had their orders
not to let anyone go through—no matter the reason.


A salty breeze blew up from the
coast. It filled E’nes’s nostrils, and the scent of the sea gave him an idea.


“If we cannot cross into Etan by
land,” he said slowly, “perhaps we can try to do so by sea.”


Mar’sal snorted. “We do not have a
boat, E’nes. How could we possibly sail from here to Etan?”


E’nes shook his head. “I did not
say we would sail there.”


Mar’sal’s expression became
incredulous. “Do you mean to swim?”


“I doubt they would expect it,”
reasoned E’nes.


“Because it is insanity,” retorted Mar’sal.
“The coast drops off sharply, and the ocean in filled with danger. The currents
are strong, and there are creatures that feed on flesh.”


“We need not go out far into the
water,” E’nes maintained.


“We would be spotted if we stayed
in the safe areas,” Mar’sal insisted. “The only way to avoid notice would be to
venture into the deep waters, and doing so would probably get us killed.”


E’nes sighed. “What do you suggest?
We cannot climb the mountains, and we cannot swim down the coast. We have
to get to the Gateway City. Our people are counting on us.”


Mar’sal ran his hands through his
hair. “I know, I know.”


“If only we had someone with us who
could create an illusion,” E’nes said uselessly.


E’nes possessed L’avan gifts that
allowed him to sense the physical world around him as well as use his vyala
as a tangible force. Mar’sal’s gifts allowed him to alter the density of his
own body and to heal others. None of those things were very helpful in the
current situation.


E’nes had once asked Adesina how
she was able to use all of the L’avan gifts in spite of the limits of her eye
colors. She had simply shrugged and replied that she just did. She
focused on what she wanted to accomplish—which made sense, since purple in the
eyes indicated the ability to focus one’s abilities—and she made it happen.
E’nes envied the broad scope of his sister’s powers.


He did not envy what those powers
meant, though.


Adesina’s role as the Threshold
Child was a heavy responsibility to bear. She had not grown up hearing about
the prophecy. She had not always had the expectation that someone would be born
to save the L’avan people. However, she was surrounded by people who had heard
the prophesy their entire lives. Every L’avan looked to her to solve all of
their problems, to save them from every danger, and to lead them to a golden
age of peace and prosperity.


E’nes had been in the meeting where
Adesina had revealed that the prophecy every L’avan knew was incomplete. She
had told them the rest of it. But only a handful of men and women had heard the
remainder of the prophesy. The rest of the L’avan people maintained the belief
that Adesina would simply fix everything that was wrong in the world. Or, at
least, everything that ailed the L’avan.


E’nes sighed and pushed away such
thoughts. None of that would get him past the Shimat barricade, and that was
his priority at the moment.


Mar’sal placed an urgent hand on
his arm and pointed in the direction away from the barricade.


A strange figure rode in the
distance, heading south. It was an aged man wearing a strange outfit—crimson
and full of frills. His horse was of a common stock, looking as though it
belonged behind a plow, but it marched on with a determined air.


“I think I know him,” said Mar’sal
quietly. “Perhaps he can help us.”


They mounted their horses and rode
up to the man, who slowed to watch them as they approached. E’nes also
recognized the man as they drew nearer. He had seen him with the first group of
High City refugees that had arrived at the L’avan settlement, before they had
begun preparing for war.


The man had snowy white hair and a
wrinkled face. His clothing was worn but carefully mended, and he had a lute
case strapped to his saddlebags. His alert expression eased as E’nes and
Mar’sal rode close enough for their L’avan features to be recognized.


“Jahan Lirit,” called Mar’sal, “we
first met in Emerald Harbor and then again upon my return from my journey to
Zonne.”


“Yes, of course,” responded the
aged bard. “I know you, Mar’sal.”


“You left the L’avan settlement
when it was decided to retreat to the borders of Pevothem,” recalled E’nes.
“What are you doing here now?”


Jahan Lirit’s eyes narrowed as he
studied E’nes. “You are the queen’s brother, am I right? Yes, I thought I knew
you as well.” He took a breath and his expression became carefree. “Well, as I
said before in the settlement, war is no place for a man of my talents. Truth
be told, I am a pacifist to my very core. I doubt I could strike a man for
insulting my own dear mother. It seemed expedient for me to move on once the
L’avan became embroiled in conflict.”


“We would not have required you to
fight,” E’nes said in a tone that was slightly defensive.


Jahan held up both hands, “I know,
lad, I know. However, I did not want to set a bad example for other refugees.
Those who claim the benefit of protection from enemies must do their part to
help those protecting them—whether it be through joining the fight or finding
other means to contribute. I have no real practical skills, so I could not wash
clothing or mend armor. I doubt I could even gather firewood without causing
more harm than good!” He laughed. “I am only a simple bard, but I did not wish
others to follow my example by doing nothing for the war effort.”


E’nes agreed with the sentiment,
but he had a hard time believing that Jahan had nothing to offer. “You could
have helped to keep up morale. Soldiers enjoy entertainment just as much as
others.”


“As do those who are faced with
persecution,” the bard said lightly. “I have been traveling through the
villages where the Scepter of Cha-sak has left despair in its wake. I have been
trying to remind the people of Sehar that humankind has come through dark times
before, and we will do so again. Is that not the point of retelling tales of
the past—to give us hope of the future?”


Mar’sal nodded solemnly. “I believe
you are right.”


“Where are you headed now?” asked
E’nes.


Jahan pointed north. “I have made a
circle to the villages in the central and southern lands, and now I am making
my way back up toward where I began.”


“You are not going to Charan?”


The old man laughed again. “I think
you know the answer to that question. Those Scepter thugs are not letting
anyone leave Sehar, lest they are successful in bringing back help.”


“Yes,” said Mar’sal slowly. “We are
finding that to be a problem.”


Jahan’s features immediately lost
their mirth. “I see. You are hoping to get past that barricade?”


E’nes nodded. “We are not seeing a
way to make it happen, though.”


The aged musician rubbed his hands
together as he considered the situation. “If there were a way to pass safely
over the treacherous foothills of that mountain range at night, you might be
able to make it. That is, assuming the mercenaries had their attention
elsewhere.”


E’nes caught on to what Jahan Lirit
was suggesting and said, “I have a gift for knowing the world that surrounds
me. Even in the dark, I might be able to find a safe path for us and our
horses.”


Jahan gave a flourishing gesture.
“What a coincidence! I have a gift for enchanting my listeners so they are
distracted from the humdrum details of real life.”


Mar’sal chuckled. “It seems we have
a plan.”


Jahan looked at the sky. “It will
be evening before long. I am not sure that the mercenaries will allow me to
perform for them, but I will do my best to persuade them. You should move into
place so you can watch me and begin crossing the foothills as soon as I draw
their eyes.”


E’nes reached over and clasped the
old man’s hand. “Thank you,” he said in a fervent tone. “We will not forget
this.”


Jahan’s eyes took on a steely
glint. “The Scepter of Cha-sak tries to drain hope from the land and batter its
people into submission. I would be glad to see them fail.”


With that, the two companies
parted.


Jahan Lirit rode his plow horse
directly toward the barricade, pulling out colorful balls and juggling them in
complex patterns. It was easy to see his skill, even from a distance, and one
could safely assume that he would be identified as a harmless performer.


E’nes and Mar’sal rode in a
different direction. They headed north, doing their best to keep out of sight.
The foothills of the mountains were rough and filled with loose rocks that
clattered when knocked loose.


The two L’avan soldiers found a
place to hide and waited for night to fall—which took less than half an hour.
E’nes pulled out his spyglass and directed it toward the barricade.


Watch fires had been lit all around
the wall of logs, and several more glowed at a distance from the actual
barricade. The sentries would be able to see the movement of anyone trying to
sneak by.


E’nes spotted Jahan Lirit speaking
to a small group of the mercenaries and gesturing grandly. It was difficult to
see the expressions of those listening to the bard, but they seemed receptive.
After several moments the mercenaries looked at one another and shrugged. Jahan
Lirit bowed with a flourish and moved to a more prominent position.


“He did it,” whispered E’nes to
Mar’sal. “They are letting him perform.”


Mar’sal gave a grim smile. “I knew
he could. He could convince an aekuor to sit still and listen to him perform.”


E’nes then turned his attention to
the sentries on duty. Initially, they kept their eyes outward, scanning the
surrounding area restlessly. After a time, they turned more and more toward the
performing artist until they were watching him with fixed interest.


“Follow me,” hissed E’nes.


He called forth his vyala
and his vision tinted dark green. He could sense the physical world in perfect
detail, even better than if it had been full daylight. His eyes picked out the
safest route over the next several feet, and he committed it to memory. Then he
altered his vyala to an orange tint and used the force of his power to
press at the loose rocks surrounding their feet, keeping them all firmly in
place. This allowed them to move much more quietly.


When they reached the end of the
path that E’nes had mapped out in his mind, they stopped again. E’nes switched
his vyala back to dark green and scouted out the next section before
they moved on.


Adesina had tried to teach him how
to use two lines of vyala at the same time, but the effort had only
given E’nes a pounding headache. Perhaps he could learn to do it in time, but
for now he had to pause and shift his power for each individual objective.


It took time and a great amount of
energy—neither of which E’nes had in abundance. He began to sweat from the
strain of what he was doing. 


He had never spent so much time
studying his surroundings, and he found that it wasn’t just his vision that was
enhanced. He could feel the minute details in the rocks where he rested his
hands while he scouted ahead. The charred scent of the previously burned area
filled his nostrils as if the fire had only just happened. The smell mixed with
the rich scent of minerals and the sharp ocean breeze until E’nes’s head began
to ache from his saturated senses.


It seemed like years—eons—before
the two L’avan soldiers moved into the safety of the shrubbery on the opposite
side of the barricade. The ground became more firm, and the path was more
predictable.


E’nes slumped to the ground, his
mind and body spent from the ordeal. Mar’sal lifted his friend into the saddle
of his horse and tied the reins to his own saddle. 


“You have done well this night,”
murmured Mar’sal to the barely conscious E’nes. “Your sister would be proud.
Rest now and let me take the lead.”


E’nes managed to nod as Mar’sal
used a length of rope to tie him to his saddle. “We must remember to tell
Adesina about Jahan Lirit,” E’nes said in a voice that barely contained his
exhaustion. “We would not have made it through if not for him.”


Mar’sal finished securing E’nes and
moved to mount his own horse. “We will tell her. Now, please, rest yourself.”


E’nes gave a brief smile and closed
his eyes. Once they were a safe distance from the barricade they would stop for
the night. Then, in the morning they would ride on to Charan, the Gateway
City—the only source of hope for reinforcements in the fight against Cha-sak.

















Chapter Twenty-Six: Charan


 


E’nes couldn’t help but stare.


He had been in cities before, but
nothing in Sehar or Pevothem could compare to the sheer size of Charan.


The city was built at the narrowest
point of the stretch of land bridging Sehar and Etan. The northern walls were
built into the mountain range and the southern walls touched the ocean. It was
impossible to go from the one nation to the other by land without going through
the Gateway City. 


Charan was officially a city of
Etan, and the eastern walls lined the nation’s border. It had first been built
as a military base to keep enemies out of the newly formed country, but the
settlement had swelled over the centuries to become a vast metropolis.


The eastern wall had three large
gates, but two of them appeared to be barred shut. There were several guards
standing at the open gate, looking bored and restless. One of them spotted
E’nes and Mar’sal as they approached and nudged the one who looked to be the
leader.


The man wore the same uniform as
the others, but he had a short shoulder cape that set him apart from the
others. He had a thin moustache—as did the other soldiers—and dark hair that
was swept up in a mass of braids and coils that looked more elaborate than any
L’avan woman’s. His expression was continually disdainful, but a flicker of
surprise passed it as he saw the new arrivals.


“Well, well! It has been quite a
while since anyone has come to this city from Sehar. How did you get past the
barricade?”


The soldier spoke in the common
tongue, but his accent was strangely staccato, making it difficult to
understand him at first.


E’nes hurried to answer as soon as
he worked out what the soldier had said. “We snuck past at night, sir. We have
urgent business with the leader of this great city.”


The guard looked vastly amused. “Is
that so? Is Lord Governor Wakichonze expecting you?”


E’nes and Mar’sal exchanged
glances.


“No,” the former answered slowly,
“we are not expected.”


The soldier roared with laughter.
“Then what makes you think that he will see you?”


“We have very urgent business,”
repeated E’nes.


The guard’s features became exaggerated
with pity. He clearly didn’t think much of these peasants from Sehar.
“The Lord Governor is a very busy man. Even citizens of Etan must make an
appointment months in advance to see him. I doubt he will have time to see a
couple of foreigners.”


E’nes was aghast. They didn’t have
months to wait around and hope that the Lord Governor would agree to meet with
them. They needed help immediately or the Shimat would wear down the L’avan and
Seharan forces to nothing.


“May we enter the city?” asked
Mar’sal with determination.


All of the guards laughed in
derision. The leader shrugged, “You can if you wish, but you are wasting your
time.”


“Thank you for your advice,” said
Mar’sal, unfailingly polite. “Where can we find the Lord Governor?”


The soldier waved vaguely toward
the city. “All main roads lead to the Manor. It is at the center of Charan. All
city officials live and work there, so you can go there to make the
appointment. Ask for the Lord Secretary, and he will help you.”


The two L’avan thanked the soldier
again and then rode into the city. E’nes immediately found himself staring once
more. It was not only that the city covered a large area—all of the buildings
were so tall.


The eastern section of the city
seemed to house the local military. The barracks were four stories high,
looming over the two travelers as they rode past. They were soon in more
residential areas, but even those buildings were at least three stories tall.
Most of them appeared as though the upper levels had been added over time. It
seemed as though people were crowded everywhere, and Charan had no other option
but to start growing upward.


People stared at the two L’avan in
open curiosity as they rode down the street. All of the men—regardless of
whether they were dressed in finery or rags—had thin moustaches and long hair
that was pinned up elaborately. They all wore short pants that ballooned around
the thighs, thick stockings and slipper-like shoes, and loose shirts that were
overlaid with colorful vests. It appeared that the wealthier a man was, the
more embroidery and precious stones were sewn onto the clothing.


The women made the men’s appearance
seem conservative. Each woman’s hair was also pinned up, but the elaborate
styles also contained adornments like giant feathers and strings of pearls.
Their faces were painted white with bright red spots on the cheeks and lips.
Their dresses were a similar style to those worn in Sehar, but they wore
colorful petticoats underneath and pinned up one side of their skirts. As with
the men, the women displayed their wealth with embroidery and jewels on the
fabric.


The closer E’nes and Mar’sal got to
the center of Charan, the more richly adorned the clothing became. There were
also fewer people traveling on foot. Most of the people filling the inner
streets were being carried on palanquins.


E’nes wasn’t certain exactly how
long they had been riding through the streets of the Gateway City, but it
seemed to take much longer than it should have. He was beginning to worry that
they had somehow lost their way when the looming buildings on either side of
the street fell away to reveal an enormous open circle with a structure in the
center.


It was clearly the Manor that the
soldier had told them about, but it was unlike anything E’nes could have
expected.


It wasn’t a single building, but
several that were all interconnected by walkways. Each building was exquisite
and unique, displaying the great wealth of the city. Some were made of fine
marble. Some of the buildings were decorated with statues made of gold, others
with bejeweled fountains. Some had sweeping gardens filled with plants E’nes
had never seen before.


“Where do you suppose we are meant
to go?” asked Mar’sal in clear confusion.


E’nes shook his head, bewildered.
To be told simply to go to the Manor was about as helpful as being told to go
to the mountains without knowing which specific mountain to climb.


The two L’avan soldiers dismounted
their horses and walked toward one of the paths that circled the complex. They
slowed to a stop, looking around for some sort of sign to indicate where they
should go.


A young woman slowed to a stop and
studied them intently. She had vivid red hair that was set off by a large
golden sunburst pinned to the back of her head. Her face was painted white and
had the popular red spots on the cheeks and the red lips. The paint made it
hard to see her features properly. Even so, she seemed rather pretty and very
much self-confident. Her dress was made of golden damask, and the bodice was
crowded with topaz and pearls.


She simpered at them, smiling. “Are
you…gentlemen…lost?” 


E’nes gave his most polished bow
and Mar’sal did the same.


“Yes, m’lady. We were told to go to
the Manor, but we were not given more specific instructions.”


The young woman tittered and batted
her eyelashes. “How amusing! Well, it is fortunate for you that I was on my
morning walk. If I had been going somewhere specific, my slaves would have run
past you with my palanquin on their shoulders. I doubt anyone else would be kind
enough to stop and help you. I am noted for my kindness and my benevolence.”


E’nes was almost at a loss for
words. He stammered a reply: “Yes, m’lady, I can see that.”


The young woman giggled again,
eyeing the two L’avan flirtatiously. “I have never seen men such as you.
Perhaps you would like to become my personal servants.”


She did not make it sound like a
request, and that made E’nes feel distinctly uneasy.


Mar’sal responded politely, “Thank
you for your offer, m’lady, but we are not free to accept it. We serve
another.”


The young woman formed her
red-painted lips into a pout. “I doubt your current master or mistress could be
as generous as me. My father holds great power in Charan, and he gives me
whatever I desire.”


“We serve the king of the L’avan,”
explained E’nes.


The young woman’s eyes widened in
surprise. “A king? There are not many monarchies left in existence. You must
have traveled far to come to our lovely city. Where is L’avan? I have never
heard of that country.”


Mar’sal hid a smile. “It is not a
country, m’lady, it is a race of people. We hail from a land called Pevothem,
in the northern section of Sehar.”


Her blue eyes narrowed in doubt.
“Sehar has no government. It is a land of savages.”


 Mar’sal did not argue with her,
but his polite expression became strained. “Well, we are not part of Sehar. Our
land is separate, to the north of the country. Our people have been there since
before the rule of the first king of Sehar.”


The young woman’s expression
cleared and her interest returned. “Fascinating. It must be a small nation, and
Sehar was once quite powerful. How have you maintained your independence for so
long?”


E’nes and Mar’sal exchanged
glances. They had previously discussed how much information they should give
about the L’avan. In years past the L’avan had remained hidden from the world,
but Adesina and L’iam firmly believed it was time to join the rest of the
nations—openly and honestly.


“We have mostly kept to ourselves
in the past,” began E’nes. “Also…we are a race of magic-users.”


The young woman laughed freely.
“Oh, you are so amusing!”


E’nes smiled as well. “Would you
like me to show you?”


“Please, do,” answered the young
woman, her face full of disbelief.


She was holding a golden fan, and
E’nes gestured to it. “May I borrow that?”


She handed it over sportingly. “No
stealing it, now,” she warned in a teasing voice. “It is my favorite fan.”


E’nes smiled. “I will be careful
with it,” he assured her.


He called forth his vyala
and his vision glowed orange. He used the force of his power to cause the fan
to hover in the air above their heads, then moved it in a wandering pattern to
show that it was not attached to any strings.


The young woman’s eyes were wide
with awe as the fan settled back into her hands. “How did you do that?”


“Magic,” was E’nes’s simple reply.


“What else can you do?” she asked
eagerly.


“It depends on the person. Each
L’avan has one or two gifts, and they all vary,” explained Mar’sal.


“You must meet my father
immediately,” insisted the young woman.


“Who is your father?” inquired
E’nes.


She looked at them as if they were
daft. “Do you not know who I am?”


The two L’avan soldiers slowly
shook their heads.


The young woman looked slightly
offended. “I am Umarina, the daughter of Lord Governor Wakichonze.”


E’nes started to introduce himself,
but Umarina cut off his words with an impatient wave of her hand.


“I shall overlook your ignorance,
since you are foreigners. I am known for my forgiving heart, you know. Still, I
must take you to see my father at once. Place me on one of your horses and take
me to the Manor.”


Mar’sal looked just as baffled as
E’nes felt.


“I beg your pardon?”


Umarina gave a condescending smile.
“It is not proper for me to walk if I have something specific to do. I only
walk when I take my daily exercise.”


“Do you expect to ride one of our
horses all the way to your father’s chambers?” asked Mar’sal.


Umarina tittered in her simpering
way. “Of course not, you simple man. Once we reach the entrance I can summon my
slaves and my palanquin.”


E’nes found that the easiest way to
avoid replying with something sarcastic—something he would later regret—was to
turn his attention to getting the young woman onto his horse. She refused to
climb into the saddle, instead expecting him to simply place her there.


In a burst of impatience, E’nes
used his vyala to hoist her onto the horse’s back—and not very gently.


Umarina couldn’t contain a startled
yelp as an unseen force took hold of her and lurched her into the saddle. She
looked thoroughly embarrassed at her outburst and busied about straightening
her golden skirt.


When they started walking she
pointed to the building at the center of the massive structure. It had the most
humble appearance of the buildings—if humble could be used to describe
any of them. It was made of pale grey granite and its tall wooden doors were
elaborately carved, depicting scenes that E’nes guessed were important to
Etan’s history.


The guards at the doors immediately
recognized Umarina and hurried to allow her entrance. Two footmen rushed up to
the horses and lifted Umarina from the saddle, setting her gently on the
ground. Then, as if they had been anticipating her arrival, her slaves arrived
to lift her onto her palanquin.


“Take care of these horses,” she
commanded carelessly, gesturing to the guards.


The guards bowed and took the reins
from the hands of E’nes and Mar’sal. The L’avan soldiers followed the palanquin
as it started to move, uncertain what else they could do.


Umarina waved a hand at one of the
footmen. “Announce my imminent arrival to the Lord Governor. I have brought him
a magnificent gift.”


E’nes looked at Mar’sal and saw his
own worried expression reflected back at him. This was sounding more and more
like an unpleasant and potentially dangerous situation.

















Chapter Twenty-Seven: Demands


 


Any simplicity in the exterior of
the main Manor building was heavily compensated for in the interior. Rich
carpets covered every inch of the floors and the walls were filled with
tapestries. Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceilings and ornate furniture
filled any space that could be spared. Every flat surface contained some sort
of—statuettes, vases, paintings.


As E’nes followed the palanquin
through the halls, his senses became overwhelmed with the glitter of his
surroundings. He found he could not properly appreciate the beauty of the
individual objects when they were crowded together in such a manner.


The corridors meandered upward
without any stairs. It was difficult for E’nes to tell how far they had
ascended, but eventually they reached the top level. A pair of doors covered in
gold stood twice the height of a full-grown man, and they were guarded by half
a dozen soldiers.


Umarina’s slaves set down the
palanquin and lifted her out of it. She carefully straightened her hair and her
skirt, and she examined her painted face in a mirror that was provided for her.
When she was satisfied that she looked as she should, she gave a stately nod to
the guards and they opened the doors for her.


E’nes and Mar’sal were not
instructed to do otherwise, so they followed her as she swept into the room
beyond.


The roof was a glass dome, allowing
sunlight to stream into the room. The room itself was filled with crystal and
gold, so that E’nes was momentarily blinded by all the reflected light.


A corpulent man with a sparse red
moustache sat on a golden throne on a raised dais. He was dressed in a golden
damask to match his daughter’s dress, but his clothing was covered with rubies
rather than topaz and pearls. His elaborate hair was clearly a wig.


The man was surrounded by fawning
sycophants, all seated on embroidered pillows that had been pulled as close to
the throne as was possible without touching the occupant.


Umarina minced forward, looking
immensely proud of herself and basking in the murmured praises of the obsequious
onlookers. She came to the foot of the dais and gave a flourish with her hands.


“Noble father, great Lord Governor
of this beautiful city, I have come to present you with a gift to mark my great
esteem for your magnanimous and wise person.”


E’nes and Mar’sal had stayed near
the door, uncertain what was expected of them. At this second reference to the
“gift” for the Lord Governor, E’nes shifted from foot to foot uneasily.


Wakichonze looked at his daughter
with an expression of boredom. “What is this gift that you have brought me?”


E’nes was surprised by the sound of
the man’s voice. It was strangely high and effeminate.


Umarina assumed a stance like a
performer about to reveal the highlight of a show. Her voice rang out with the
clear assumption that she was astounding every hearer. “I have brought
you…magic-users!”


A stunned silence followed.


After several moments, Lord
Governor Wakichonze began to giggle in an absurd fashion. Several of the
sycophants followed suit.


“Magic-users?” he questioned his daughter.
“Surely you jest. I am known for my wonderful sense of humor, but this is too
much.”


Umarina looked as though she would
be flushed with humiliation, if her face weren’t painted white. She turned and
pointed to E’nes. “You,” she snapped, “show my illustrious father your gifts.”


E’nes felt his own face growing
warm with anger. “I have a name,” he said in a firm voice.


The young woman stared at him. “I
commanded you to show my father your gifts.”


E’nes was unmoved by her words. “I
am not your slave, m’lady, nor am I anyone’s property. I am a free man, and I
will not consider your request until you have acknowledged my name.”


Mar’sal looked even more nervous at
E’nes’s words, and E’nes didn’t blame him. They were in Charan to ask for help,
and they were not off to a good start. Even so, E’nes refused to be treated
like some sort of show dog.


Wakichonze finally deigned to speak
to them directly. “Who are you, stranger? What has brought you to my presence?”


“I am E’nes, son of Me’shan, of the
L’avan people. I am a Royal Protector to the king of the L’avan, and I am a
Captain Protector in the L’avan army. This is Mar’sal, son of La’tif, and he is
also a Captain Protector in the L’avan army.”


“I have never heard of the L’avan
people,” responded Wakichonze lazily. “What lands do you possess?”


“We are from Pevothem. It is a
nation on the northern lands of Sehar.”


“Sehar has no-”


E’nes cut him off. “We are not a
part of Sehar. Our nation has been independent since just after the Great
Wars.”


The governor was clearly
unaccustomed to being interrupted. He looked almost lost. After a moment he
cleared his throat noisily and assumed an arrogant expression. “Well, Enes of
the Lavan,” he said, leaving out the proper breaks in the words with an air of
defiance, “are you what my daughter says you are? Or have you deceived her so
that you could be brought to my presence without the appropriate protocol being
followed first?”


“We are magic-users,” acknowledged
E’nes calmly.


There were several titters as the
sycophants surrounding Lord Governor Wakichonze reflected his dubious
expression.


“What magical powers do your people
possess?” the Governor demanded.


“That varies, depending on the
L’avan,” explained Mar’sal patiently. “For example, I am able to heal others,
but E’nes is not.”


The room almost exploded in a rush
of excited whispers. Lord Governor Wakichonze stared at them with wide eyes and
Umarina looked very smug.


“Is my gift not a great one,
illustrious father?” she asked in a voice that dripped with affected sweetness.


“If his words are true,” answered
Wakichonze after a slow pause, “then you shall be honored above all daughters.”


The corpulent ruler of Charan
struggled to get to his feet. He beckoned the L’avan forward with an imperious
gesture.


“I suffer from a painful illness,”
Wakichonze announced with a hint of pride, “although not many would know it. I
am known for my strength and my reluctance to complain.”


Many heads nodded in vigorous
agreement.


“If you are, indeed, magic-users,”
Wakichonze continued, challenge gleaming in his eyes, “then you must heal me.”


Mar’sal’s expression showed the
same reluctance that E’nes felt. This was not why they had come to Charan. They
did not wish to become some sort of sideshow attraction. They had only hoped to
get the attention of the Governor so they could skip all of the bureaucracy.


Well, they certainly had his
attention now.


“Should I do it?” Mar’sal asked
quietly, speaking in the language of the L’avan.


“I do not know that it can be
avoided now,” responded E’nes in the same tongue.


“I am not trained as a Healer. What
if his illness is too much for me to overcome?”


E’nes was worried about that very
thing. “If that is the case, then I suppose it would be best to simply say so.
Do what you can, Mar’sal. Perhaps by doing so we can gain the goodwill we need
to convince them to send help to our armies.”


Mar’sal turned back to the waiting
Governor and bowed gracefully. “I shall do my best, Lord Governor.”


Mar’sal approached the dais and
Wakichonze waved a hand, giving permission to ascend. E’nes could not see what
Mar’sal was doing with his vyala—since it was a different kind than
E’nes possessed—but he could see his friend’s eyes glowing yellow with power.


E’nes could also see that the
Governor looked distinctly uncomfortable. He guessed that Wakichonze could also
see Mar’sal’s glowing eyes, and it seemed as though he was trying not to squirm
under the scrutiny of the L’avan’s powerful gaze.


“Lord Governor,” said Mar’sal after
several moments, keeping his voice low enough that E’nes could barely hear, “I
am afraid there is little I can do. Even if I heal you, the pain will return in
a matter of weeks.”


“What do you mean?” asked
Wakichonze with wide eyes.


“The problem lies with your…size,”
Mar’sal explained reluctantly. “Your body is suffering from its own weight, and
the diet that you maintain only makes it worse.”


The Governor’s face flushed red
with anger. “How…how dare you,” he sputtered.


“Like I said,” Mar’sal went on, “I
could heal you of the pain, but it will return unless you change your habits.”


“Do what you say you can, you
charlatan,” commanded Wakichonze, his voice loud with rage, “or I shall have
you executed for your lies!”


Mar’sal sighed and then went to
work. His face was fixed with concentration and beads of sweat began to form on
his brow.


E’nes watched him closely, wishing
that he had the ability to lend some of his own energy to his friend.


E’nes could understand Mar’sal’s
reluctance to heal the Lord Governor. L’avan Healers would often enforce a
change of habits if that was the cause of an illness, saying that it was a
waste of vyala to heal someone if they were not committed to staying
healthy. Wakichonze clearly had no intention of changing his lifestyle, so
healing him would do nothing in the long run.


Still, Mar’sal had no option but to
try.


E’nes just hoped it would be enough
to convince Wakichonze to send his city soldiers to the aid of the L’avan.


After a handful of tense minutes,
Mar’sal stepped back with a gasp. He was pale from his efforts and he had to
sit down on the steps of the dais. Even so, he looked surprised and pleased
with himself.


“It is done, Lord Governor,” he
said faintly.


Wakichonze was grinning without
restraint. “Yes, I can tell! How young I feel. So much energy and life! I
cannot remember the last time I felt so good.”


The occupants of the room burst
into spontaneous applause.


When the noise died down, Mar’sal
addressed Wakichonze in a soft voice. “Please remember, m’lord, it will not
last more than a few weeks. Your body will return to its former state unless
you change your habits.”


Wakichonze waved his words of
warning aside. “Not last, you say? Well, I shall just have to keep you close so
you can heal me again.”


E’nes felt a spike of alarm at the
Governor’s words. “We cannot stay here in Charan, Lord Governor. We have come
with a purpose, and we must leave when it is done.”


“Why have you come to my city?”
asked Wakichonze.


E’nes took a deep breath. He had
hoped to lead to his request more gently, but there was nothing he could do
about that now. “We come to beg for your aid, Lord Governor Wakichonze. Sehar
and Pevothem—the homeland of the L’avan—are under attack from a dangerous group
called the Scepter of Cha-sak. The goal of the Scepter is nothing short of
world domination. They threaten to destroy us, and we need ally soldiers to
help us win the fight.”


Wakichonze seemed to be in an
expansive mood due to his healing, and he looked at E’nes with amusement. “I
have heard reports of this Scepter of Cha-sak. They are nothing more than a
group of thugs.”


Mar’sal frowned. “They are more
than that, Lord Governor. They have amassed an army of more than ten thousand
mercenaries. Surely that is cause for concern, even for this great city.”


Wakichonze raised an eyebrow. “Ten
thousand? Well, I will admit that is larger than I anticipated. However,
mercenaries are notoriously unreliable, and I have even greater numbers at my
command here in Charan.”


“Will you send soldiers to our aid,
m’lord?” Mar’sal asked eagerly.


Wakichonze laughed loudly, and his
fawning followers joined him. After a moment he waved them to silence. “Of
course not. I will not risk my soldiers by getting involved in some tribal
matter.”


E’nes felt sharp disappointment
pressing down like a weight on his chest. “It is more than that, Lord Governor.
This is a global threat.”


The Governor’s smile was
patronizing. “I doubt that, young man. I am certain that it seems that way, but
I assure you that the Scepter of Cha-sak will be stopped before too long.”


“Your confidence in our armies is inspiring,”
E’nes said wryly, “but what if we cannot stop them?”


Wakichonze sat back down on his
golden throne with a careless gesture of his hand. “If you are correct about
their aspirations, then I am certain they will be stopped by the armies of the
next nation they invade.”


“You will not take action unless
the Scepter of Cha-sak moves against Etan?” Mar’sal asked, incredulous.


The leader of Charan shrugged. “It
is not my concern, otherwise.”


“Not your concern?” sputtered
Mar’sal.


“You would sit by and watch the
population of Sehar be slaughtered?” E’nes’s voice was quiet but powerful.


Some of the sycophants looked
uncomfortable and avoided the gaze of the L’avan, but Wakichonze appeared to be
more bored than anything else.


“Sehar means very little in the
greater picture. It has not been an important nation for a very long time. What
does it matter if a group of ruffians wants to set up a new government?”


“You are not listening to what we
are saying,” said E’nes, trying to keep the anger out of his voice. “The
Scepter of Cha-sak will not stop until they have bathed the world in blood.”


Wakichonze’s face was haughty. “And
you are not listening to what I am saying. You may think that your
little skirmishes are important, but they are not. Your two armies will fight,
one will win, and everything will go on as it always has. Should the Scepter of
Cha-sak be foolish enough to move against Charan, my city’s soldiers will
easily finish them.”


“Etan is Sehar’s ally,” Mar’sal
burst out passionately. “If you do not stand with us now, I can promise you
that we will not stand with you in the future.”


The Lord Governor chuckled. “A lion
does not need a mouse for an ally.”


E’nes began to argue again, but
Wakichonze cut him off impatiently. “I am weary of this conversation. My
soldiers will take you to be fitted for your new uniforms now.”


Mar’sal and E’nes exchanged
mystified glances.


“What do you mean?” Mar’sal asked
cautiously.


Wakichonze appeared to be surprised
by the question. “My daughter has given you to me, and I accept her gift. You
are now my property.”


E’nes felt his anger flare, and he
balled his hands into fists. “We are no one’s property, Lord Governor. We are
free men, and we serve the king of the L’avan.”


“I am not worried about the king of
some foreign tribe,” Wakichonze replied, and then turned away to attend to
other matters. For him, the conversation was over.


Four soldiers moved away from the
door and stood behind the two L’avan. One of them gestured for E’nes to exit
the room, but the L’avan stood his ground.


“You will not help us?” E’nes asked
for a final time.


Wakichonze looked annoyed. “I have
given you my answer and dismissed you. Perhaps I should have the etiquette
master give you instructions on the proper behavior of lower servants.”


The soldiers took hold of the arms
of each L’avan, preparing to remove them from the room forcibly.


E’nes called forth his vyala
in desperation. He could not allow them to take him prisoner. Adesina was
relying on him. 


Wren’na was waiting for him.


His anger and frustration lent
power to his vyala, making it flare up in anticipation. His vision
burned orange, and he hurled a wave of vyala forward to surround the
golden throne of the Lord Governor.


The throne began to shake and moan.


Wakichonze yelped in alarm and
jumped up much faster than seemed possible with his vast bulk. The Governor
watched in horror as his seat of power was crushed and mangled by an unseen
force.


It took almost all of E’nes’s
energy, but he made sure to keep his expression and voice strong. “You will
let us leave this city. We do not belong to you or to any man. I am brother to
Queen Adesina of the L’avan—a woman you shall learn to revere in the years to
come. If you try to hold us, we will fight with our very lives. If you kill us,
Queen Adesina will descend upon you with a vengeance that will level this great
city. We came to you in friendship, asking for your help. You have refused our
friendship and our request, and we shall not forget that quickly. Our dealings
are done.”


Wakichonze remained speechless. He
stared at them with fear in his eyes and then nodded to his soldiers to let
them go.


E’nes and Mar’sal turned and walked
out of the glittering room, passing through the wake of shocked silence.


E’nes’s heart was heavy with
disappointment. He had been sent to gain allies for the fight against Cha-sak,
but instead he had made an enemy. Unless he was mistaken in the character of
Wakichonze, the Lord Governor of Charan would not forgive the L’avan people for
the actions E’nes had taken.


Neither L’avan spoke until they
were free from the confining walls of the Manor. When they reached the open
air, they gathered their horses and rode back the way they came.


“What do we do now?” asked Mar’sal
miserably as they approached the gate of the city.


E’nes sighed, feeling as miserable
as his friend sounded. “We will go back to Sehar and join the fight.”

















Chapter Twenty-Eight: Hawk’s Return


 


Adesina had never experienced such
weariness. Her body was numb from exhaustion, and her mind was not much better
off.


“Ma’eve, are you listening?”


Ravi’s deep voice woke her from her
daze. She sat up straighter and looked around the tent. L’iam, Hestia, and
Sitara were looking at her in concern, and Ruon’s lips were pressed together in
disapproval.


Adesina cleared her throat. “I am
sorry. I am having trouble focusing right now.”


L’iam’s eyes were full of
understanding. “Why not go take an hour and meditate? You are tired.”


She shook her head. “We are all
tired. There is much to do still, and you know you cannot spare me for an hour
right now.”


L’iam did not argue with her, but
the expression on his face spoke volumes. Sitara made a gently entreating
gesture with her hands. “At the very least go outside and get a breath of fresh
air. It will help to sharpen your mind.”


Adesina was going to protest, but
she decided against it. It would take less time to step out of the tent and
come back than it would take to argue that she didn’t have time.


She smiled at her friends and
nodded, climbing slowly to her feet and walking out with feigned energy.


The battle with the Shimat advance
force had been going almost non-stop for two weeks now. The number of soldiers
in the L’avan and Seharan armies remained surprisingly high. Many were wounded,
but few had died. The Shimat commanders did not appear to be trying anything
clever in their battle tactics. Their only goal seemed to be wearing their
opponents down.


And it was working.


Everyone was exhausted, for there
was little time to sleep. L’iam had ordered shifts in the fighting, but even
then there was hardly any chance for the soldiers to eat and rest. It was even
harder on the commanders, for they saw to the needs of the soldiers before
their own. Adesina had been running herself ragged trying to ease the burdens
that weighed on L’iam and Me’shan. After all, she was the one who technically
didn’t need to sleep.


The cool night air was invigorating
to Adesina as she stepped out of the command tent. She breathed it in deeply,
glad for a break from the endless planning.


Earlier that afternoon the Shimat
army had pulled back without any explanation. They had retreated to their camp,
and there they waited. L’iam had sent spies to watch them, but the L’avan and
Seharans had taken the opportunity to fall back as well. Now every soldier was
taking advantage of this rare time to sleep or eat or make repairs to weapons
and armor.


The camp seemed strangely subdued,
and Adesina looked over it with sorrow weighing heavily on her heart. Before
this conflict was over, many of these fine men and women would lose their
lives.


Adesina’s reverie was interrupted
by Ruon. The tall, lithe figure of the Laithur came to stand by her.


“You are pushing yourself too
hard,” he said critically and without preamble.


She gave him a slightly exasperated
glance. “I am doing everything I can to make sure we succeed. Do you suggest
that I do otherwise?”


His oval head bobbed on his long
neck, making him seem even more snake-like in the dim light. “No, I suppose
not. Your cause is just and your intentions are noble, but you are not going
about it correctly.”


Adesina couldn’t help but smile.
Ruon always seemed to think that they were doing something wrong. At first it
had made Adesina frustrated—even angry—to hear him be so critical. However, she
had discovered that he often had suggestions to go with his comments—but he
never gave them unless asked.


“What do you think I should be
doing?”


The Laithur’s small, dark eyes
seemed to glitter, even though there was so little light around them. “There is
a way for you to draw energy from the world around you and take it into your
body.”


Adesina found herself nodding
before he was finished talking. “Yes, I have been taught—”


He cut her off, as he often did
when he could See what she was about to say. “No, I do not mean such primitive
practices. What I suggest is more refined, more advanced.”


She indicated her willingness to
listen.


“Take a deep breath,” Ruon
instructed, “and instead of bringing air into your body, gather in energy and
determination and all else that your body and soul need.”


“Breathe in energy?” Adesina asked
dubiously.


Ruon nodded. “Life is everywhere.
It fills the air more thickly than particles of dust. Breathe it in and let it
restore your mind and body.”


The young woman frowned
thoughtfully. “Does that not take energy away from something else?”


“No more than breathing next to
another person takes away their air,” responded Ruon. “In a contained space it
would be a concern, but the world is vast and Life is abundant. You need not
worry that you are harming others. Simply focus on what you are doing,
otherwise you will gain nothing.”


Adesina closed her eyes. She
imagined that the air around her was filled with golden particles of life
force, and she took a deep breath. The particles rushed into her body and
immediately spread to dispel her weariness.


She looked at the Laithur in
amazement. It had been many days since she had last felt so invigorated. “Why
did not Sitara teach me this earlier?”


Ruon snorted in derision. “Because,
in spite of the opinions held by both of you, Sitara does not know everything.
The Children of the Light bask in vyala like the sun, taking no regard
for its abundance. The Children of Night have learned to conserve and to be
more wise in how we use it.”


“This is a demon skill?” Adesina
asked, feeling rather uneasy.


“The Children of Night are not the
same as the Children of Darkness,” snapped Ruon. “The Children of Darkness are
those who willfully turn from the Light. The Children of Night are simply the
balancing force to the Children of Light.”


“Which are the Laithur?” inquired
Adesina.


After a short pause Ruon said,
“They are both.”


The young woman almost rolled her
eyes. “Why are you so upset, then?”


“Because the distinction matters,”
he insisted. “Not all Children of Darkness were once Children of Night, and not
all Children of Night became Children of Darkness. In fact, the Shimat were
once Children of Light and now they are the most dedicated to the Dark. Evil
has corrupted them so much that they are unrecognizable as what they once
were.”


This new information came as a
shock to Adesina. “The Shimat demons were once Children of Light?”


“Of course,” Ruon said, as if it
were obvious. “They were the male counterparts to the Serraf.”


Adesina was dumbfounded by this
revelation.


She suddenly saw this conflict in a
whole new light. Adesina had assumed that Sitara was fighting against Cha-sak
because they were natural enemies, but that was not the case. Once they had
been friends and partners.


How would she feel if L’iam
suddenly embraced all that was evil and sought to destroy her?


“I did not know,” Adesina said
softly.


“Your education is sorely lacking,”
said Ruon in disapproval. “You have only given attention to developing your
Serraf abilities.”


Adesina could not help but feel a
bit defensive. “Does it not make sense to focus on that first? After all, I am
now a Serraf.”


“No,” responded the Laithur
heatedly, “you are not just a Serraf.”


Adesina stared at him in surprise.
She had not expected his answer, nor the passionate way in which he said it.


“You are the Threshold Child. You
are not just a Serraf, nor do you belong to them. The Threshold Child is all
races, and must have the best interests of all in mind. The Serraf are trying
to control how you fulfill the prophecy, but it is not their right to do so.”


Adesina felt that Ruon was being
unfair. “Sitara is only trying to help me. She is not controlling me or
manipulating me.”


He went on with bitterness in his
voice. “The Serraf and the Aurym are always trying to control everything. They
think themselves the natural leaders of us all.”


She folded her arms across her
chest. “Well, I was chosen to be leader from now on. Even you supported me,
Ruon. Perhaps you should stop blaming them for everything that goes wrong.”


“Are you suggesting that I blame
you instead?” he asked with a smile.


“If it makes you feel better,”
Adesina answered shortly.


A hissing chuckle escaped Ruon’s
thin lips. “I think it would not help as much as it would have in the past. In
spite of my best efforts, I am starting to like you.”


Adesina laughed in surprise. “How
is that possible?”


Ruon’s expression lost its
lightheartedness and he grew serious. “Anything is possible with the Threshold
Child.”


Then he turned and walked back into
the tent, leaving Adesina with her thoughts.


She could remember her frustration
with Ruon for his stubborn refusal to acknowledge her as the Threshold Child.
Now that he was placing his trust in her, she almost wished to go back to the
time of his doubt. The weight of his words wrapped around her heart, filling
her with the fear of her own inadequacies.


So many people were depending on
her. How could she possibly live up to so many expectations?


Adesina turned her purple and gold
eyes to the sky as if she could find answers written there.


 Far in the distance she could see
two hawks streaking across the sky, approaching from the south and heading in
the direction of the camp. Something tugged at the back of her mind, and she
half-turned to call into the tent.


“L’iam, I think you should come
here.”


The low murmur of voices inside the
tent ceased, and her husband appeared at her side.


“What is it?”


She pointed to the hawks, which
were speedily growing nearer. They both were descending, flying lower and lower
to the ground. Adesina could see them clearly now. One hawk was grey and the
other was a beautiful, glossy black.


The black one landed first. It
shimmered like a mirage and then transformed into human form. It was a man with
liquid black eyes and cinnamon-colored skin. He had finely chiseled features
and wavy black hair, and he wore the simple brown clothing of a Zonnese desert
dweller.


The grey hawk landed on his
shoulder, and the man walked forward to kneel before L’iam and Adesina. When he
looked up at them, his dark eyes were warm with exertion and delight. “Adesina,
you are alive! I am so pleased to see you.”


Adesina gripped his arm and brought
him to his feet. She smiled broadly in return. “I am pleased to see you as
well, Savir. You have travelled far from you home to aid us in our fight. You
did not have to do so, and it means so much to me that you did.”


Savir dropped his gaze to the
ground in natural modesty. “It is nothing,” he insisted. “You saved my life
once, and then your husband saved my life again after you had passed through
the Gateway. What could I do but pledge myself to your service?”


Adesina looked at L’iam in
curiosity. “You did not mention that you had saved his life. When did this
happen?”


L’iam brushed it aside. “He is
exaggerating…a bit.” He turned back to the Henka warrior. “I have told you
before, Savir, you are not a slave or a servant. You are our friend, and you
are welcome to stay with us as long as you like.”


Savir gave a small smile. “Friends
can serve one another as well.”


Adesina grinned at the expression
of discomfort on her husband’s face, but her smile faded as she remembered the
task Savir had been given. “Savir, you have been following the movements of the
main Shimat army.”


The Henka nodded solemnly. “Yes,
Adesina.”


“Why have you returned?”


He pointed toward the south.
“Before the sun sets, you will see the army with your own eyes.”


Adesina instinctively turned in the
direction he pointed. Fear clutched her heart, and she struggled to control the
powerful emotion.


She did not worry about herself,
but her friends and allies were not ready to meet the main force of the Shimat.
They had been fighting without relief for almost two weeks, and they were
exhausted. How could they be expected to fight mercenaries that were fresh and
rested?


L’iam could see the worry on her
face, and he guessed what she was thinking. “They are here days sooner than we
expected,” he pointed out. “That means they have been forced to march faster
than normal, and for a long period of time. They will be tired from the pace
they have maintained.”


Adesina nodded. She knew he was
right, but she couldn’t help but worry all the same. Her eyes fixed on the
horizon, searching for signs of the approaching enemy.


The Shimat were finally here.

















Chapter Twenty-Nine: War


 


The Shimat army reunited with quiet
efficiency, melding into one large group—more than ten thousand strong. The sun
was beginning to set when they arrived, and so the Shimat leaders seemed
content to wait until morning to begin fighting.


Adesina knew that a force of ten
thousand soldiers was small compared to the armies of other nations, but it was
daunting to face such an army with barely half that number on her side.


She would have had even less—due to
the number of those that had been seriously injured or killed—but Than’os had
arrived that very day with the last group of soldiers that he had been training
at the refugee camp. That was the last of the reinforcements they were likely
to receive, unless E’nes was successful in bringing help from Charan.


In the pre-dawn light, Adesina stood
on top of the rise that faced the battlefield. Unlike the L’avan, the Shimat
did not seem concerned with having some distance between the battlefield and
their camp. Perhaps they did not think it likely that their enemies could break
through their forces and reach the lines of tents.


It did seem odd, due to the
secretive nature of the Shimat order, that they did not choose to camp
someplace more secure and secluded. Adesina was able to freely study their camp
through her spyglass from where she was standing.


She had spotted Breyen early on,
riding through the camp as if he were some sort of demi-god. Seeing her former
teacher had brought up ghosts of emotions that she hadn’t felt in a long time.
His disdain for the mercenaries was clear on his face, and Adesina wondered how
the hired soldiers felt about serving under a man who clearly thought little of
them.


The only time Breyen’s superior
expression seemed shaken was when she saw him exiting a black tent with blood
red banners. He looked decidedly pale and unnerved when he walked away.


“That must be where Cha-sak is
hiding,” commented Adesina to Ravi, who stood at her side.


Their Joining made it possible for
him to see what she saw, so he knew exactly what she meant.


“It seems likely,” he agreed. “I do
wonder why we have not seen Basha. Is she not Cha-sak’s chosen servant? Yet, it
appears that Breyen is the leader of the army.”


Adesina nodded thoughtfully. “Yes,
that is strange. The Basha I knew would not pass up the opportunity to flaunt
her power.”


The Shimat soldiers were organizing
themselves, and the various Shimat leaders could be seen barking orders.


Adesina lowered her spyglass and
took a deep breath.


It wouldn’t be long now.


She could hear the approach of her
own forces coming up behind her. The L’avan and Seharan soldiers moved into
position on the rise, preparing to rush down the hill into battle when the time
came.


Me’shan dismounted his horse and
walked over to stand at Adesina’s side. Adesina knew he placed importance on
the appearance of a leader, and he would not want her to seem in need of
strength or comfort. So instead of reaching out to take his daughter’s hand, he
stood close enough that their arms touched. 


She smiled up at him. “Good
morning, father.”


He chuckled at her casual tone, as
if they were meeting on the street in Yavar rather than standing on the edge of
battle. “Good morning, Ma’eve.”


Me’shan and Ravi—and E’rian, in the
world of Dreams—were the only people that Adesina allowed to call her by that
name. Ravi had always called her Ma’eve, and it seemed to bring comfort to
Me’shan to do the same. After all, it was the name that his beloved wife had
chosen for their daughter.


To Adesina, the name was deeply
personal—too personal for regular use. L’iam had suggested that she adopt the
name, but it did not seem right to her. She had always been called Adesina, and
it was a part of her. Ma’eve was the name of what might have been, and it
seemed right that it only be used by her parents and her guardian.


“How is L’iam?” she asked her father.


Me’shan gave her a knowing glance,
and she knew the answer before he said it. “He is angry.”


She had slipped out of their tent
while L’iam was sleeping and had left word that she had gone on to the
battlefield. There had been an argument the previous night about which of them
would lead this first battle against the full Shimat force, and they had
decided to discuss it again in the morning.


Adesina had taken the decision into
her own hands, and her departure forced L’iam to stay in the camp to oversee the
deployment of the soldiers.


She had known he would be furious,
but it was better than watching him ride into danger while she stayed behind.


But how do you think he feels to
be the one in that position? asked Ravi through their Joining.


I know it is selfish, she
admitted, but I am willing to be selfish in order to protect the man I love.


A hint of a growl stirred in Ravi’s
feline throat, and Adesina could feel waves of his disapproval directed from
his mind to hers. Even so, Adesina was unrepentant. She would give her life a
thousand times over in order to save L’iam’s life.


“Marriage is always difficult,”
ventured Me’shan carefully, “but it is even more difficult if there is no
communication. Important decisions should always be made together, even if there
is disagreement.”


Adesina knew her father was right,
and she also knew that he did not give unsolicited advice unless it was vital.
She felt guilty knowing that she had been unfair to L’iam.


“It is too late to go back now,”
she muttered, discontent.


“Focus on the task ahead,” said
Ravi, “then give a proper apology when you return to camp.”


“Maybe grovel a bit,” added Me’shan
with a grin.


Adesina laughed and nodded. “I may
do just that.”


“The sun is rising,” came a
slightly sibilant voice from behind the trio.


The L’avan queen turned to see
Ruon, Sitara, and Riel approaching. Adesina’s eyebrows shot up in surprise.


“I was not expecting to see you
here,” she said to them.


Sitara gestured to Ruon, indicating
that he was the one responsible. The Laithur seemed unusually serene as he
surveyed the battlefield.


“You are going to need us today.”


Adesina felt her skin prickle in
apprehension. “Why? What is going to happen?”


He fixed his black eyes on her.
“Death.”


Adesina’s uneasiness blossomed into
dread. “Whose death?”


“I See thousands of human faces,
frozen by death. No one shall remain untouched by this day.”


“What makes today so different from
the others?” asked Me’shan. “Is it because of their superior numbers?”


Ruon shook his head and pointed to
the sky. “They are not alone.”


As if on cue, a patch of black
appeared overhead. Tendrils of the impossible darkness spread outward like a
disease until it blocked out any hint of light.


“Cha-sak,” Sitara said in a low
voice.


Many of the soldiers cried out in
fear, and Adesina suspected that not all of the crying voices were part of the
Seharan or L’avan armies.


She frowned, and her voice was
strong with determination. “We are not alone either.”


She called forth her vyala,
letting it fill every corner of her being. She anchored her mind to Ravi and
let the power swirl around her like a tempest. She raised her hand toward the
sky and a ball of light shot out of it. It was a much larger version of what
she used when she needed to light her way, and it hovered in the sky like an
artificial sun.


The soldiers took heart and raised
a cheer.


“Adesina! Adesina!”


Ruon pointed to a spot in the air.
“There,” he said to Sitara.


The Serraf sent out a beam of her vyala,
and just as Adesina was about to ask the purpose behind her actions, the vyala
collided with something invisible and caused a powerful explosion.


“What was that?” Adesina gasped.


“The blackened sky covers Cha-sak’s
attacks,” explained Ruon. “Your light source will enable the soldiers to fight,
but it will not reveal demonic attacks.”


“Ruon is able to See the
explosions, and then he shows me where to stop them from happening,” Sitara
added.


“There,” Ruon pointed again.


Sitara sent another beam of vyala
where he pointed and the Light and Dark powers clashed with blinding force.


Breyen seemed to realize that
Cha-sak could not destroy their enemies as easily as predicted, and he ordered
the army of mercenaries and Shimat forward.


As soon as the enemy army began to
move, Me’shan began shouting orders. 


“L’avan, ready! Red One forward!”


The orders which were passed
quickly through the ranks. A line of L’avan soldiers stepped forward and each
called upon their vyala. Adesina could see their eyes glowing with
power, and the waves of their magic shot forward toward the advancing force.


Under normal circumstances, the
enemy would have been met with illusions that would have sent the soldiers into
disarray. However, the darkness that Cha-sak had spread over the sky seemed to
be impairing the illusions, which relied on the bending of light. The
mercenaries continued to move forward, unbothered by the attempts of the Red
L’avan.


“Red One back,” ordered Me’shan.
“Red Two, Gold, and Orange forward.”


Three groups moved forward to
replace the first, and a new wave of magical attacks began. 


The Gold group only consisted of
half a dozen soldiers. The gold L’avan ability had to do with energy, which
usually meant either depleting an enemy’s energy and making them collapse or
adding to the energy of allies. L’iam had this ability, but something had
happened to him during his capture the year before. When he had fought Adesina
just after Faryl’s rescue, he had used his powers to call down lightning from
the sky—something he had never attempted before. The latent ability had not
disappeared after L’iam was freed from Basha’s control, and he had begun to
develop it. Other L’avan with gold in their eyes were tested to see if they
could learn to wield their powers in a similar manner, and the small Gold group
were the only ones who proved apt. A large number of children seemed to have
potential, but it appeared that most of the adult L’avan were too limited by
what they believed was—or was not—possible for their vyala to
accomplish.


The six Gold L’avan now stood at
the front of the army, closing their eyes in intense concentration. Their hands
were joined as they stood there, linking their powers into a single well from
which they could all draw. This made their task an easier one.


While they were preparing their
lightning strikes, the Red Two and Orange groups were busy sending out streams
of vyala to hinder and hurt the Shimat force. Enemy arrows were thrown
back to their source, the ground warped and cracked under the feet of the
advancing soldiers, in some places the earth erupted and sent mercenaries
flying.


As the enemy soldiers stumbled and
fell, the lightning began to rain down on their heads.


It was a concentrated attack from
the Gold group. Dozens of bolts fell from the sky in quick succession, killing
and wounding the Shimat forces in large groups. The deafening roar of thunder
washed over the field, causing almost every soldier to flinch. The frenzy
lasted only a few seconds, but the damage was considerable.


When the last of the lightning
strikes fell, the Gold group collapsed in one motion. They had exhausted their vyala
and were immediately unconscious.


“Have them carried back to the
camp,” commanded Adesina.


Me’shan didn’t wait for the Shimat
to recover from the barrage of magical attacks. He called for the next
wave—this time a group of Seharan soldiers.


“Archers,” he ordered.


The archers mainly consisted of
Seharan hunters, but they were all skilled with the bow. They had been
positioned along the eastern side of the hills that overlooked the battlefield,
not far from the river that ran all through the valley. The height of the hill
gave them greater range than the archers in the Shimat army, which was a
much-needed advantage.


The simple Seharans had only been
soldiers for a month or two, but they took their orders with pride. Each archer
raised his or her bow and took careful aim.


Adesina took her cue from her
father and issued instructions of her own. “Cavalry and Rashad at the ready!”


While horses were common in Sehar,
few of them had been trained for battle, and even fewer felt comfortable in the
presence of Rashad. The cavalry consisted mostly of L’avan horses and riders,
and there were less than three hundred of them. Fortunately, the large majority
of the Shimat’s mercenaries were without horses.


Adesina rode at the head of the
cavalry, prepared to lead them into battle, and Ravi was joined by Riel to lead
the Rashad. The L’avan queen raised her Blood Sword and let her vyala
flow through it, causing it to shine like a beacon.


“Be safe, my daughter,” whispered
Me’shan in a voice that only she could hear.


Adesina gave her father a tender
smile before turning back toward her enemies. “Forward,” she shouted.


The sleek forms of the Rashad and
the horses sprang forward in a unified motion. The thunder of the hoofbeats
pounded in Adesina’s blood, and her mind became completely focused on the
battle ahead. Every sense in her body seemed amplified.


She could smell the freshly churned
earth and the lingering scent of ozone from the lightning. The wind whipped
across her face and her tightly pinned hair tried to break free of its bonds.
The dirty faces of the Shimat mercenaries became more distinct as Torith
galloped closer.


The Rashad were faster than the
horses, but they deliberately kept in line with the cavalry. Somewhere behind
them, Me’shan gave the order for the archers to release, and a volley of arrows
came down on the first few lines of mercenaries.


Adesina gave a fierce battle cry,
and her voice was joined by the other L’avan of the cavalry and the roar of the
Rashad.


The attack from the Seharan archers
caused the first wave of mercenaries to falter, and Adesina’s force drove into
them with a deafening clash of weapons and armor.


Some of the mercenaries had pikes
and tried to use them to impale Adesina, but she knocked them aside with a brush
of her vyala. One of the Shimat turned his horse and rode toward her,
raising his own Blood Sword to meet hers.


Another explosion shook the air,
and every soldier on both sides seemed to flinch. Adesina’s gaze flicked back
to the hill that overlooked the battle, where Ruon and Sitara stood to fend off
Cha-sak’s attacks.


Adesina had no more attention to
spare. The Shimat bore down on her with a vicious swing of his sword. She was
barely able to defend herself as the Shimat bore down on her, showing the skill
that only came from years of experience.


Adesina used her vyala to
harden her skin, but it still stung when a blow got past her defenses. She
magically increased her agility, which helped her to compensate for her
opponent’s greater experience.


Adesina blocked and parried, moving
her sword with skill and grace, but she was not able to make an attack of her
own. She waited patiently for an opening, which came with the next unexpected
explosion from above their heads.


The Shimat’s horse shied from the
direction of the noise, throwing its rider off balance. Adesina flicked her
blade forward, cutting deep into the Shimat’s shoulder. The man bit back a cry
of pain and shifted his sword to his other hand to continue fighting.


The delay caused by that movement
cost him his life.


Adesina did not wait for him to
adjust his handhold. She urged Torith forward and brought her sword down on her
enemy with all the force of her magically enhanced arms.


The Shimat dropped to the ground
and moved no more.


Adesina immediately turned to
assess the position of the cavalry and Rashad force. The plan had been for them
to strike first and then withdraw to make room for the infantry. She could see
the foot soldiers were already moving into place, and she called out her next
orders.


“Cavalry and Rashad withdraw.”


Me’shan could be seen at the head
of the army as they charged forward to meet the enemy. Adesina felt her heart
swell with pride as she witnessed her father’s skillful leadership in the midst
of battle.


She was about to regroup with her
attack force when a strange mix of emotions leaked through her Joining with
Ravi.


Was it apprehension? Was it battle
fury? Was it desperation?


Adesina turned Torith and kicked
him into a gallop, heading for where Ravi was fighting.


He was not far from Adesina—he
never was—but the chaos of the fighting made reaching him difficult. When Ravi
came into view, Adesina immediately understood the confusing mix of emotions.


Ravi was surrounded by mercenaries
with pikes, who were lashing out at him. He was being wounded and harried on
all sides. He roared and swung at his enemies, causing them to back up.
However, every time he turned to face some of the soldiers, the ones behind him
moved in to attack.


Adesina jumped off Torith’s back,
striking down the first soldier as she landed on the ground. She moved like a
whirlwind, swinging her sword with deadly accuracy. By the time the mercenaries
had gathered themselves enough to fight back, she had decreased their numbers
by half.


Ravi did not pause, but latched his
powerful jaws around the leg of the nearest enemy. A sickening crunch followed,
and the man screamed in agony. Ravi spared the man’s life, and moved on to
incapacitate the next soldier.


Soon, Ravi’s attackers were all
either dead or unable to stand, let alone fight.


The large black feline turned to
Adesina. “Are you hurt, Ma’eve?”


She shook her head. “No, but you
are.”


Adesina sheathed her sword and
knelt beside her guardian, placing both hands in his thick fur. She closed her
eyes and let her vyala wash over Ravi, healing all of the wounds he had
received.


She then took a deep breath,
focusing on taking in energy, courage, and determination. The technique Ruon
had taught her worked, and she felt her body rejuvenate as if she had had a
long rest.


Ravi, who had been about to
reprimand her for wasting her vyala in healing him, shut his mouth and
stared at her in amazement.


“How did you do that?”


Adesina’s smile was a bit smug.
“Ruon taught me.”


She could tell through their
Joining that he had many other questions, but he didn’t have a chance to voice
any of them. The air shook with another clash of Sitara and Cha-sak’s powers,
and the noise of battle reasserted itself on their minds.


The two friends stood, and Adesina
drew Falcon once more. Together they rushed forward to rejoin the fight.

















Chapter Thirty: The Alchemist’s Sorrow


 


The roar of battle was almost
deafening to those who were not accustomed to it. For the former apothecary of
the High City, it was a terrifying experience. There was a small respite from
the fighting where she stood, but that did not make the battle seem any less
chaotic.


Faryl stayed close by Than’os’s
side as he paused from fighting to take a breath.


She had never been trained as a
Shimat, even though she had been raised in their fortress. She had been a
breeding experiment conducted by Breyen, the Sharifal’s second-in-command, and
then later she had become an enslaved alchemist. Faryl had never been
considered of any worth because she had not inherited her mother’s L’avan abilities.
Her father—if he could be called that—had discarded her as soon as it became
clear that she could not wield magic.


Faryl gripped the handle of her
short sword and maintained her defensive stance. She looked up at Than’os,
taking in his sharp features and pinched look of concentration. When she had
first met him she had not thought him a handsome man. During their journey in
Zonne, his face had been badly burned, leaving him scarred. But now she did not
see the scars or harsh lines of his face. She only saw the man that she loved
more than anything else in the world. Perhaps her blindness to his defects was
because she saw reflected in him the adoration that she knew shone in her own
eyes.


Than’os had taught her how to
defend herself so he could take her into battle without worrying for her
safety. He believed her capable of anything, and it was rather baffling for
Faryl to experience such confidence.


Even now, in the midst of battle,
Faryl could see a desperate, loving sort of protectiveness when he looked at
her. Almost as if preserving her life was more important to him than anything
else.


Faryl was doing her best to keep
away from the fighting. She and Than’os were on the far edge of the battle,
which made it easier to keep out of the fray. Than’os had received orders to
position his band of new recruits on the far end of the western flank and keep
the Shimat forces from moving into a position where they could surround the
L’avan and Seharan army. The order had been delivered to Than’os by a lithe Rashad
named Rissa, who ran back and forth from the command tent.


Faryl had joined the band of
soldiers because she had trained as a medic and would be able to save soldiers
who might otherwise have died before they could be taken back to the camp to be
healed.


Also, she couldn’t bear to be apart
from Than’os when he was in danger.


Than’os had lost his hand in Zonne,
and he was not the swordsman he used to be. Even so, he was no less of a
soldier. He rallied his inexperienced young soldiers, raising his mace as he
charged toward the enemy. 


A movement to the right caught
Faryl’s eye, and she turned in time to see a dark form slipping into a copse of
trees. Than’os had just dispatched his current opponent, and so Faryl placed a
hand on his arm to get his attention.


She pointed. “Someone is over
there.”


Than’os frowned, which contorted his
scars and made his sharp features seem even more fierce. “Let us go see.”


They moved quickly and quietly to
the trees. Faryl saw the telltale glow of Than’os’s eyes and knew that he was
using his vyala to scan the area. His eyes could see more than hers, so
when a Shimat warrior dropped down from the branches of a tree, Than’os was
ready. He lifted his mace to ward off the blow aimed at his head. 


The Shimat landed gracefully, but
did not renew his attack. His face wasn’t covered, and when he turned to face
them Faryl gasped.


It was Breyen.


The last time Faryl had seen her
father had been on the day she had traded her freedom for the life of her
cellmate. At least, that is what she had been led to believe had happened.
Breyen had manipulated her into thinking that her cellmate would be killed
unless Faryl did everything the Shimat wanted. In reality, her cellmate had
already escaped while Faryl was being held in a different room. 


Faryl had spent the following five
years living in a squalid basement and working as an alchemist for the
organization she hated more than anything in the world, all for nothing.


Breyen had done that to her.


Breyen was the source of every
unhappiness in her life.


“Well, well,” the Shimat leader
sneered, “it seems that my little experiment has found a new master.”


“Breyen, what are you doing here?”
managed Faryl. She was so shocked by her father’s sudden appearance that she
could hardly speak.


“Leaving,” he replied. “The mighty
Cha-sak should be distracted enough by the battle that he will not notice my
absence until I am safely away. Soon, I hope, I will be completely hidden from
his sight.”


Faryl was shocked by Breyen’s
candidness. She wondered why he would tell them something like this, but then
she realized that he was only being honest because it worked in his favor. He
most likely assumed they would let him escape in order to give their soldiers a
better chance at defeating Cha-sak. The L’avan and Seharan armies would stand a
better chance without a strategic genius like Breyen leading the Shimat army. 


“It is not possible to hide from
Cha-sak. He is a demon of great power,” stated Than’os doubtfully. Faryl had
told Than’os about her history and had spoken of Breyen. Now Than’os was
watching her carefully and seemed to be gauging her reactions so that he could
match them.


“Thanks to my little alchemist
there,” Breyen said, nodding toward Faryl, “I have some valuable items that
might make it possible.”


Faryl felt her face warm with
shame. It was her work alone that had transformed L’avan blood into magical
items for the Shimat. She had succeeded where all of their scientists had
failed. There had been only five items that she had created, but all of them
had been powerful—a healing salve, the potion that had put L’iam under Basha’s
control, a pendant that hid the wearer from magical detection, a brooch that
reduced the weight of whatever it was pinned to, and a circlet that made the
wearer all but invisible.


Faryl had dreamed of the beautiful
potential of her creations as she had made them, pretending that they would
serve some noble purpose even though she knew that they could only be used for
evil in the hands of the Shimat. She had hoped each of her creations would find
its way into the possession of better people, like the salve she had given to
Adesina all those years ago. Yet Breyen had one of them hidden away—the
pendant, based on what he had said about hiding from Cha-sak. And Faryl’s hope
and hard work would help the man she hated most escape to a life of freedom.


Faryl felt the warmth within her
begin to grow. The shame she had felt over her part in the wrongdoings of the
Shimat began to change into something else.


Anger.


Breyen had used her entire life for
his personal gain. He had hurt her and manipulated her and abused her and
belittled her. He had convinced her that she had no real value, only the
purpose that he gave to her.


He was wrong.


Faryl knew it more deeply now than
she ever had before.


Breyen was wrong.


Faryl turned her vivid green eyes
to Than’os and a silent understanding passed between them.


While in the desert of Zonne they
had learned how to work together to accomplish certain tasks, jointly sharing
the vyala that belonged to Than’os. Since then, they had developed the
skill and expanded their joint abilities.


Than’os summoned his vyala
and passed control over to her. Doing so left him defenseless, but it allowed
Faryl to wield the power herself instead of simply directing its flow.


Her eyes glowed as she took
control, and she faced Breyen with a terrible expression on her face. “No,” she
said in a tone of finality.


Breyen’s brow furrowed. “No? What
do you mean, no?”


“I am not going to let you slip away
to start a new life,” Faryl declared. “You do not deserve to be free of
Cha-sak. He is a noose of your own making, and I swear you shall be hanged by
it.”


Breyen laughed in scorn. “Do you
think you can possibly stop me?”


“Yes,” said Faryl, pointing to the
ground at his feet, “I do.”


The earth erupted under Breyen’s
boots, causing him to fly backward and land on his back. He stayed on the
ground for several moments, staring at her in shock.


“How…is that possible?” he gasped.


Faryl walked toward him, her anger
growing cold with a sense of vengeance. “My mother was L’avan. Her blood runs
through my veins.”


That was all the explanation she
gave him.


She brought several strands of dark
red vyala together, mixing them as she would a poultice. Her arms made
the motions in the air because she had not yet learned how to wield vyala
without doing so.


Breyen jumped to his feet, still
moving with a catlike grace in spite of his years. He moved to get out of her
line of sight, but Faryl had already released the bolt of power. The two trees
nearest to him bended and warped, almost knocking him off his feet again. He
did a quick back flip to get out the path of danger.


“Hardly a killing blow,” Breyen
commented in a voice of reprimand. “Did your years among the Shimat teach you
nothing?”


“I was never a Shimat,” spat Faryl.
“I was a slave.”


“And yet the blood of a Shimat runs
through you just as surely as the blood of the L’avan,” Breyen reminded her.
“You seem eager enough to claim the blood of your mother.”


Faryl released another burst of vyala,
and the ground heaved upward once more. “I am just as eager to disown the blood
of my father.”


Breyen dodged the flying rocks and
clods of dirt. He brushed off his clothing with an expression of disdain. “Your
lack of commitment is tiresome. If you wish to kill me, then do it.”


“Death is too good for you,”
retorted Faryl. “Perhaps I should leave you for Cha-sak to find.”


The nearby trees twisted around
Breyen, forming a wooden cage. The Shimat leapt through a gap in the trunks
before they closed. For the first time in the encounter, Breyen looked
frightened. His face paled at the mention of Cha-sak’s name.


“Do the L’avan not tout mercy?”
asked Breyen in a voice filled with forced calm. “It would be better for all if
you simply let me leave. In the service of Cha-sak I will only be a threat to
your people.”


Faryl gave a harsh laugh. “Oh, I do
not think Cha-sak would return a deserter to his service. Also, as you pointed
out, I am not a full L’avan.”


Breyen grew even paler and his eyes
darted as they searched for an opening to escape through. “You would not…”


“You have underestimated me
before,” Faryl said. “I do not think you should make assumptions.”


She fed a thick thread of vyala
into a nearby tree, causing it to explode outward. The splintered wood flew
through the air, cutting Breyen’s skin in dozens of places and embedding a
large chunk in his side.


Breyen didn’t cry out, but his eyes
narrowed in pain as he pulled the bloodied piece of wood. He pressed a hand
over the wound.


“You may be right,” he conceded,
“but there is something of equal importance that you must remember.”


A chill of apprehension crept up
Faryl’s spine. “What is that?”


Breyen smiled coldly. “You do not
know me either.”


His left hand whipped out from
behind his back, sending a knife hurling toward Than’os.


Faryl cried out in alarm, and she
automatically send a wave of vyala to try and knock it off course.
Instead of the blade striking Than’os in the heart—as it would have if Faryl
hadn’t interfered—it buried itself in his stomach.


She felt her connection to
Than’os’s vyala slip away, and her heart raced at what that implied. She
hurried to Than’os, knowing that Breyen would escape. Knowing that she could do
nothing to stop him. 


The man she loved was lying on the
ground, his face a ghostly hue. The man she hated most was free.


She dropped to her knees beside
Than’os, reaching into the pouches tied to her waist and pulling out her
collection of herbs and essences.


“Than’os,” she called gently, “can
you hear me?”


He opened his eyes with a slightly
dazed expression. “Did Breyen get away?”


Faryl bit her lip and nodded,
trying to hold back the tears that were forming. She didn’t trust herself to
speak without her frustration and regret choking her words.


Than’os frowned. “We must go after
him…” he trailed off.


Faryl shook her head. “Do not worry
about it, dearest. It does not matter.”


“It does,” insisted Than’os. He
started to rise and then cried out in pain, falling back to the ground.


“Do not move,” Faryl commanded
sharply. Her instincts as a healer asserted themselves, and she found herself
forcing all other thoughts and emotions aside. “You will not be able to do
anything if you die today.”


“We will find him,” promised
Than’os, but he didn’t try to move anymore.


Faryl began mixing herbs furiously,
muttering angrily to herself. She very carefully removed the knife and pressed
one hand down on his stomach to try and slow the bleeding. With her other hand,
she applied a heavy layer of the poultice to one of the bandages in her pouch
and then placed it over the wound. Then she wrapped the whole thing tightly,
whispering a prayer as she did so.


“We need to get you back to the
camp,” she said to Than’os, keeping her tone level. “The Healers will be able
to help you more than I can.”


Than’os didn’t answer or indicate
that he had even heard her.


Faryl lovingly brushed some stray
hairs from his forehead and said, “Wait here, my love. I will get help and
return.”


Her heart wrenched at the thought
of leaving Than’os wounded and alone, but she knew it was the only way to save
him. She stumbled to her feet and ran as quickly as she could toward the
battle. Faryl had to find someone to help her carry Than’os to safety.


His life depended on it.

















Chapter Thirty-One: The Sight


 


L’iam was staring at one of the
maps on the table in the command tent when a Rashad messenger rushed in. It was
Rissa, Ravi’s younger sister. She had been running back and forth between the
camp and the battlefield almost nonstop since dawn, and she was clearly out of
breath.


“King L’iam,” she gasped, “I have a
message from the western flank.”


He gave her his full attention. “What
is it?”


“Than’os has fallen and is being
taken to the Healers. His men are without a leader, and they are beginning to
fall back. Queen Adesina has said she will rally them, but she cannot stay. She
is needed with the cavalry.”


Than’os was one of L’iam’s oldest
friends, and the L’avan king’s first question was instinctual. “How badly is he
wounded?”


“Initial reports are mixed, but one
of the Healers on the battlefield says he is receiving help quickly enough that
he should make a full recovery.”


With that information to comfort
his mind, L’iam turned and frowned as he studied the map.


“Those Shimat are targeting all of
our leaders,” said Me’da. “They are trying to destroy the chain of command.”


Z’eki shook his head. “I do not
know that we have anybody to spare that we can send over there. Queen Adesina
is correct; she is needed with the cavalry.”


“I could go,” offered Ri’sel.


Z’eki shook his head again. “No,
young man, you are needed to relieve Me’shan when the time comes.”


Hestia was standing at the far end
of the tent, not far from where Ruon and Sitara were recovering from their long
struggle with Cha-sak. The Ojuri leader leaned forward and rested her hands on
the table.


Her voice was soft, but determined.
“Send Leander.”


L’iam looked at her in surprise.
“Your son is not a soldier, Hestia. I do not think he would feel comfortable in
a leadership position.”


She raised her chin in proud
defiance. “He knows as much about leadership as I do. He only lacks experience,
which he would certainly gain.”


“That he would,” agreed Z’eki. “We
have already agreed that it is important for the Seharans to see their new
leaders in action. This would be a good opportunity for the crown prince to
gain the trust and respect of his people.”


L’iam studied Hestia’s carefully
composed face. “The western flank is a dangerous place right now. He would not
be safe.”


“He is not safe where he is now,”
she responded.


As one of the few Seharans that
owned a riding horse—one that could be trusted in the chaos of battle—Leander
had been placed in the cavalry. No battle was ever safe for any soldier, but he
was safer than most with Adesina at the lead.


Finally, L’iam nodded. Although he
hated to add to Hestia’s worries, she was right. Leander did seem like the best
option to lead that group of young recruits.


“Rissa, return to the cavalry and
tell Leander that he is to relieve Queen Adesina and replace Than’os as leader.
Then tell Adesina that she is to lead the cavalry down to this area where K’eb
is fighting.” He pointed at the map. “She is to strike at the Shimat and allow
the infantry to pull back.”


Rissa nodded her golden head and
disappeared from the tent. The Rashad had the ability to teleport to any
location that was clearly in their sight, which made travel faster and easier
for them. It was also what made them ideal messengers. They could jump from
point to point—while running, if necessary—and deliver vital information in a
fraction of the time it would take a traditional messenger.


L’iam felt the weight of his heart
pulling on his chest. He turned back to the maps on the table and did his best
to focus, but his thoughts were with his wife.


He had been furious when he had
awoken and found her already gone. He had almost ridden down to the battlefield
and forcibly brought her back with him. She had no right to make such a
decision without him, not only because he was the king but also because he was
her husband. They were supposed to make those choices together, as a team.


L’iam wasn’t angry anymore. He was
hurt, though, and he was very worried. The entire tone of the battle had
changed since the arrival of the main Shimat forces. They were no longer simply
trying to wear down the L’avan and Seharans. They were fighting with the intent
to kill.


L’iam was startled when Ruon
suddenly got to his feet.


The head of the Laithur brushed the
top of the tent, and he kept his long neck slightly bent to avoid the lanterns
hanging above them. Ruon gestured urgently to Sitara and walked out of the
tent, and the Serraf followed without question.


Their sudden departure caused L’iam
to worry even more. They had spent the morning protecting their forces from the
attacks of Cha-sak, which would have been devastating without Immortal aid. The
magical bombardment from the demon had eventually slowed and stopped, giving
Ruon and Sitara a chance to rest themselves.


For them to leave so suddenly meant
that something was about to happen. Something dire enough for Ruon to make
haste.


L’iam said a silent prayer for all
those who fought for the Light. They needed divine help now more than ever.


“Your Majesty?” prodded Me’da in a
gentle voice.


He gave a brisk nod and returned to
the task at hand. “Right,” he answered. “Savir, I need updated information on
where the armies stand.”


 


***


 


Adesina received her orders, and she
followed them reluctantly.


Leander was a good soldier,
especially considering his limited training, but he had never been placed in a
position like that before. Their front lines were weakening, and they needed
strong leaders in order to recover. The Ojuri heir—now Crown Prince of
Sehar—did not have the experience that Adesina would have hoped for in
Than’os’s replacement.


The new recruits could hardly be
called soldiers at all. They had been taught how to fight, but they were timid.
Before she had arrived, they had all but fallen apart in the chaos of battle.
They were little more than boys, and the stark violence of war was something
they had never encountered before. She had brought them back together and had
urged them forward, riding at their head.


The recruits needed a strong
presence to rally behind. They needed to be shown how to be the soldiers they
needed to become.


Leander, his dark face scarred from
the cruelty of some unkind villager in his childhood, had silently and
expressionlessly taken control of the young recruits and allowed Adesina to
return to the cavalry.


She had seen him speak a few words
to them, but she had not heard what he said. Adesina trusted L’iam’s judgment,
but she was still concerned for those young men. She would have worried even if
Than’os was still leading them. The recruits were heading toward some dark and
trying days.


Adesina urged Torith into a gallop,
meeting up with the rest of the cavalry. They were currently being led by
Hestia’s son-in-law, Finlay, who was surprisingly talented as both a horseman
and a swordsman. He had been an easy choice as her second-in-command, and she
had not doubted his capability when she had decided to leave in order to rescue
Than’os’s soldiers. Ravi and his Rashad were also fighting close by, which gave
the cavalry added support.


The soldiers gave a cheer at her
approach. Most of them were L’avan themselves, but even the Seharans joined in
the salute. Through her Joining, she could sense Ravi’s relief that she was
returning.


Adesina raised her Blood Sword and
let it flare with power. It might have been a careless use of her energy, but
it boosted the morale of those who followed her.


Adesina and the cavalry thundered
down the field, churning up ground that was soaked with blood. The air was
thick with the scent of death, and it turned her stomach to witness such gross
disregard for life.


L’iam was sending her to cover the
retreat of K’eb and his soldiers, and she wasted no time in leading the cavalry
in the direction they needed to go. K’eb, like many other soldiers who were
wounded or disabled, had insisted that he was still able to fight. L’iam was
not in a position to turn away any experienced soldier that offered to join the
army, and so K’eb had been given heavy armor and a weapon he could wield with
one arm. 


K’eb’s force was much farther south
than the rest of the army, and they were being cut off by the enemy. If that
were to happen, they would be surrounded and slaughtered. As she drew closer,
Adesina saw that K’eb and his soldiers were struggling to hold their position.
She quickly pinpointed the spot that she needed to attack in order to enable
the weary fighters to withdraw safely. Torith charged forward, and Adesina
brought down her sword with a yell. She did not need to look to know that the
rest of the cavalry was right behind her, fighting with all their might.


The Rashad used their unique
ability to transport themselves behind the enemy forces in the blink of an eye,
acting as a flanking force to the cavalry. The two-sided attack made it
possible for K’eb’s men to regroup and retreat to a stronger position.


As with the rest of the
mercenaries, this squadron was led by a Shimat warrior on horseback. The Shimat
rode toward Adesina with the drive of a killer.


It was difficult to determine the
gender of the Shimat, but Adesina guessed that it was a woman. The Shimat’s
Blood Weapon was in the form of two short swords, which were both drawn. The
Shimat appeared to be using her knees to guide the movements of her horse,
leaving her hands free to do the fighting.


The clash of steel rang through the
air as the two warriors met. The Shimat was incredibly fast, sweeping her short
swords in perfect—and deadly—harmony. At first, it was all Adesina could do to
defend herself against the whirlwind of attacks. Then, as she adjusted to the
pace of the fight, Adesina grew more confident.


The Shimat woman was fast, but she
was also predictable. She used the same series of attacks over and over again,
trying to drive Adesina back and break through her defense.


Adesina’s lips curled into a grim
smile, and she urged Torith forward so she could exploit the move she knew was
coming next.


The Shimat’s eyes narrowed in what
might have been a grin—it was difficult to tell with most of her face covered
by the scarf and hood of her uniform—and she suddenly changed movements and
broke her pattern. Instead of bringing her second sword swinging sideways, she
lunged forward and stabbed Adesina through the gap in her armor under the arm.


Adesina’s vyala prevented it
from being a fatal wound, but it still split the skin and bled a great deal.
The young queen swore as she knocked the enemy blade away and moved Torith back
a few steps.


The Shimat’s eyes were smug, and
that made Adesina even angrier than before. She knew better than to fall for
such a trick. She had used it herself on her opponents. What was wrong with
her?


Adesina didn’t have time for
introspection. The Shimat was moving forward to attack again.


The wound in Adesina’s side made
movement painful, but she gritted her teeth and tried to ignore it. She
switched Falcon to the other hand and continued fighting with equal skill,
since—as all Shi—she had learned to be ambidextrous.


The Shimat looked rather surprised
by Adesina’s resilience, and it was the L’avan queen’s turn to smile. It seemed
that this Shimat didn’t recognize Adesina for who she was and hadn’t expected a
difficult kill.


Adesina took a deep breath and let
herself become immersed in the flow of the fight. It was a trick she had
learned as a Shi—one rarely used anymore. It was a technique that turned off
all of her emotions and inhibitions. It made her into a more efficient warrior,
but it also turned her into a ruthless killer. She did not like losing the
softer part of herself that she had worked so hard to cultivate, but she knew
she needed to win this fight.


Hold on to me, Ma’eve.


Ravi’s voice broke through her mind
in a wave of warmth and encouragement.


Hold on to me, and I will keep
that part of you safe.


She visualized handing him the
tender parts of her heart for safekeeping. Knowing that Ravi would guard them
and that she could take them back at any time gave her great comfort.


With her mind refocused, Adesina
raised her sword once more.


She channeled all of her vyala
into the blade, causing it to seethe and swirl with light. Torith stepped
forward instinctively, and Adesina’s sword whipped toward her enemy with
unbelievable speed and precision.


The young queen’s thoughts became
distant, as they always did when she immersed herself completely into a fight.
Her movements became more fluid and her inhibitions disappeared. This was
another reason why this technique was dangerous. It made her take risks that
she would not normally consider.


She was gaining the upper hand.


Adesina continued to fight,
completely absorbed in the moment. The rest of the battle only existed if it
affected her conflict with the Shimat warrior; otherwise it faded to the faint
background.


A strange sensation penetrated her
awareness.


Ravi was confused…and concerned.


Why? What was happening?


It didn’t matter at the moment.


Adesina drew her brows together in
a fierce scowl, giving all of her attention to her opponent. Their swords
clashed together in a quick series of attacks and counterattacks, each movement
barely discernible from the others.


The Shimat warrior was incredibly
skilled, but she did not have the same focus as Adesina. She did not have the
same level of pinpoint determination.


Adesina also had the advantage of a
flaming sword, which was—at the very least—distracting. She was not above using
that distraction to her benefit.


And as if those things were not
enough to give Adesina the advantage, the Shimat suddenly shifted her gaze and
froze in fear. Her distraction only lasted for a second, but it was more than
enough time for Adesina to finish her off. The L’avan queen made it a clean
death, ending her life with one decisive movement.


Adesina then quickly turned to see
what it was that had cost the Shimat her life.


Ruon was approaching them at a
hurried pace, with Sitara following close behind. They were still at a
distance, but the Laithur’s form was easily recognized.


That must have been the cause for
Ravi’s confusion as well.


Adesina was also confused and
concerned. Why would Ruon venture into the middle of the battle?


She shook her head and turned back
to the fight. She would ask him when he got closer, but for now there was still
much to do. K’eb and his soldiers were safely withdrawing, but she needed to
continue to cover their movements.


Adesina kicked Torith gently, and
the horse leapt onward into the fray.


There was a whisper of warning in
the back of her mind, and the soft sound of the air being disturbed.


Then the thick shaft of an arrow
shot across the field. The point struck her in the neck.


It almost seemed as though the
world stopped.


Adesina stared ahead in shock, her
eyes barely registering the black form of a Shimat in the distance, holding a
bow.


Her fingers reached upward, tracing
the arrow and feeling the gushing blood from the wound.


It is fatal. The knowledge
was in her mind immediately. I am going to die.


Ravi’s mind enveloped hers, and he
suddenly appeared by her side. He forced her to stay calm, even though her
thoughts were racing.


Adesina’s strength fled in an
instant, and she felt herself falling to the ground from her saddle.


She felt a pair of slender arms
catch her and softly lower her. She looked up into Ruon’s black eyes and felt
strangely comforted by his presence.


He must have Seen her fall in
battle, and he came to help her.


As much as he hated humans, he had
become her friend.


Ma’eve, do not give up. There is
still time to get you to a Healer.


Ravi’s face was near hers, and his
voice was strong in her mind. She wanted to speak, but she could not make any
sound.


Pain enveloped her, and her eyes
clenched shut.


Too much blood lost. She would not
make it back in time.


Do not give up.


L’iam would be so worried.
Adesina’s heart ached at the thought of what her husband would be feeling when
he heard the news.


Do not give up!


Adesina felt herself slipping away
into unconsciousness.


Another voice entered into her
mind, speaking in barely more than a whisper.


Do not give up, my child. You
still have much to do.

















Chapter Thirty-Two: Protection


 


L’iam had been in the command tent
when he heard the news that Adesina had fallen in battle. He’d dropped
everything without another thought and sprinted toward the fortified gate of
the encampment.


He was vaguely aware of voices
shouting at him, but he could not give them any of his attention. He had to get
to his wife.


L’iam arrived at the gate with only
enough breath to ask the guards if they could see the queen coming.


The foremost guard pointed to the
nearest set of tents. “She was taken to the Healers, your Majesty.”


A small portion of L’iam’s mind wondered
how she had arrived so quickly, but he did not take the time to ask for an
explanation. He set off running again, this time toward the area set aside for
the healing of wounded soldiers.


He didn’t need to ask for
directions to Adesina’s tent. A small crowd of people stood just outside the
opening. They must have only just arrived, because Healers were running to
attend to the fallen queen.


Ruon’s form was the most prominent,
and L’iam could see that Adesina was cradled in his arms. She almost looked like
a child as the Laithur held her to his body protectively.


L’iam rushed to her side, reaching
out to touch her hair. “Adesina! Adesina? Can you hear me?”


“She is resting,” said Ruon in a
voice that was tense with emotion. “She has lost a lot of blood.”


“Bring her inside,” instructed one
of the Healers.


Ruon carried Adesina into the tent,
followed closely by L’iam, Ravi, and Sitara. The tent was used for triage, and
there were several pads that lined the walls. More than half of the pads were
occupied by soldiers who had been recently wounded. The Healer indicated an
empty pad, and Ruon set Adesina down with infinite gentleness.


The Healer used her vyala to
scan Adesina’s body, gathering information on what needed healing.


L’iam found himself studying his
wife with equal urgency.


Her face was deathly pale and she
seemed thinner than he remembered. She was covered with cuts and bruises, and
there was a bloody bandage wrapped around her neck. Her breastplate and cape
had been removed, leaving her in the simple clothing that she wore underneath.
Her blouse was dirty and torn, and her pants and boots were splashed with mud.


The Healer carefully pulled back
the bandage on Adesina’s neck to reveal an arrow wound. It was still bleeding
heavily, and the removal of the bandage was like releasing a river dam. The
Healer gathered her strength and channeled it into her vyala, closing
the wound on Adesina’s neck into an angry red scar.


The Healer was clearly exhausted
from her effort and sat back with a sigh. “She has lost so much blood,” she
whispered. “I do not know if her body can recover, even with my healing.”


“Are you saying she is…” L’iam
couldn’t bring himself to speak the words.


“She will not die,” Sitara asserted
softly.


“How do you know that?” asked L’iam
with desperation in his voice.


“She is Immortal,” answered Sitara,
looking surprised by his reaction. “It would take much more than a mere arrow
to destroy her body.”


L’iam’s heart leapt with wild hope.



“Immortals can be wounded under the
right circumstances,” explained the Serraf, “but our bodies were designed to
heal rapidly. An Immortal’s body must be mostly destroyed in order for us to
‘die,’ as you would say, and doing so is no small task. It takes a huge amount
of vyala to destroy an Immortal’s body.”


“Are you telling me that there was
no need to heal her?” asked the Healer incredulously.


Sitara smiled at the young woman.
“Your sacrifice was not wasted. The queen will recover much faster than she
would have otherwise. I would think that she will be back on her feet by
tomorrow.”


The Healer nodded and stood. “I
will arrange for a private tent where she can rest.”


L’iam felt strangely empty when his
worry for Adesina’s life drained out of him. He looked at Ruon and suddenly
felt that emptiness filling with anger. “Why did you not tell me that she would
be wounded?” he asked accusingly.


The Laithur was seated next to
Adesina and barely spared him a glance. “I am not your personal oracle, L’avan
King.”


“You knew she was going to be
hurt,” L’iam’s voice grew steadily louder, “so why did you not say something
before you left to rescue her?”


Ruon turned his small black eyes on
the man standing over him. His tone was bordered on scorn. “I did not enter the
battlefield to prevent Adesina from being injured. As Sitara explained, there
would have been no point. She was not going to die from a wound such as this.”


“Then why did you bother?” demanded
the young king.


“Because Cha-sak has ordered her to
be captured at all costs, and the wound would have left her vulnerable to be
taken by the Shimat.”


L’iam’s face blanched at this
revelation. “How long have you known this?”


Ruon’s flat features twisted with
condescension. “Any true military leader knows the value is depriving an enemy
of leadership.”


The L’avan shook his head. “No, you
know that Cha-sak gave that order. How long ago did you have that
vision?”


“Cha-sak issued the order as soon
as he knew that Adesina was the Threshold Child.”


Adesina had told L’iam about her
Dream with Cha-sak and how she had needed to create a mental barrier to protect
herself. That had been quite a while ago, and L’iam felt his face flush as his
anger grew.


“You should have warned us,” L’iam
said in a low voice.


“Warned you that there was danger in
going up against a demon such as Cha-sak?” sniffed Ruon in derision. “I would
think that an obvious fact.”


“I could have done more to keep her
safe,” snapped L’iam.


Ruon shook his head. “Adesina has
all possible protections short of hiding her away.”


“Such as what?”


Ruon gave L’iam a measured look.
“She has me, does she not? Have I not done a great deal to keep her safe?”


That brought L’iam’s anger to a
halt. He looked at the Laithur as he sat protectively next to the sleeping
Adesina, and an unexpected realization came to him.


Ruon only joined the battle if
Adesina was directly involved.


The Laithur often stood aloof,
disdaining to become a part of the “human struggle” with Cha-sak, but he never
refused to help if Adesina truly needed it.


“You have protected her,” admitted
L’iam softly, “and for that I am deeply grateful.”


Ruon seemed satisfied, and he
turned his gaze back to the young queen. “Go back to your duties, L’iam. She
will awake with the dawn.”


L’iam hated leaving her side, but
he knew that there was nothing he could do. He nodded reluctantly, resolving to
be the first face that she saw when she opened her eyes. “I will be back just
before dawn, then.”


“Yes, you will,” stated Ruon, as if
it were already a fact.


L’iam cast one last lingering gaze
on his beloved wife and then walked out of the triage tent, returning to the
ghastly business of directing a war.


 


***


 


Night had fallen on the camp.


There were only brief periods of
time when the Shimat and their mercenaries returned to their own camp to rest.
The Seharans and L’avan had moved their tents closer to the battlefield, away
from the fortified camp where the Healers and the highest leaders remained.
That allowed the soldiers to get as much sleep as possible before the fighting
began again.


The lack of soldiers made the
fortified camp seem strangely deserted. The Healers quietly went about their
duties, but there was little other movement.


Even if the sentries had known
where to look, they would not have seen the black-clothed figure slinking through
the shadows.


The figure wore the uniform of a
Shimat assassin, with one vital difference. Pinned to the crown of his hooded
head was a thin circlet made from reddish metal. It was a circlet—so the Shimat
had been told—that made the wearer practically invisible.


Even with such a talisman at his
disposal, the Shimat moved carefully. He ran in a crouch, keeping to the
perimeter of the camp.


It wasn’t long before he reached
his destination. 


The large tent was made from a
sturdy blue fabric, making it stand out from the brown of the other tents. The
Shimat approached without making a sound, listening carefully to the voices
inside.


“…think I will go stay by Adesina
tonight. She may not wake until morning, but it will comfort me to be by
her,” said the voice of a young man.


The voice of a woman replied. “Ruon
seemed very adamant that I leave, so he may send you away as well. Ravi was
arguing with him when I left, and I do not know if he was successful.”


“She is my wife,” said the first
voice. “Ruon does not have the right to keep me away.”


“If you are able to convince him,”
said a third voice, “I would like to join you. I may not have the chance to see
her before I return to the battlefield.”


The Shimat frowned at this
information. The primary object of his mission required him to locate the
L’avan queen. It would take him time to do so, if she was not in the command
tent.


After a moment of consideration,
the Shimat determined that this change of plans was for the best. Based on what
he had learned about the current occupants of the tent, he could complete the
second part of his mission. In fact, it would probably work out better to
complete the second task before finding the queen.


The Shimat drew a pair of long
knives from his belt and prepared himself.


 


***


 


“If you are able to convince him,”
said Me’shan, who was sitting near the back of the command tent, “I would like
to join you. I may not have the chance to see her before I return to the
battlefield.”


“Of course,” L’iam responded.


“I wish both of you luck,” said
Sitara with a smile on her face. “For now, I must also bid you goodnight. I can
sense that Riel needs me, and I should not keep her waiting. She has had a
trying day.”


L’iam returned her well wishes and
watched as the Serraf strolled out of the tent. Then he stood up and stretched.
His muscles were stiff from standing at the table of maps for so long.


“Well, I think it is safe for us to
leave, too. There should not be any more reports until morning. I will visit
some of the wounded soldiers on my way to see Adesina. Would you like to join
me for that?”


Me’shan didn’t answer. He was
staring at the tent opening with a puzzled expression.


“What is it?” asked L’iam.


His father-in-law continued to
frown. “I thought I saw something…”


L’iam felt his spine tingle in
warning and his vyala flared to life out of instinct. His vision became
tinted with a pale green light, and he suddenly saw a figure in the tent that
had been invisible to him before.


A figure posed to strike at
Me’shan.


L’iam gave an inarticulate cry and
lashed out with his vyala. His reaction had been to drain the energy of
the attacker, rendering him unconscious. However, when the beam of vyala
reached the masked man, it bent around him and left him untouched.


Me’shan was unable to see the attacker,
but he knew enough from L’iam’s reaction to surmise what was happening. He
ducked low to the ground and moved from where he was sitting, trying to get out
of harm’s way.


The Shimat—L’iam recognized the
uniform—was undeterred by the sudden movement of his target. He simply shifted
his footing and followed through with the downward slash of his long knife.


L’iam leapt forward to tackle the
man. The young king was currently unarmed, but he had to do something. He tried
once more to use his vyala on the assassin, but it bent around him as
before.


L’iam grabbed at the attacker’s
head in an attempt to limit the man’s movements, but all he succeeded in doing
was wrenching free a thin metal circlet that was pinned to the hood of the
Shimat.


The assassin suddenly became
visible without the need for L’iam’s enhanced vision.


In a brief moment of distraction,
the tent flap was pushed aside and a dark young man walked in.


“Your Majesty, I…”


L’iam made another grab for the
Shimat’s knife. “Savir, watch out!”


The Henka warrior took in the
situation with a glance, and he immediately took a defensive stance. He drew
the dagger that was always at his waist and rushed forward.


The Shimat had a thin blade tucked
between his fingers, and it became exposed when he balled his hand into a fist.
He punched L’iam in the side, and the blade pierced L’iam’s skin. The L’avan
king stumbled with a cry of pain. Then the Shimat whipped around to meet
Savir’s attack.


Savir was a warrior of the desert.
He had been raised to survive, no matter the situation. L’iam watched as the
young man boldly slashed at the Shimat with his dagger, causing the assassin to
take a step backward in surprise.


Savir pressed his advantage. He
gave a bloodcurdling yell as he attacked, not giving the Shimat the opportunity
to do anything but defend himself.


The Henka was fast—much faster than
anyone L’iam had ever met. The Shimat was clearly unprepared to meet such a
formidable foe. Even so, it only took a moment for the Shimat to adjust to his
new opponent.


The blades of the two warriors
flashed back and forth so quickly that L’iam had a hard time following them.
The young king found himself almost hypnotized by the movement and shook his
head to jog himself back to reality.


He needed to help Savir.


The Henka warrior was very skilled,
but the Shimat had both skill and experience. The fight would not remain
balanced for long.


L’iam looked at the circlet in his
hand and frowned. When he had pulled it from the Shimat’s head, the assassin
had become visible. Was it also the reason his vyala had not been able
to touch him?


L’iam tried one more time to drain
the energy of the Shimat attacker. This time it did not bend around him, but it
did not render him unconscious either. L’iam could tell that his attack was
only a shadow of what it should have been, and he could not understand why.


The Shimat dropped to one knee
unexpectedly. His widened eyes seemed to say that he had not planned on L’avan
magic being a problem for him. Savir’s blade sped toward the Shimat’s heart, and
the assassin was only just able to deflect it. The cold metal still pierced the
Shimat’s chest, but the blow was not immediately fatal.


Savir was about to attack again,
but he did not get the chance.


The Shimat drove his knife into
Savir’s lunging leg and then turned and fled from the tent. L’iam was about to
run after him, but the sound of a quiet moan brought him up short.


Me’shan lay on the ground in a pool
of blood.


L’iam clutched his own wounded side
as he hurried to kneel beside his father-in-law. Me’shan had not escaped that
first, deadly blow of the Shimat’s blade. Blood flowed from between Me’shan’s
fingers, which were pressed against his throat.


“Guards,” shouted L’iam in panic
and desperation. “Healers! Anybody!”


Savir dragged himself over to try
and help stop the flow of blood from Me’shan’s neck. The Henka’s face was grave
as he pressed his hands over Me’shan’s.


Me’shan’s lips began to move, but
no sound came out. L’iam leaned forward, his eyes filling with tears.


The man’s words were barely a whisper.


“E’rian…has…come…for…me…”


With a smile on his pale lips,
Me’shan closed his eyes and let out his last breath with a sigh.


 


***


 


The Shimat ran through the camp,
keeping to the perimeter and avoiding any source of light.


He could feel his life ebbing from
him, no matter how hard he tried to staunch the flow of blood from his chest
wound.


There was just one last thing that
he had to do before he died.


He could have escaped the L’avan
camp and gotten back to his fellow Shimat in time to receive healing. He might
have even survived. Maybe. However, the Shimat knew that there would be no
point in returning to Cha-sak without doing everything in his power to
accomplish his mission.


The demon did not look kindly on
failure.


So, the Shimat ran on. Based on the
information he had gathered, he could assume that the L’avan queen was in one
of the Healers’ tents. It did not take him long to reach that part of the camp,
and it was not difficult to identify which tent belonged to the queen. L’avan
guards had been posted at the entrance.


The Shimat’s heart took on a
sputtering rhythm, and he slowed to a stop. His body was betraying him. He
still had one thing to do before he could allow it to give up.


The Shimat approached the tent
silently, watching the L’avan guards with a sense of disgust.


The fools.


In a tent, every wall was a
potential entrance. They could not protect their queen by simply standing by
the opening.


He was breathing heavier now. He
struggled to keep all sound to a minimum, but it was difficult when the air
seemed to be escaping his lungs.


The Shimat used his remaining knife
to quietly slice through the fabric at the back of the tent. He gently parted
the wall and looked carefully for any sign of a guard or Healer within the
interior.


A dimmed lamp sat on a stool near
the entrance, but the tent was empty save the form of the queen on a padded
cot.


The Shimat slipped into the tent
and raised his knife. He silently approached the sleeping figure and stood over
her with a sense of satisfaction.


He had been sent to kidnap the
L’avan queen and to return her to Cha-sak, but the demon lord had said that
killing her would be the next best thing. Perhaps the Shimat would have been
more successful in kidnapping her if he had decided to ignore the second part
of his orders—to kill her family.


The Shimat had thought that killing
the husband and the father would be easy, and then in the chaos that followed
he could have carried off the queen with no interruptions.


Well, even the best of plans meant
nothing once they were put into action.


The Shimat paused and frowned.


Something was wrong.


He flipped back the blanket that
covered the cot, and bit back a curse.


The cot held nothing more than a
rolled up pad.


Some unseen force knocked him to
the ground, causing the pain in his chest to soar to unbearable levels. The
Shimat could feel himself starting to black out, and he desperately hoped that
he died from blood loss before they could take him prisoner.


“You were right,” said a deep voice
standing over him.


“Of course I was right,” hissed
another voice that was strangely sibilant. “I am never wrong, Rashad.”


“As soon as we dispatch of the
assassin, we can return Adesina to the care of the Healers.”


“Yes,” said the second voice, “she
will be safe now.”


The Shimat didn’t know how they
could have possibly known that he would be there, but he supposed it did not
matter. He had failed Lord Cha-sak, and his life was forfeit.


The demon would just have to find
another way to get what he wanted.

















Chapter Thirty-Three: A Bitter Heart


 


Adesina slowly opened her eyes.


At first she wasn’t certain where
she was, and she half-sat up in alarm. Then she spotted Ruon sitting next to
her and her heart stopped racing.


“Do not be afraid,” the Laithur
said softly. “You are safe.”


Adesina relaxed back against the
cot. “What happened?”


Ruon’s eyes were filled with
meaning, but he said very little. “You were injured.”


Memories flooded into Adesina mind.
“I was shot with an arrow.”


The Laithur nodded his oval head.


She reached up and felt her neck.
There was no bandage and no sign of any sort of wound. “Was I healed?”


Ruon nodded again.


Adesina looked at him intently.
“You were there to save me.”


His glittering eyes turned downward
at his clasped hands. “I merely arranged for you to be brought back to camp.”


She shook her head stubbornly. “I
saw you before I was wounded. Why were you on the battlefield?”


“I Saw you being injured,” he
stated calmly. “I had to protect you.”


A wry smile crossed her face. “It
would seem that you arrived too late.”


“No,” Ruon disagreed, “I arrived in
plenty of time.”


Adesina frowned in confusion. “What
do you mean?”


The Laithur sighed in irritation.
“I dislike repeating myself, and I already explained this once. You are
Immortal. A simple thing such as an arrow would not have any real effect on
you. I was there to protect you from being taken by Cha-sak’s followers.”


Adesina felt a chill run through
her. “The Shimat were going to capture me?”


“They would be fools if they did
not try,” responded Ruon. “You are the single most important person in the
world right now. If Cha-sak were to get his hands on the Threshold Child…”


He trailed off, leaving the rest to
her imagination.


Adesina understood completely. It
would be beyond a disaster if she were to be captured by the demon and his
followers.


“Thank you,” she said softly and
sincerely. 


Ruon shrugged his slender
shoulders. “I do it out of self-interest. You are needed to restore balance to
the world.”


“You did not do it to save
humankind?” she asked teasingly.


Ruon did not smile. Instead, his
expression darkened.


“No.”


Adesina grew more serious. “Why do
you hate them so?”


A slow hiss escaped the Laithur,
and for several moments it seemed that he would not answer her question.
Finally, he lifted one of his lithe hands and pointed to the slight bulge in
the middle of his forehead.


“Do you see this?”


Adesina nodded.


“The Laithur were not born with
this,” Ruon explained. “It was a gift given to us by the Seer.”


The young queen’s brow furrowed.
“What is it?”


“It is sometimes called the Third
Eye or the Seer Stone. It is a special talisman that was planted directly into
our heads by the Seer. It is what allows us to connect to Him and See the
future.”


Adesina found herself staring at
the Laithur in fascination. “How does that work?”


Ruon gave a small smile at her
obvious interest. “It simply does, and that is all you need to know.”


“Why are you telling me this?” she
inquired.


Ruon continued his narrative,
ignoring her question. “Several centuries ago, it was discovered that the Seer
Stone could be used by others to see into the future as well. I do not know how
this was learned or who was the first to learn it, but the nature of the Seer
Stone became widely known.”


“How would that be possible?” asked
Adesina in confusion.


“It is only possible,” replied Ruon
with a voice that was heavy with bitterness, “if the Seer Stone is removed from
the head of a Laithur. Mortals could then gaze into the Stone themselves and
seek to understand.”


A sickening sensation spread
through Adesina’s chest. “Do the Laithur…survive…the process?”


“No.”


The word was laden with pain and
grief that had hardened into hatred.


Ruon cleared his throat and went
on. “Humans began hunting the Laithur in order to obtain Seer Stones. They
practically sold their souls so they could gain the power necessary to capture
my brothers and sisters and slaughter them.”


Adesina was completely speechless.
She stared at Ruon with sorrow in her eyes, wishing she could say something to
comfort him.


His small black eyes were fixed on
some point at the other side of the tent. It was almost as if he had forgotten
that she was there. “That was when the Laithur turned from the Light. If the
Light could be so concerned with protecting and prospering such selfish and
violent creatures as humans, then it is better to be an ally of the Dark.”


Adesina reached over and placed her
hand on his. “Ruon, you cannot blame all of humankind for the choices of that
one group. Yes, humans are flawed and some of them choose to embrace evil, but
there are also those who devote their lives to doing good.”


Ruon snorted softly. “You sound
like Sitara.”


The young queen sat up on her cot,
bringing her face level with the Laithur’s. “The difference is that I know what
it is like to be a human,” she said deliberately.


This statement finally brought
Ruon’s eyes to her face, and she could see that she had his attention.


“The L’avan are a uniquely
fortunate people. They have historical accounts and their faith to guide them
and give them a sense of purpose. They know who they are, and that is a great
gift.”


Adesina could see that Ruon was
about to interrupt, and she spoke over him.


“But I was not raised by the
L’avan.”


The Laithur quieted his objection
and waited for her to go on.


“I was raised by the Shimat
organization, which is run by means of lies and murder and corruption. I did
not always know the true purpose of the Shimat, but that amount of darkness
cannot leave any participant untouched. Ravi or L’iam or E’nes can tell you how
difficult it was for me to face the truth, but they helped me to understand
that although I had been raised and taught by those who embraced evil, that did
not mean that I was evil. I still had a choice, and I chose the Light.”


Ruon gave a small, stubborn smile.
“You are the Threshold Child. I daresay that your experiences are different
than the average human’s.”


Adesina shook her head. “I honestly
do not think that they are. Every person—human or not—will find themselves
faced with the choices that will either lead them to do good or evil. The form
those choices take will vary from person to person, but the choices are always
there.”


There was a brief pause before she
went on.


“I chose to find my way to the
Light, and it was not an easy journey. I often feel that I am still
struggling to break free from my Shimat teachings.” Adesina looked at Ruon
intently. “I believe that I am exactly like the average human. More
importantly, I believe that the large majority of humans choose to seek after
good rather than evil.”


Ruon was silent for several moments
as he considered her words.


“You have given me much to think
about,” he said as he got to his feet. “Perhaps we can continue this discussion
after I come to some conclusions.”


Without another word, he walked out
of the tent, leaving Adesina with a mixture of emotions. She finally understood
Ruon’s bitterness toward the human race, and her heart ached when she thought
of the events that had caused him to turn from the Light. Even so, she felt a
ray of hope that the Laithur would not always be lost in the Darkness.


Adesina was not alone with her
thoughts for long. Ravi and L’iam ducked through the opening of the tent less
than a minute after Ruon left. Adesina gave them a wide smile, happy to see
them. They tried to smile in return, but tears filled both sets of eyes.


Adesina’s smile faded as a chill
passed over her heart. Something terrible had happened while she slept.


 


***


 


There was no funeral for Me’shan.


Not yet, at least. There would be a
memorial service for all the soldiers who had fallen, but they had to win the
war first.


His body was cremated, along with
the others who had been killed that day. There were just too many of them to be
buried, and there was nowhere to store the bodies until they could be taken
back home.


Adesina watched the flames of the
pyres climb higher and higher into the sky. It was as if they were reaching for
heaven.


L’iam had spoken a few words, as he
always did before the fires were lit each night, and those who had attended had
said their farewells and left. Ri’sel had lingered a bit longer, looking lost
without his older brother. Eventually, he also turned and walked away.


Now Adesina stood alone, save for
Ravi and L’iam. Even they gave her some distance, respecting her need to mourn.


She knew that death wasn’t the end.
After all, she had had countless conversations with her mother, who had died on
the day Adesina was born. Even so, Adesina’s heart was heavy with sorrow that
she would not see her father every day as she used to.


With her Dreams barred from
invasion from Cha-sak, Adesina would not have a chance to talk to her father
until after the demon had been defeated.


She would not have the chance to
say goodbye.


Tears streamed down her cheeks, and
her shoulders began to shake. Me’shan had been a source of guidance and love
from the moment she had met him. He had never acted like they were strangers,
and so she had never felt that way. It had been as if they were simply picking
up from where they left off, rather than starting from the beginning.


Other thoughts began to creep into
her mind, and she resented their presence.


Adesina was not only a daughter.
She was also a queen. Me’shan had been an important military leader, and now he
was gone. It would be difficult to find someone to take his place.


She hated herself for thinking of
such things, but she knew that it had to be done. She could take more time to
mourn when the war with Cha-sak was over. For now, there was work to do.


“L’iam?”


Her husband closed the few steps
between them so he could stand by her side. “Yes, my love?”


“We can go now. I am ready to
return to my duties.”


L’iam took her hand gently. “There
is no rush. You can take an evening for yourself.”


She smiled up at him, her heart
swelling with love for his patience and understanding. “Thank you, but I cannot.
Cha-sak is certainly not resting, and we have much to do before morning.”


Ravi joined them. “The others are
waiting in the command tent.”


Adesina nodded and turned away from
the flames of the pyre.

















Chapter Thirty-Four: A Perilous Position


 


The morning dawned as it always
did, and yet Adesina wondered how it could be so. It felt as though so much had
changed over the past couple of days, and so why could the dawn not change as
well?


Torith shifted beneath her, as if
he were impatient to gallop into battle once more. Adesina was glad that he had
been given some time to rest while she recovered. She did not want him too
tired to be an effective mount for the leader of the cavalry.


Ri’sel sat on his horse next to
Adesina, steadfast and silent. He had been called to take Me’shan’s place as
Chief Protector General. His eyes looked weary with sorrow, but there was no
sign of defeat in his stance. He had always been a warrior, and nothing could
change his fighting spirit.


Me’da had also joined the fight as
one of the leaders of the infantry. She was sixty-eight years old, but her
energy was in no way diminished. She had not seemed reluctant to set aside her
retirement in order to fight for her king and country. Experienced military
leaders were scarce, and Adesina was grateful for her help.


Equally important was the fact that
the L’avan people had great faith in Me’da’s abilities. Me’da was something of
a legend to the young soldiers, and they would follow her with enthusiasm.
Morale was low these days, and that enthusiasm was vital.


Z’eki had seemed disappointed that
he was not able to ride into battle as well. He had offered to fill one of the
many empty leadership positions, but he had known the answer as he spoke. He
was well into his nineties, and his physical age could not be counterbalanced
by his energetic personality.


L’iam and Hestia had also
considered joining the fight, but Adesina had led the arguments against that.
Even with fewer leaders on the field, it was important to continue with the
practice of keeping one L’avan royal safe while the other fought. As for
Hestia, she was more valuable as an advisor to L’iam than as a soldier.


Adesina used her vyala to
enhance her vision, and she turned her gaze to the Shimat and their
mercenaries. She could see the Shimat leaders riding among the hired soldiers,
issuing commands or simply waiting for the order to advance. She did not see
Breyen, and this caused her to frown. It had been a while since Adesina’s
former Shar had been spotted among the Shimat, and she wondered why that was.


The call of dissonant horns sounded
from the Shimat stationed by Cha-sak’s tent. The demon was signaling his army
to go forward.


The Shimat and mercenaries began
marching as soon as they heard the horns. They had stopped using their archers
as an opening attack. The L’avan always turned the arrows back to their source,
so the Shimat did their best to distract the L’avan enough so that the archers
could become effective.


The Seharan archers did not have
such difficulties, and they waited for the approach of the enemy so they could
begin their task.


There was a small disturbance among
the ranks as Ruon, Sitara, and Riel made their way to the front. Adesina looked
at them with a furrowed brow. Their presence meant that Cha-sak would be
attacking directly.


Ruon glanced at her with a strange
expression on his face. “Brace yourself,” he cautioned. “It seems the Demon
Lord of the Shimat is displeased with your return to the battlefield.”


The Laithur nodded to Sitara, who
immediately closed her eyes in concentration. Riel did the same, and Adesina
assumed this was because they were working together through their Joining.


The air took on a golden hue,
almost as if the sun were setting. The L’avan and Seharan soldiers began to
murmur amongst themselves, wondering at the change.


Then, without warning, the sky
exploded.


The clouds were consumed by fire,
and the roar of the flames was deafening. Adesina’s nostrils filled with the
scent of ozone, as if there had been a lightning strike.


Cries of fear escaped almost every
throat, and Adesina did her best to regain her composure. She shouted words of
encouragement to those around her, trying to keep control of the frightened
soldiers.


Sitara’s hands were extended above
her head and beads of sweat formed at her brow. In spite of the noise and fire,
no one had been harmed by the explosion. Adesina knew that was because of the
protection of the Serraf.


Ri’sel had only temporarily been
distracted by Cha-sak’s attack, and his eyes were fixed firmly on the advancing
Shimat force. He called for order among the ranks, and he soon had it. Then he
issued the command for the archers to begin firing.


Adesina knew that the cavalry would
be sent forward next, and she gathered up Torith’s reins.


“Steady,” she called to the other
members of the cavalry.


Ravi and the other Rashad were in
position to accompany the mounted attack force. Adesina looked at her guardian
and felt a surge of affection.


Had there ever been a time when the
Rashad were not the faithful allies of the L’avan?


Ravi’s thoughts seemed surprised by
her musing.


Of course not. Our entire
purpose is to assist and protect you.


Adesina smiled sadly. So many
Rashad have died fighting in this war between the L’avan and the Shimat, yet
you act as though this fight is yours as well.


Ravi’s response was solemn. This
war is everyone’s responsibility, even if they do not realize it.


Another deafening explosion rocked
the earth.


Adesina cast a worried glance at
Sitara. The Serraf looked even more strained than before. If Cha-sak continued
to attack with such force, Adesina would need to help protect the soldiers from
being wiped out.


Arrows from the Seharan archers
sang through the air, and the first blood of the day was spilled.


“Queen Adesina, Ravi,” called
Ri’sel, “break those front lines.”


“Cavalry forward,” shouted Adesina
as she heeled Torith into a gallop.


The thunder of hundreds of hooves
striking against the ground filled Adesina’s head. She drew Falcon and let it
swirl with the light of her vyala. The Rashad leapt forward in graceful
bounds, easily keeping pace with the horses. Ravi led his people in a series of
roars that undoubtedly chilled the blood of their enemies.


Adesina expected the Shimat
mercenaries to meet them with pikes, as was usual when defending against
cavalry. However, not a pike could be seen as Adesina rode closer.


Her instincts screamed a warning,
and her vyala flared up in response.


The front lines of the mercenaries
dropped to their knees, revealing rows of archers standing behind. Waves of
arrows were loosed, aimed directly at the advancing cavalry and Rashad.


Adesina’s vyala threw up a
wall of fire, like a shield before them as they rode. The arrows were burned as
they shot through, but small pieces of flaming embers peppered the exposed skin
of the riders at the front of the attack force. Adesina lifted her arm to
protect her face and gritted her teeth against the pain of dozens of small
burns.


The mercenaries were rushing to
reform their ranks and bring the pikes to the front once more. They were not
fast enough to slow Adesina and her soldiers as they bore down on them.


The galloping horses of the L’avan
and Seharan cavalry broke through the first lines of the Shimat mercenaries,
raining destruction upon their heads. The infantry followed close behind,
taking advantage of the chaos that Adesina left in her wake.


 


***


 


A young Seharan farmer stood atop a
hill to the northeast of the battlefield. He clutched his bow in one hand and
nocked an arrow with the other. The men and women around him did the same.


He had never been a soldier before.
He had never seen anything beyond the occasional brawl between angry villagers.
The sheer scale of the battle filled him with unrestrained fear.


He had trained with all of the
other volunteers, and had learned basic swordsmanship and hand-to-hand combat.
The farmer had only volunteered because his brothers had, and he had not wanted
to seem like a coward.


When they had called for soldiers
to join the archers, he had jumped at the opportunity. He was not as skilled
with the bow as others from his village, but it was the chance to stay safe
from the fighting while still doing his part.


The farmer had soon discovered that
it didn’t matter that he was not as skilled a marksman as others. More often
than not, he simply had to shoot his arrows into the oncoming enemy hoard and
he was bound to hit somebody.


The young farmer heard the shout of
his commander, and he raised his drawn bow into the air. He calculated the
angle needed for the arrows to travel the desired distance, and then he waited
for the next order. The commander shouted again, and all the arrows were
loosed.


They had aimed for the back ranks
of the enemy army, a safe distance from their own soldiers. It was difficult to
see how much damage had been caused, but that didn’t really matter to the
farmer. He simply nocked another arrow and waited for the command to fire.


The hill on which they stood was
directly east of the set of hills where the main Seharan and L’avan armies
began each day. A river ran along the eastern side of the archers and down past
the battlefield. The river protected the eastern flank of the Seharan army from
the Shimat mercenaries, which was vital to their continued survival.


The command came for the farmer to
fire his bow once more. He took aim and loosed his arrow, once again feeling
grateful that he was not down among the fighting and carnage like his brothers.


He knew very little about war,
especially when it came to strategies and tactics. He watched the movements of
the different groups with a sense of curiosity, but with no understanding of
what he was seeing. 


He saw the famous L’avan queen
riding on her powerful black stallion and leading the rest of the cavalry to
attack a group of Shimat mercenaries that had been separated from the rest of
the main army. He could see flashes of light as she used her magic to defend
her soldiers.


The sky still occasionally shook
with the explosive attacks from the demon that led the Shimat army. The magical
creatures that the L’avan queen had brought with her stood on the hills next to
the archers and cast the protective spells that preserved their lives.


Another volley of arrows was sent
into the enemy ranks.


The young farmer was tired from the
pace that had been forced upon them over the past few weeks. They had very
little sleep and nothing but cold rations to eat. The archers spent each day
firing arrows toward their enemies and each night gathering up all the arrows
they could find that could be used again.


Even so, the farmer was somewhat
content with his lot. He was almost certain to survive this war, and then he
would forever be viewed as a hero. He would have the praise of his fellow
villagers, and his father would surely give him some land to farm on his own.
Perhaps those girls on the next farm over would finally start paying attention
to him.


Somewhere from the back of the
archers, a shout rang out.


The farmer started to aim his bow
once more, but then he realized the shout had not come from the commander.


More cries followed, becoming
panicked or filled with pain.


The young farmer’s eyes darted past
the men and women standing behind him. What was happening?


Then he saw them.


Figures clothed in black, with all
but their eyes covered. They moved with a deadly grace as they swung their
weapons and ended lives.


They were coming toward him.


The farmer dropped his bow and
started to run.


How had they gotten there? The archers
were protected at their rear by the river!


The river…


His eyes turned instinctively
toward the flowing body of water, and he saw even more black figures emerging
from its depths.


A throwing knife whistled through
the air and struck the farmer in his lower back, causing him to collapse
midstride. He screamed in pain but frantically tried to keep moving, pulling
himself forward with his arms.


He couldn’t die here. The archers
were supposed to be safe. They were supposed to be protected.


The farmer could hear the quiet
tread of boots approaching him, and he knew that his life was coming to an end.


He wanted to plead for mercy, but
the words stuck in his throat.


It wouldn’t have saved him anyway.


 


***


 


Leander was the son of the leader
of the Ojuri. He had been taught from an early age how to inspire the
confidence of followers, to lead through example, to settle conflicts, to put
the needs of others before his own. His mother had known that he would need
these skills, but she had not imagined how they would someday be used.


He hadn’t, either.


The young man raised his axe and
brought it down with all of his strength. He had been offered a sword when he
had joined the ranks of volunteers as they began their military training, but
the weapon had made him uncomfortable. Leander was familiar with the axe, and
had used it ever since he was old enough to gather and chop firewood.


He pretended he was chopping wood
now, even though he knew he was in the midst of battle.


Leander had never been friendly as
a child. He was quiet and reserved, like his father had been. Then, as he had
been faced with the harsh realities of his position as an outcast from society,
he had grown hard and distant.


If an angry villager could maim a
child with a flaming brand for no other reason than that child’s social status,
then Leander was more than happy to have nothing to do with society as a whole.


Leander brought his axe down again,
and his eyes strayed to the young men who followed him.


He knew that they were all from
different villages in Sehar—he had learned much about them over the past couple
of days. They had whispered in the dark of the night while waiting for sleep,
talking about their homes and their loved ones.


Leander knew that these young men
were among those he had sworn to shun.


And yet…


They were so frightened. They were
so young. He had stepped in as their leader, and they had all drawn near to him
with a sense of desperation. They knew that Leander was a member of the
Northern Tribes, but they had been eager to accept him and to follow him.


He had spent the last few days
doing everything in his power to guide them and protect them, and he had won
their unwavering loyalty. They looked up to him as though he were some sort of
mighty hero, even though he insisted that he was nothing more than an Ojuri.


In return for their loyalty and
admiration, Leander had begun to feel a deep sense of responsibility for the
young men. His hardness toward them had disappeared, and he knew that he would
do anything on their behalf.


Leander rushed forward and swung
his axe, protecting one of his soldiers from an attack from behind.


“Thank you, Captain,” said the
young man, breathing heavily.


Leander nodded and went on with the
battle. The young man’s name was Jon. He came from a village just south of
Alahn, and his father was a fisherman. He had six younger sisters and a brother
that was only seven years old. Jon’s father had wanted to volunteer to fight
for the newly proclaimed Queen of Sehar, but his leg had been injured in an
accident. Jon had promised his father that he would fight in his stead.


Leander knew such things about each
of his soldiers, and their names were etched in his mind.


He could not let them down.


Leander and his soldiers were along
the western flank, where the battle was not so fierce. Even so, they were
seeing their fair share of fighting. Leander raised his axe to fend off a blow
from one of the enemy mercenaries, and another one of his soldiers stepped in
to attack the mercenary from behind.


That soldier’s name was Cort. He
had come from Tanar with his father and older brother. His father was a city
guard and his brother had been training to be the same, so they were both with
the main army at the center of the battle. Cort had been training with the
scholars, so his experience with a sword had been limited. Even so, he had
wanted to join the fight against the Scepter of Cha-sak.


The names and stories of each
soldier passed through Leander’s mind as he moved through the battlefield. Each
young man had so much to live for, and yet they had all chosen to come and join
the fight.


It filled Leander with hope for
what Sehar could become.


A cry of alarm sounded from the
west, and Leander began to run toward the soldiers that were fighting there. He
wasn’t certain what was happening, but he knew that they would rely on him to
lead them through any crisis.


Leander skidded to a halt as he
topped a slight rise.


The entire western flank of the
Seharan and L’avan army was being overrun by Shimat mercenaries.


Leander didn’t know how they had
suddenly become surrounded, but he and his soldiers were in a very dangerous
position. He lifted his axe in the air and shouted for his men to rally to him.


He saw the golden form of the
Rashad messenger rush away, taking a report of their situation to the L’avan
King and his mother.


Leander set his jaw in
determination. It would only be a matter of time before help would be sent
their way. They only had to stay strong until it arrived.


“To me,” he shouted once more,
standing like a beacon for his inexperienced soldiers.


They were hopelessly outnumbered,
but Leander did his best to look confident. They only had to last until
reinforcements arrived.

















Chapter Thirty-Five: Surrounded


 


L’iam was ready to shout in
frustration. Cha-sak’s unrelenting attacks kept Ruon, Sitara, and Riel
completely occupied, preventing them from helping elsewhere in the battle, and
made it impossible for Savir to safely fly above the battlefield and get an
accurate view of what was happening.


How could he plan the battle and
protect his soldiers if he couldn’t see what was happening? Adesina could be in
danger at that very moment, and he would simply have to wait for the Rashad
messengers to report back.


L’iam knew that none of this was
the fault of his subordinates, but he felt like taking his anger out on them
anyway. 


One of the lessons that his father
had taught him flashed through his mind. L’iam could picture King L’unn leaning
over his two sons as they studied the history of warfare together.


A good leader is not ruled by
emotion, and a good man is not without emotion. You must always seek for
balance, and remember that your people are relying on you to be the best you
can be.


L’iam had always been guided by his
father, and he let the memory of those words direct him now. He took a deep
breath in an effort to calm himself.


“Are there any new reports from the
battlefield?” he asked Savir, who was now in charge of consolidating
information.


Savir was about to shake his head
when Rissa burst into the tent, panting heavily. Savir hurried over to the
slender Rashad and spoke to her in a quiet voice. Before they were finished
conversing, another Rashad appeared with an equally urgent expression on his
face.


L’iam wanted to question the
messengers himself, but he stayed where he was. He knew he had to delegate
responsibilities, and he had asked Savir to help with gathering information. He
would not insult the Henka warrior by taking over.


Z’eki started giving him a report
from the Healers, discussing the number of wounded and the supplies that were
needed. L’iam did his best to focus on what the man was saying.


Savir suddenly leapt to his feet
and rushed to the table where the map of the battlefield was spread. He moved
the tokens that represented different groups, speaking hurriedly as he did so.


“Please forgive my interruption,
Elder Z’eki, but I am afraid this cannot wait.”


Z’eki nodded in understanding and
waited to hear what the young desert warrior had to say.


“The demon Cha-sak has sent a force
up along these trees and they have attacked our western flank.”


“How large is the force?”
questioned L’iam urgently.


Savir shook his head. “We are still
waiting for that information. All Rissa said was that they were greatly
outnumbered.”


Hestia, who was standing across the
table from L’iam, grew noticeably pale at this news. Her son was leading one of
the groups of soldiers along the western flank.


“That is not all,” continued Savir.
“Another force composed completely of Shimat assassins swam up the river and
slaughtered our archers. They are now moving into position to attack our
eastern flank from behind.”


A feeling of dread shot through
L’iam’s chest and settled in his heart. His army was slowly being surrounded.


He stared at the map, searching his
mind for the best solution.


The tent flap parted once more,
admitting Riel into the command room. She was clearly exhausted, but she held
herself with grave dignity.


“I have come to tell you that my
mistress is growing weak from Cha-sak’s continual attacks, and she fears that
she will not be able to hold out much longer. The demon is using his full power
against us, and it takes much vyala to defend against it.”


L’iam thanked her and watched the
Rashad disappear from sight. He was certain she had returned to Sitara’s side.


Without the Serraf to defend them
against Cha-sak, the army would be destroyed. L’iam gripped the edge of the
table, his knuckles turning white. He could see no alternative, and he gave the
order.


“Send word to the battlefield. We
need to retreat.”


 


***


 


Adesina’s orders came from a young
Rashad named Runa. She was ordered to lead the cavalry to the western front and
cover the retreat of the infantry. Ravi was to take the entire Rashad force to
the eastern front and cover the retreat of the soldiers there.


Adesina could feel through their
Joining that Ravi was not pleased with the idea of being that far from her. He
knew that he could not always be at her side in the midst of battle, but he
didn’t want to be across the valley from her.


Remember, you can always use
what I am seeing and teleport next to me, she reminded him.


Ravi took comfort from her words
and raced away, leading the Rashad to the aid of the L’avan and Seharan
soldiers to the east.


Adesina raised Falcon in the air
and shouted for the cavalry to follow her. She heeled Torith into a gallop, and
turned toward the west.


The wind whipped across her face,
trying to break her hair loose from the tightly pinned knot at the back of her
head. The purple fabric of the half cape that was attached to her ornate
breastplate fanned out behind her as she rode across the battlefield.


Adesina tried to appear confident,
but her heart felt leaden. She was surrounded by death—she could even smell it
in the air—and the weight of her role in all of it was a heavy burden to bear.


Ravi could sense her emotions, and
she felt his growing concern for her wellbeing. She tried not to let the
depression overcome her and instead focused completely on the battle before
her. Even so, she could feel darkness lurking in the back of her mind.


The cavalry approached the western
front, and the sounds of battle brought Adesina out of her reverie.


The Seharans were grossly
outnumbered by the Shimat force, and it was clear that the inexperienced
soldiers were struggling for their lives. Adesina directed Torith into the
middle of the fight, breaking through the relentless attacks of the
mercenaries. 


The soldiers gave a cheer at the
appearance of the cavalry, but they were not able to retreat. The Shimat force
was pressing too hard, and it was all that Adesina and her soldiers could do to
stop the Seharans from being overrun.


Adesina spotted Leander in the
middle of the battle, swinging his axe and shouting encouragement to his young
men. They were fighting bravely, but the L’avan queen did not believe that they
would last much longer.


Adesina mustered her vyala
and channeled it all through her Blood Sword. She raised Falcon to point at the
Shimat mercenaries before her and shouted, “Fly!”


Power burst from the blade of her
sword in the form of a fiery falcon, incinerating all those that stood in its
path.


She had only used that attack once
before, to defeat the demon she had fought on the Threshold of Zonne. At that
time, there had been a reservoir of vyala stored in her Blood Sword, and
the majority of the power for the attack had been drawn from there.


Now, there was little vyala
stored in Falcon, so the attack drew power from Adesina directly.


She gasped as her vyala
drained sharply, and she slumped in her saddle. She felt incredibly weak, as if
she had been running all day without stopping for rest or sustenance.


Another cheer rose from the throats
of the Seharans as they witnessed the extent of her power. Hundreds of their
enemies were suddenly destroyed, and they took heart that they might survive
after all.


Ma’eve!


Ravi’s voice came to her mind, keen
with concern.


I am alright, she reassured
him. I was just caught off guard.


Adesina took a deep breath, using
the technique that Ruon had taught her, and her body filled with the energy of
the world around her. She repeated the action until she was completely
replenished, and then she turned back to the battle.


Even with her help, the Seharans
were in a bad position. They were being driven back, and the possibility of
retreat was still remote.


How was she going to save them?


She began to gather her vyala
into Falcon once more, preparing for a second attack.


Ma’eve, please do not do that.


Adesina was surprised by the
intensity of the thought from her guardian.


Why? I can recover from the
attack. It just takes a bit more time than I would like.


Ravi became more insistent.


It is not that simple. You may
become energized again, but the wear to your body and soul remains. If you use
that attack over and over again, you will put yourself in danger.


Adesina’s grip tightened on the
handle of her sword.


I have to save them, Ravi. They
are losing this fight, and they will die without my help.


You cannot sacrifice your life
for them, dear one. You still have much to do.


I am Immortal, Adesina
thought stubbornly. I cannot die.


Ravi’s voice in her mind was
gentle, but firm.


You know very well that your
form of immortality would not prevent your body from being destroyed if you do
not take care.


Adesina’s heart was heavy with
desperation. “I have to save them,” she whispered.


A disturbance at the back of the
Shimat ranks caught Adesina’s attention. She could not see the source, but it
seemed to be originating from the west.


Whatever the disturbance was, it
was causing the attacking mercenaries to falter. That was just the opportunity
that the Seharans needed.


Adesina spurred Torith into action,
and she began shouting orders in a magically enhanced voice. She led the
cavalry forward in a concentrated attack, which allowed the Seharan infantry to
begin their slow retreat.


Adesina felt the chaos of the
battle as if it were a living thing. It pulsed and writhed, constantly shifting
the head of its focus. The young L’avan queen tried to maintain control by
drawing the fight to herself.


Her vyala glowed blue, like
a force field around her, fending off the weapons of enemy attacks. Her Blood
Sword shone with fiery power as it lashed out to strike her opponents. She was
literally and figuratively a beacon to those who fought around her.


The ranks of the Shimat mercenaries
were growing thin before Adesina. Not only because of her own prowess as a
warrior, but also because of the movements of the soldiers. The flanking Shimat
force seemed to be shifting to the east, seeking to gain strength from the main
body of the army.


Adesina glanced past the enemies
before her and saw that the mercenaries near the rear of the force were turning
to face an attacker from behind.


That was why the force of the
battle had suddenly halted. The Shimat had suddenly found themselves
surrounded.


It must be E’nes, she
thought excitedly. E’nes has brought help from Charan.


Ravi’s emotions surged through her.
Relief.


Good. We need every bit of help
that can be found.


Adesina turned her attention back
to the fighting in front of her. She found herself facing a Shimat leader, and
her face tightened with determination and she moved to meet him.


The Shimat also held a Blood Sword,
but his was much more broad than Adesina’s slender blade. He directed his horse
with his knees and used both hands to lift the sword into the air.


Adesina would not have had the
physical strength to ward off such a powerful blow, but she had her vyala
to bolster her defenses. The enemy sword came down and Adesina raised Falcon to
meet it. The clash of the metal rang in Adesina’s ears.


Before Adesina had time to make an
attack of her own, her opponent lurched forward and crumpled to the ground.


The L’avan queen looked up in
confusion and saw a familiar figure pulling the steel braid of his meteor
hammer back to him.


A confident smile spread across Kendan’s
handsome face.


“Hello again, Adesina.”


She stared at him for a moment, too
shocked to know what to say.


Kendan did not remain stationary,
though. He gestured to Maizah, who was riding next to him, and the two of them
moved on to fight the next enemy that stood in their way. Kendan shouted to the
soldiers that followed him.


“Matshi, forward!”


Adesina shook away her surprise and
dove back into the battle. There would be time for questions later.


Ma’eve, what is it?


Ravi had clearly noticed her strong
and conflicting emotions.


“Oh, nothing,” she growled. “Just
an old friend.”

















Chapter Thirty-Six: Matshi


 


Adesina stared blankly at the
cooking fire.


Ravi was lying stretched out on the
ground behind her, sleeping. She leaned back against him, as if she would have
toppled over without him there.


She may have been taught how to
revive her energy, but her mind was still exhausted. The last several hours had
been very taxing, and it wasn’t going to get easier anytime soon.


The Seharan and L’avan armies had
been able to retreat, and now they were traveling north as quickly as they
could. The Shimat army—much larger and more cumbersome than their opponents—had
sent a harrying force to nip at the heels of the L’avan and Seharan, while the
remainder of the army followed at a more controlled pace.


Adesina had led the cavalry to fend
off the smaller force while the rest of the L’avan and Seharans had gotten
enough distance to make escape possible. However, the mercenaries had pursued
them relentlessly until well after the sun had set. They had only just been
able to pause to rest for the night.


The young L’avan queen heard
footsteps approaching, and she looked up to see Kendan enter the light of her
campfire. Maizah followed close behind, her eyes fixed steadily on the ground. 


Maizah was formerly a slave of the
Shimat organization, and Kendan had taken her with him when he had deserted.
Kendan had shown her kindness, and she had become devoted to him. She had
rarely left his side during the journey through Zonne, and L’iam had told
Adesina that Maizah had chosen to go with Kendan when he had left the L’avan
settlement. Maizah was mute, as all Shimat slaves were, but she could
communicate well enough, when she chose to do so.


Kendan smiled uncertainly, his
intent gaze studying Adesina’s face.


“May we join you?”


She nodded. “Of course.”


He sat on the ground with his legs
folded underneath him, moving with the grace that was typical of someone
trained by the Shimat organization. Maizah did the same, keeping her gaze
lowered in humility. Adesina’s eyes narrowed as she watched Kendan. There was
something about his expression that was strange, but she couldn’t quite
identify it.


“You have changed since we last saw
each other.”


Kendan looked at her, and his
eyebrows rose slightly. “Oh?”


Adesina nodded again. “I am not
sure what it is, but you are different.”


A smile twitched at the corners of
his lips. “Perhaps you are remembering me wrong.”


She chuckled. Such a challenge
would have angered her as a teenager, but now she felt only fond amusement.
“Well, time has been different for me than it has been for you. I feel I saw
you only a couple of months ago, whereas it has been almost a year for you.”


Kendan leaned forward with
interest. “Why is that?”


Adesina remembered that Kendan had
no knowledge of what happened to her after she had left him in the antechamber
of the Threshold of Zonne.


“I passed over the Threshold into
another realm, and time passed differently there. I returned to this world in a
matter of hours, but I found that many months had passed here.”


“Fascinating,” mused Kendan,
resting his chin on his fist. “Entire worlds beyond our own, and all with their
own natural laws. Is that where you gained your new allies?”


His eyes flicked toward Sitara and
Ruon, who were standing several campfires over, conversing quietly.


Maizah, who had remained still and
unresponsive up to that point, shifted uncomfortably at the mention of the
Serraf and the Laithur. Her eyes darted in their direction but she quickly
looked away, as if she had been forced to look directly into the sun.


Adesina inclined her head. “Yes,
there are many races trapped there. They are waiting for the time when they can
return to their home realm.”


“Where is their home?” asked
Kendan.


The L’avan queen smiled. “This
world is their home.”


Kendan’s eyes widened. “You mean to
say that when this conflict is over our world will be overrun with returning
exiles?”


“I would not say overrun,” amended
Adesina. “There are less than eight thousand of them.”


The former Shar seemed to take
comfort from that clarification. “Even so, it will not be an easy adjustment
for humankind.”


Adesina shrugged. “There are many
changes in the future, but they need not happen immediately. Humankind will
have plenty of time to ease into the new world.”


Kendan rubbed a finger against his
lips and his brow furrowed in thought. “There will be many who will be opposed
to any change at all.”


“There always are,” Adesina replied
ruefully.


“Tell me more about what happened
after you left me in the antechamber,” encouraged Kendan.


Adesina shook her head
good-naturedly. “No, I want to hear about you first. Where have you been? And
who are your followers?”


Kendan’s dark eyes were filled with
amusement. “Would you like to meet them?”


“Certainly,” she replied.


Adesina got to her feet, doing her
best not to jostle Ravi’s sleeping form. He was very tired, and he needed the
rest.


Kendan and Maizah also stood, and
they led the way through the camp. As they walked, Kendan gave an explanation
of his activities. 


First he told her about the vision
he had seen of the truth of Signe and his parents while in the antechamber of
the Threshold. Adesina had known that Signe was willing to kill and manipulate
in order to achieve her goals, but it was still painful to hear what she had
done to Kendan and his family.


“I waited for you to emerge from
the room with the Threshold for quite a while,” Kendan went on. “Eventually,
L’iam found me and told me that you were gone. He told me what he had seen and
the conclusions he had formed about what had happened to you. I traveled back
from Zonne with L’iam and the others. They told me about the demon and the
danger that the world faced. We arrived back in Sehar, and they immediately
began preparing for war. L’iam asked me to stay and help, but I knew there was
something that needed my attention first.”


He paused for a moment, and Adesina
prompted him.


“What was that?”


Kendan turned his dark eyes to
hers. “First I had to face Signe.”


Adesina felt a wave of frustration.
“The world is in danger and you went seeking after revenge?”


Kendan’s expression was stony.
“Yes.”


Adesina shook her head in
exasperation. “I cannot believe you.”


The former Shar was unapologetic.
“Signe was a serious threat to any just cause. You may think me selfish, but my
actions benefitted you as well.”


Adesina suppressed a sigh. “Did you
succeed?”


“By the time I returned to the
Shimat fortress, I found that it had been taken over by Cha-sak. Signe had been
overthrown, and she had fled with her loyal followers. The demon was in
complete control of the Shimat organization, using Basha as a front. All Shimat
were recalled from their positions around the world, and any who did not swear
loyalty to the new leadership were executed.”


“How did you escape?” asked Adesina
with a frown.


“By keeping my presence hidden,”
answered Kendan simply. “I did not move openly from the moment I entered Shimat
territory. Maizah waited for me in a nearby forest, and I gathered information
through stealth. Once I realized Signe had fled, I went after her. I knew
exactly where she would be hiding, because I had helped her to build that safe
haven.”


“You confronted her there,”
surmised Adesina.


Kendan nodded. “Yes. I told her
that I knew the truth of what had happened to my parents, and she did not deny
it. I avenged the deaths of my mother and father.”


He sounded so grim and yet so
satisfied. Adesina looked at him and realized that she had learned the reason
for the change in him. Kendan was different because he was free of the burden
that his aunt had placed on him.


It was difficult for Adesina to
accept that Signe was dead. The woman had raised Adesina from the time she was
a baby until she began her Shimat training. Even after that time, the Sharifal
had been a fixed part of Adesina’s life as a student. The knowledge that Signe
was gone seemed unnatural.


“What did you do then?” inquired
Adesina quietly.


Kendan’s handsome face was filled
with determination. “I gathered together the Matshi.”


The young queen gave him a
quizzical glance. She had heard him use that term once before, but she had no
idea what it meant.


“Who are the Matshi?”


“They are those who have chosen to
join me,” was Kendan’s unhelpful reply.


They were approaching their
destination at the opposite side of the camp from where Adesina had been
resting. Kendan and his followers had set up their tents a short distance from
the rest of the army. They seemed to be purposefully keeping themselves
separate from the other allies.


As they slowed, Kendan spoke in a
low voice.


“I knew the truth about the Shimat
from a very young age. Signe was preparing me to be her right hand—the one she
could trust in all things. I was going to replace Breyen as second in command
as soon as I had enough experience. I suppose eventually I would have been her
replacement as Sharifal, but she was always careful not to encourage the wrong
kind of ambition in me. She did not want me striving to overthrow her power.”


“How old were you when she told you
about the Shimat?” asked Adesina.


Kendan’s brow creased as he thought
back. “It seems like I have always known, but I suppose I was eleven or twelve
years old. It was not long after I began my training as a Shi. I was sworn to
secrecy, of course, but I was told that the Shimat were the power behind
governments and world events. I was told that we were spies and
assassins—really, anything that was needed to keep control in our grasp. To a
young boy, such things sound exciting. I was enthusiastic to be a part of it
because I did not understand what it truly meant.”


Adesina had never seen her former
Shar so open. He had always been guarded in what he said, even in moments of
honesty. She was taken aback by this sudden change, but eager to learn more.


“When did that enthusiasm start to
fade?”


Kendan’s smile was bitter. “It is easy
to idealize the Shimat organization as a student. The Shi rarely leave the
fortress, and never go far from the immediate vicinity. The fortress is
isolated, and therefore it is easy to control the world view of those who
reside there. I felt superior to my fellow Shi because I felt I knew the truth,
but I was still fed the stories of noble intention by my instructors. It was
not until I was sent out on my first mission that I truly understood what the
Shimat are. Signe did not shield me from unsavory assignments because I already
knew the truth and she wanted me to become as stained and hardened as she was.
I remained loyal and dutiful to her, but it is impossible to be enthusiastic
when you spend your days lying to friends and your nights committing murder and
treason.”


“Did you never consider leaving?”
inquired Adesina softly.


Kendan gave a harsh laugh. “No.
That life was all I knew, and I did not have a loving family to show me a
different way.”


Adesina knew that his words were
directed at her, and she realized that he envied her.


“Besides,” he continued, “I told
myself that I had been warned about what I was taking part in. Although the
reality of my role was more difficult than I imagined, I had taken it on
willingly.”


They came to a stop as they arrived
at the edge of the Matshi camp. Kendan looked at the people crouched around
cooking fires or going about other duties. Adesina saw a slightly wistful
expression in his eyes.


“Even then, I could not help but
wish that the Shimat were what we pretended to be. I wished that we were
peacekeepers and humanitarians.”


Adesina followed his gaze and
studied the men and women in the camp before her. After a moment, her eyes
widened in surprise.


She recognized some of the faces
there. She spotted the aged face of Shar Per, one of her former instructors.
She saw a Shimat who had graduated the year before she had. She saw Zadok, the
fortress’s blacksmith.


“These are all Shimat,” Adesina
stated in shock.


Kendan nodded slowly. “Yes. They
fled the fortress with Signe when Basha and her demon took over. They were
hiding at the safe haven when I went to confront Signe, and I took charge after
I killed her.”


“But…why are they here?” stammered
Adesina.


“Some of them left because they
were absolutely loyal to Signe, but most of them left because they wanted
nothing to do with the evil plans of Basha and Cha-sak,” explained Kendan. “You
see, the difficult thing about an organization such as the Shimat is that there
are those who remain loyal only because of the lies they have been told. There
are people like your friend Lanil who would never become a cold-hearted killer
but could still be useful to the Shimat order. The solution is to put them in
positions where they can benefit the organization without coming in contact with
situations that might strain their loyalty.”


Adesina’s head whipped around at
the mention of her childhood friend. “Is Lanil here?”


Kendan smiled. “No, but she is
safe. She is with the other Shimat who are in charge of caring for the children
who escaped the fortress.”


A sense of relief swept through
Adesina. She had often wondered what had become of her friend, and she was glad
to hear that Lanil was alive and well.


The L’avan queen turned her mind
back to the matter at hand. “So, these are the Shimat who still believed the
lies that they had been told as students?”


“They never had reason to believe
otherwise,” said Kendan. “They were kept at the fortress where they could be
isolated and controlled, or they were sent to the Shimat farms where they did
nothing but grow food or manufacture materials that were needed.”


Adesina pursed her lips
thoughtfully. “It seems like an unusually large number of people for what
should be a small group of Shimat outsiders.”


Kendan chuckled. “Well, not all of
the people in the camp are former Shimat. We did quite a bit of recruiting
during our journey north. We brought about two thousand Seharans with us to
join the fight.”


Adesina was impressed with all that
Kendan had accomplished. She reached over and squeezed his hand in a gesture of
friendship and thanks. “You have saved more lives than you have ever taken,
Kendan. We would have lost that battle without you.”


He pressed her hand in return. “The
Shimat were never what we wanted to be. We are the same, and yet we are different.
We are the Matshi.”

















Chapter Thirty-Seven: Planning


 


Retreating from the Shimat and
their followers was not an easy task. The L’avan and Seharan armies could not
slow their pace, lest they be attacked by the mercenaries that had been sent
after them.


Adesina and the cavalry rode at the
rear, making sure that all of the soldiers traveling on foot remained safe from
enemy attack from behind. Ri’sel and Me’da rode roughly in the middle, keeping
the ranks in line. L’iam and Hestia rode at the front of the army, leading the
way back north. 


Ravi kept pace with the harrying
force, allowing Adesina to watch the enemy through his eyes. When the
mercenaries stopped to rest at night, she sent word to L’iam that it was safe
for the L’avan and Seharans to do the same. Most of the soldiers simply rolled
up in their blankets and fell asleep on the ground where they had been
marching. Some of them, like the Matshi, took the time to set up tents.


The command tent was always
erected, and Adesina met there with her fellow leaders.


She only half-listened to the
reports being given. Z’eki and Me’da spoke about supplies and the wellbeing of
the soldiers. The head Healer spoke of the difficulties of transporting the
wounded. She knew that it would be her turn to speak soon, and she needed to
have a plan to give them.


All day, Adesina had been bending
her mind to the problem that lay before them. She had thought about it as they
rode north, she had thought about it as they stopped for the night.


The battle with Cha-sak was far from
over, and it was clear that they could not win by traditional means. The demon
did not seem to care about casualties as a human military leader would, and so
surrender on either side was not a possibility. Cha-sak would keep pressing
them and fighting for as long as he had soldiers to obey his commands.


It was up to Adesina to find a way
to preserve as many lives as possible.


The biggest problem weighing on
Adesina’s mind was the question of how to defeat Cha-sak. Since he was not
willing to surrender, he would have to be killed. Yet, Adesina did not know how
to do that. She had only fought a demon once before, and she had only barely
been victorious in that fight. Cha-sak was much stronger and had infinitely
more experience than Adesina.


“We cannot keep retreating,”
pointed out Hestia. “We need another advantageous position where we can take
our next stand.”


The words of the Seharan queen
brought Adesina’s thoughts back to the present. L’iam was nodding with a
troubled expression on his face.


“The land between here and Pevothem
is mostly grassland,” he stated. “As far as terrain is concerned, we would be
on equal standing.”


“What about that forest?” asked
Kendan, pointing to the Thieves’ Forest on the map. “We would be arriving
first, and we can take advantage of that fact. We could set up defenses and
traps.”


L’iam shook his head. “There
are…special considerations with that forest.”


Kendan raised an eyebrow. “Such
as…?”


L’iam looked to Adesina to help him
explain the matter to the former Shimat.


“Do you remember when we traveled
through that dark forest on our way to the High City?” Adesina asked Kendan,
knowing full well that he did.


Kendan shuddered slightly and
nodded.


“The voices we heard were from the
spirits of immortal beings whose bodies have been destroyed,” she explained.
“Those same spirits have moved to inhabit that forest.”


Kendan paled. “I see.”


L’iam went on. “There is only a
small section through which we can travel safely, so there is no way we can
take the army through without the Shimat learning how to do the same. It acts
as a protection to the refugees on the other side, but it bars us in the same
way that it bars our enemies.”


Kendan frowned at the map on the
table. “Is there no way to send them back to the other forest?”


All eyes turned to Adesina,
including those of Sitara and Ruon, as if she alone had the answer to that
question.


“I do not know,” she stammered. “I
have never considered it.”


“Well, turn your mind to it,”
suggested Ruon, “because I agree that the forest is the best place to take our
stand.”


Whenever Ruon made definite
statements like that, Adesina wondered if he had Seen something that he was
keeping to himself. She looked at him with a questioning expression, but he
pointedly ignored her.


“There is something of greater
importance to discuss,” Sitara began.


Adesina knew what she was going to
say, and she braced herself.


“We need to have a plan regarding
Cha-sak,” the Serraf said, turning her eyes to Adesina’s face. “Even with the
help of the Matshi, we are greatly outnumbered. We cannot win this war simply
by defeating the Shimat army. Cha-sak will never stop until he has accomplished
his goal. Even if by some miracle we are victorious in the battle to come,
Cha-sak will simply build up his army again and continue where he left off.”


Several heads nodded solemnly. They
were all aware of the gravity of their situation.


Adesina took a deep breath before
speaking. “Cha-sak needs to be defeated in such a way that he will never be
able to cause harm again. I will face him in the battle to come, and I will
kill him.”


The silence in the tent was
profound.


Ruon’s black eyes glittered with
emotion. “Killing an Immortal is a heavy matter. You should not make that
decision lightly. After all, Cha-sak himself became a Creature of Darkness by
making that very decision.”


Adesina’s eyes darted between
Sitara and Ruon, but neither seemed inclined to expound at the moment. The
young queen made a mental note to ask for a more detailed explanation later.


“I did not make this decision
lightly,” Adesina assured the Laithur. “However, I do not see another way.
Sitara is right that Cha-sak will not stop until he has reached his goal. He is
too dangerous to be left alive.”


Sitara studied Adesina, looking
sorrowful yet determined. “If that is your decision, then there is some
information you must know.”


Adesina nodded, encouraging her to
continue.


“I have been gathering the accounts
of those who have witnessed the various stages of Cha-sak’s ascent to power.”
Sitara paused briefly as she considered her words. “It seems to me that Cha-sak
has made a very specific blood contract with his chosen vessel, Basha.”


Adesina knew very little about
blood contracts, and so she did not know the difference between them. “Is that
so?”


Sitara inclined her head. “L’iam
said that Basha was instructed to leave before the Threshold was fully opened
and to pass over the barriers that protected the mountain. Then you said that
Cha-sak simply disappeared after your conversation with him. Those two things
indicate that Basha was given the power to summon Cha-sak to her side,
regardless of the barriers between them. That power allowed Cha-sak to escape
the Threshold, even though it was not opened enough for him to do so on his
own.”


Adesina indicated that she
understood, and Sitara went on.


“Some of the Matshi witnessed Basha
take over the Shimat fortress. They say she threw fire from her hands and
crushed stones with a snap of her fingers. This indicated that Basha was
granted access to Cha-sak’s vyala and was allowed to use it as her own.”


The Serraf took a deep breath.
“Finally, our spies have reported that Basha is nowhere to be seen. It is
rumored that she is in Cha-sak’s tent, but no one has seen her for many weeks.
Basha does not strike me as someone who would decline the opportunity to bask
in the glory of her new position, so that indicates that she is unable to do
so.”


Adesina nodded. “All of your points
make sense, but I am afraid that I am not able to make the connections between
them.”


Sitara gave a small smile. “I do
not expect you to. There is much that you are still learning about the
abilities of Immortals.”


Ruon, on the other hand, seemed to
immediately understand the importance of Sitara’s information. His eyes widened
slightly. “Ah, I see. I should have paid closer attention to the signs.”


L’iam’s eyes narrowed. “What is
it?”


The rest of the council seemed
equally eager to understand what was being said.


Ruon was the one to explain.
“Unless it is specified otherwise, a blood contract always goes two ways. So, for
example, if I were to grant you access to my powers I would also gain access to
yours. Do you see?”


“Yes,” L’iam answered.


“When the terms of a blood contract
are being discussed, Immortals are bound to speak only truth. It is impossible
for an Immortal to lie about what is being promised,” Ruon continued. “That
being said, if the other party does not ask any questions, then no explanation
is required. It is assumed that both parties understand terms, down to the
smallest details.”


Adesina had already known that rule
about blood contracts. Ravi had explained it to her when Cha-sak had tried to
bind her to him as a servant while they were standing on the Threshold of
Zonne.


“So, it is most likely that Cha-sak
told Basha of all the benefits she would receive without telling her about the
price she would have to pay in return,” surmised Kendan.


“He would have had to outline what
she was expected to do for him,” amended Sitara, “but the implied cost would
not have occurred to her unless she had already known that such a contract went
two ways.”


“How does this affect us?” asked
Hestia.


“Basha has the ability to summon
Cha-sak, which means that their souls have been linked. It is quite similar to
the Joining between the Serraf and the Rashad. Basha was also granted access to
Cha-sak’s vyala, which means that Cha-sak also has access to Basha’s vyala.”


A feeling of dread was beginning to
grow in Adesina’s chest. She had a suspicion of what Sitara was getting at, and
she did not like what it meant for them.


Kendan frowned. “Basha is not a
magic-user, so why should it matter if the demon can use her vyala?”


“Vyala is not just for
magic-users,” Adesina said in a subdued tone. “It is the life force that can be
found in everything around us. Magic-users have simply learned to harness that
power and make it tangible.”


The former Shimat continued to look
confused. “I still do not see the significance.”


“You must take into account the
third piece of information I mentioned,” said Sitara. “Basha has not been seen
for many weeks, and it is likely that this is because she is not able to go out
on her own anymore.”


Ruon cut Kendan off before he could
ask another question.


“Cha-sak has drained her of her vyala
in order to supplement his own, leaving her nothing more than a shell of a
human being.”


Several faces grew pale with this
information.


“Why not simply kill her?” asked
Hestia in horror. “Why keep her alive?”


Sitara’s voice was heavy. “Because
their souls are linked. Basha has become Cha-sak’s anchor to this world, and he
cannot be forcibly removed from the world as long as she lives.”


Her words settled over them like a
shroud.


“He cannot be defeated?” Hestia
asked bleakly.


“No,” Kendan’s voice broke through
the gloom like a beam of light in the darkness. “He cannot be defeated while
Basha lives. It seems to me that all we have to do is to end what remains of
Basha’s life before Adesina faces Cha-sak in battle.”


Adesina smiled at her former Shar.
“You are right.”


“It will have to be done
carefully,” cautioned Ravi. “If Cha-sak senses Basha’s death then he will
simply make a blood contract with another follower, and then make sure we never
find his new servant.”


“So it must be done when Adesina
has already engaged Cha-sak in combat,” said L’iam with a worried frown. “How
will we coordinate that, and how will we decide whom to send?”


Kendan shrugged. “Well, clearly I
am the best choice to kill Basha.”


All eyes turned to him.


“Why do you say that?” asked Me’da
coolly.


“I am known among the Shimat, and
they will not question my presence in their camp. I can get close enough to
Basha to be at the ready when the time comes to end what remains of her life,”
reasoned Kendan in a calm voice.


“You are known among the Shimat as
a traitor,” pointed out Adesina. “It will not help our cause if you are
imprisoned.”


Kendan gave a grim smile. “All I
have to do is act as though I have been reprimanded and demoted. The Shimat
that recognize me may treat me harshly, but they will not question my presence
in the camp.”


Adesina considered Kendan’s suggestion
for several moments. He certainly had the skill set to accomplish the mission,
and he was the most likely to be able to get close to Basha. 


“How would we get a message to you
when the time came to act?” she asked him.


Maizah, who had been keeping to the
side of the tent, stepped forward and pointed to herself.


Kendan looked at her and nodded in
approval. “Yes, Maizah will be able to sense when your battle with Cha-sak
begins.”


Adesina looked at L’iam, who
inclined his head.


“It does seem like the best option
we have.”


Adesina agreed. “Very well, we will
retreat to the Thieves’ Forest to make our stand against the Shimat army.
Kendan and Maizah will join the Shimat and position themselves as close to
Basha as possible.”


She went on in her mind. And I
must find a way to move the spirits that inhabit the forest without harming
them, as well as figure out a way to defeat a demon of incredible power.


Ravi’s wry voice came to her
thoughts through their Joining.


A simple matter, I am sure.


Adesina smiled at him.


Of course. Very simple.


The smile faded from her lips as
the council began to stand and part ways. Adesina folded her arms across her
chest and continued to stare at the collection of maps and papers on the table.


It was good to keep a sense of humor,
but the tasks before her really were no joking matter. Thousands of lives
depended on her ability to clear a safe passageway through the forest, and the
whole of humanity depended on her ability to defeat Cha-sak and his followers.
Failure was something she simply could not allow.


Ravi shared her concern. He moved
to her side, pressing his head against her hand. L’iam stood at her other side
and put his arm around her.


Adesina smiled at both of them, her
heart overflowing with love. She knew she would be lost without them, and she
was so grateful for their support.


We will find a way, Ma’eve,
Ravi reassured her. We have come this far, and the Creator will not abandon
us to failure.


Adesina prayed that he was right.

















Chapter Thirty-Eight: Allies of Light


 


The Laithur were primarily
nocturnal. Many of the Children of the Night were, even though it was not a
rule of the classification. Ruon did not need to sleep during the day, but that
was usually his time for quiet, solitary reflection.


Now, that time that had once been
reserved for peace was spent keeping up with the humans around him. He tried to
rejuvenate himself at night when the rest of his companions slept, but it was
still an unnatural schedule for him. It made him irritable—more so than he
would normally be.


He stared coldly at the human who
was delivering a message to him. Ruon had been told this human’s name before,
but he could not keep them straight. Humans seemed to rely on names and slight
physical differences to tell one another apart, but they really did all look
the same to him. And there were so many of them. The idea of thousands of
beings belonging to the same species seemed ridiculous and strange to Ruon, and
yet Adesina had said that this world was filled with millions upon millions of
humans.


Even at the beginning of the
creation, there had only been two hundred Laithur born into existence. The Seer
was solitary by nature, and had been resistant to have even that many
followers. He had accepted the Laithur as a gift from the Creator, and had
eventually grown accustomed to them.


Now, many centuries later, there
were less than fifty Laithur remaining. Forty-seven, to be precise, the others
having been murdered by greedy humans seeking the Third Eye.


The human messenger in front of
Ruon finished his long-winded speech, and the Laithur waved him away with a
careless gesture.


Ruon had known what the human was
going to say, and so he had not bothered to listen to the words. 


When would Adesina learn that she
need not actually send for him? She had not yet learned to touch her mind to
his, as the Laithur did when communicating with each other, but even that was
not necessary. All Adesina needed to do was to decide to send for him, and Ruon
would See that he was about to be summoned. That would be enough for him to
seek her out, and he would not have to cope with the bother of human
interaction.


Ruon had not listened to the
instructions of the human messenger, so he did not know where to find Adesina
in the camp. Even so, he walked purposefully in her direction. He reached out
with his mind to search for Ravi, and found him almost immediately.


Ravi, as a Rashad, was more
comfortable with opening his mind to the world. The Rashad were born with
heightened senses, and that extended to their minds. Ruon could make a
telepathic connection to Ravi, if he chose to do so.


Adesina, on the other hand, had
been raised as a human. Human minds were intensely private, and they did not
open the lines of communication that were necessary for a telepathic
connection.


Keeping this in consideration, Ruon
never searched for Adesina directly. She was a Serraf now, and she would
recognize the presence of his mind even if she did not understand it. Ravi was
simpler to find, and Ruon knew that the Rashad was always near Adesina.


The L’avan queen and her guardian
were standing near a campfire, speaking to two young men. Sitara and Riel were
already present, meaning that Ruon was the last to arrive.


A vision passed through Ruon’s
thoughts, and he processed it with practiced ease. He Saw Adesina welcome him
and reintroduce the young men as her brother, E’nes, and her friend, Mar’sal.
They had just returned from a long and difficult mission she had sent them on.


Adesina spotted Ruon and smiled
politely. “Thank you for joining us-”


“Yes,” Ruon cut her off, “I know
all of that. Tell me why you have summoned me.”


He could see the strain on
Adesina’s face as she tried to control her temper, and it made him want to
smile. Ruon didn’t like humans, but Adesina was amusing to watch. Her expressions
were so guarded, and yet there were always signs of how she was feeling.


The young queen turned back to the
young men somewhat stiffly. “E’nes, Mar’sal, I think you remember Ruon, our
representative from the Laithur.”


“I represent all demons who have
chosen to side with the Threshold Child,” Ruon corrected flatly.


The emotions that flashed across
the faces of the two men were like blazing beacons to Ruon’s practiced eye.
They were nervous and uncertain when faced with an actual demon. Unlike Adesina,
these two had never been taught to restrain their expressions. Ruon found such
open facial expression—so common among humans—to be distasteful.


Ruon could see that they were
trying to be polite, and perhaps their reactions would not seem so dramatic to
any other observer. A vision passed through his mind of their stammered
responses, and he stopped them before they began.


 “You have returned from an errand
of the king and queen. Is this why I have been asked to join you?”


Adesina gave him a disapproving
glance. “I asked you here because I thought it would be of some small interest
to you to greet my brother and my friend upon their return.”


The tone of her words was not lost
on Ruon. He almost wanted to smile again, but as before, he kept his face free
of any such amusement. Ruon was surprised at himself. That was twice in this
conversation that he had wanted to smile. His attitude toward these humans was
becoming almost friendly.


In any case, he appreciated that
Adesina did not treat him with much awe. He was thoroughly tired of the humans
staring at him when they thought he was not looking, or speaking to him as
though he might eat them if he became displeased.


“I knew you would both return
safely,” Ruon said dismissively. “I did not need to witness it personally.”


Adesina looked as though she might
roll her eyes, but she didn’t. Instead, she simply turned away from the Laithur
and back to her brother.


She began asking him questions
about his mission, and a long discussion began between the humans. Ruon stopped
listening, though. He had known what would happen from the moment the mission
had been decided upon.


It was not often that he could See
something so far in advance, and he no longer had the ability to choose what he
was able to See. It had been different when the Laithur had benefitted from the
patronage of the Seer. They had been able to choose what they Saw and in how
much detail. Now that the Laithur were Creatures of Darkness, they were cut off
from contact with the Seer and their gift of foresight was limited and
unpredictable.


Ruon felt a wave of sadness when he
thought about the Seer.


The Laithur had been entirely
devoted to their patron deity. Ruon also knew that the Seer had loved the
Laithur in return. They had been his children in the truest sense of the word.


Ruon was not one who typically
reconsidered decisions once they were made, but he often wondered if the
Laithur had been wrong to forsake the Light. Perhaps the Seer would have found
a way to protect them from those who had wished them harm.


Ruon set his thoughts aside as the
conversation among the humans began to wind down. Another vision passed through
the Laithur’s mind, and he knew what would be coming next.


“Sitara, Riel, Ruon,” Adesina said
as her brother walked away, “I have some questions for you, if you have time.”


“Of course,” replied Sitara.


Ruon waved his slender hand
indifferently. “Why would I have anything else to do?” he asked in a sharp
tone.


Adesina’s eyes flashed with
emotion, but she didn’t comment on Ruon’s rudeness.


The Laithur knew that he tried her
patience, and he had recently felt rather guilty for goading her so. Still, he
found her reactions to be amusing. They showed that she actually cared about
what he said and did. Humans were difficult to understand, especially since
Ruon was accustomed to a mind-to-mind sort of communication. Prodding Adesina
to higher emotions made it easier for Ruon to see what she was feeling below
the surface.


Adesina took a breath and went on
with what she had been saying.


“I would like to ask you some
questions about other realms.”


 


***


 


Adesina walked through the maze of
campfires. Some weary soldiers were crouched near the fires as they ate, others
had taken the opportunity to get some sleep. She knew that they were tired, and
she sympathized. It could not be easy, especially since none of them had been
soldiers before joining this war.


She was proud of them for their
hard work. They were really not much more than farmers, but she had never heard
them complain about living the harsh life of a soldier. They knew what was at
stake, and they were each willing to lay down their lives to protect their
homes and their country.


Adesina felt as heart-weary as each
of them, despite her physical energy. She had been deeply disappointed by the news
E’nes had brought her.


She had been so excited to see her
brother, and she had been certain that he had brought reinforcements with him.
However, the joy of their reunion had been marred by his information that the
leaders of Charan considered this “tribal conflict” below their interest.


Even the unexpected arrival of the
Matshi did not compensate for the number of soldiers Charan had refused to send
them.


Adesina shook her head. How could
she win this war when she and her allies were continually outnumbered?


Something caught Adesina’s eyes as
she walked, and she slowed to look at it more fully.


Hestia was standing at one of the
campfires, talking to the soldiers there. Adesina could not hear what she was
saying, but the men and women who were listening looked up at her with
adoration in their eyes.


Hestia truly did look every bit the
queen, regardless of how she was dressed. There was a sense of nobility in the
way she carried herself and in the expression on her face.


She touched a few of the soldiers
on the shoulder and then moved on to the next campfire.


The Seharan queen was moving in
Adesina’s direction, and so Adesina could hear the conversation that took place
with the next group of weary soldiers.


“Good evening, gentlemen,” Hestia
said gently.


The men looked up, startled. Some
of them scrambled to bow to their new queen, others looked uncertain as to what
they should do.


Hestia waved a graceful hand.
“Please, do not trouble yourselves. You have been working so hard to protect
our home. I do not expect you to waste energy on a formality.”


This earned several smiles, albeit
tired ones.


Hestia’s dark eyes studied the
faces of the men before her, and she spoke earnestly. “I wanted to take the
opportunity to thank all of you for your sacrifices. Many of you left your
families and your livelihoods in order to answer my call to protect our
homeland. This war has been difficult, and most of us have lost someone dear.
It would be easy for us to become discouraged and wonder why we are fighting
this war at all.”


The men’s eyes became introspective
as they each thought of the friends or family members that they had lost during
the fight with Cha-sak. Some of the soldiers nodded sadly at Hestia’s words.


The tone of the Seharan queen
changed, and her voice was filled with determination as she went on. “I am here
to tell you that our efforts are not wasted. Our fight is not in vain. You have
seen the powers of the demon that we face, and you know that his existence is
real. I did not want to believe in such powers, but I cannot deny their
existence.”


The practical Seharans all nodded,
for they had also been skeptical about the radical claims of their L’avan
allies.


“We have seen what that demon can
do,” continued Hestia, “but we have also seen what we can do. We have
held off his army for weeks, despite the belief by some that he would crush us.
Even now, we are not defeated. Once we reach our next destination, we
will turn and fight Cha-sak once more. We will fight him, and he will be
destroyed. We have the Light on our side, and with such an ally we cannot
lose.”


Adesina saw the soldiers listening
to Hestia’s words sit up a little straighter, and their faces seemed a little
less weary.


Hestia touched a few of the
soldiers’ shoulders in a parting gesture, and then she moved on to the next
group.


Adesina did not stay to listen to
her speak, but began walking again. She assumed that the speech stayed
essentially the same, giving encouragement to all who heard it.


Adesina was proud of Hestia. The
Ojuri leader had been so resistant to the idea of making a claim of the Seharan
throne, but she was perfect for the job. She was strong and beautiful,
inspiring her subjects to take pride in following her. She was sympathetic and
kind, which made all who saw her grow to love her. She was intelligent and
capable, which may not have been as easily apparent to those who had not worked
closely with her during the weeks of fighting with Cha-sak, but it made her a
valuable ally to the L’avan.


Moreover, Hestia was right in what
she had said to the soldiers.


She had not merely spun together a
string of pretty words to make the soldiers feel better. She had spoken the
truth, and the knowledge of that had strengthened them.


It strengthened Adesina, too.


Adesina had not known what they
would face in this war with the demon. She had not known if they would be able
to stand up against his tide of darkness. Before the battle had begun, part of
her had been worried that their small army would be overrun before they had a
chance to really put up a fight. Even now, she was wondering how they would
survive without reinforcements.


Yet, here they were.


They were not defeated. They were
not scattered. It was only a matter of time—and location—before they took
another stand against Cha-sak’s followers.


Adesina sensed Ravi long before she
saw him. He had been meeting with the other Rashad leaders, and now he was
waiting to walk back to the tent with her.


“You are happy,” he observed as she
drew near.


Adesina smiled. “With Light as our
ally, we cannot lose.”

















Chapter Thirty-Nine: Among the Shimat


 


Kendan did not tell Adesina when he
was leaving.


They had discussed his mission in
detail the previous evening, as well as his thoughts on the upcoming battle
with Cha-sak, and there was nothing left to say. 


There had been a time when Kendan
would have hoped for some sign from Adesina that she still cared for him, but
he knew such hopes were in vain. Anyone with half a brain could see that
Adesina was completely in love with L’iam. There was no room in her heart for
anyone besides him.


Kendan restrained a sigh and
mounted his horse. Maizah, ever by his side, did the same. Together they
quietly rode away from the sleeping camp.


Kendan had given instructions to
Per, another one of Adesina’s former Shar. The experienced former Shimat was to
lead the Matshi in Kendan’s absence. Per knew that he was to answer to Adesina
and to accept her orders without question. Even so, Kendan had some misgivings
about the situation. Since the formation of the Matshi, Per had never shown the
slightest interest in anything but following Kendan in his quest to do what was
right. However, leaving behind decades of Shimat training and manipulation was
not an easy thing to do.


Kendan shook his head and pulled
his thoughts back to the present.


Surely Adesina was as aware of the
risks as he was. She would keep an eye on Per and the Matshi while Kendan was
gone.


The cool night air rushed against
Kendan’s face as he galloped away from his allies and toward his enemies. He
had always loved riding fast, and even the foreboding of what his future held
did not take away the exhilaration that he felt.


Maizah rode alongside him, her face
as expressionless as always. Kendan smiled to himself when he glanced at her.


They had been together for more
than a year now, and Kendan felt that they had become good friends—the only
real friend Kendan had ever had, aside from Adesina. Maizah was not an easy
person to get to know, and not just because she did not have the ability to
speak. She was intensely private, and often chose not to communicate. In spite
of this, Kendan had learned how to discern her feelings and intentions even
when her face was inscrutable.


Kendan could sense Maizah’s grim
determination—as well as a touch of dread—as they rode toward the Shimat camp.
Kendan could not blame her for her feelings. She had been a slave to the
Shimat, and she had been badly mistreated by them her entire life. Maizah
always seemed more confident in Kendan’s presence, but even he could not
protect her if this mission went wrong.


Kendan felt a little apprehensive
himself, although he would never admit it to anyone else. He knew that he was
the best choice for this mission, but he also knew the cost of failure. If he
did not succeed, Adesina and her army would be destroyed by Cha-sak.


It was hard not to feel nervous
with such high stakes.


Kendan forced such thoughts from
his mind, and instead reviewed his plans for his mission. That was how he
always calmed himself when nerves got the better of him.


His thoughts preoccupied him enough
that he was able to enjoy the ride as he and Maizah galloped down the
grasslands.


After a while, Kendan and Maizah
slowed their horses to a quick trot, which was a more manageable pace. They had
to reach the Shimat camp before dawn, but it was unwise to exhaust their horses
in the process.


The two travelers gave a wide berth
to the smaller Shimat force that was driving the L’avan and Seharans. Kendan
briefly considered stopping and gathering information, but he decided against
it. If Adesina wanted to know exact numbers or the identity of the leaders, she
could send someone to find that out. His job was to reach the main Shimat army
and assimilate himself among them.


The hours wore on, and Kendan began
to frown to himself.


The Shimat army was farther behind
than he had anticipated. He had assumed that they would be hurrying after their
opponents as quickly as possible, but they were not where Kendan had planned to
find them.


Kendan slowed his horse to a stop
and turned to Maizah. “Are we far?” he asked briefly.


Maizah was a Tracker, and she had
the ability to sense magical beings. As such, she was able to know where
Cha-sak was located.


Maizah’s eyes narrowed in
concentration, and Kendan knew that she was using her gift. It only took her a
few moments, given that a demon of Cha-sak’s power would easily stand out among
humans.


She pointed south and then held up
four fingers.


Kendan’s frown deepened. “Four more
leagues? There is no way we will reach it before dawn.”


Maizah nodded in assent.


The former Shimat considered his
options carefully and then made a decision. Perhaps it would all be for the
best in the long run.


Kendan and Maizah led their horses
a bit to the east and tethered them to a lone tree in the grassland. Then they
wrapped themselves in blankets and laid down to go to sleep. It took a while
for Kendan to relax his mind enough to drift off, but eventually he was
successful.


He was awoken by a sharp kick to
his ribs. Kendan’s instincts took over and he was instantly in a defensive
crouch. He looked up and saw a Shimat in full uniform standing over him with a
spear at the ready.


“Well, well, well,” said an
unpleasant voice. “Who would have imagined that I would find such a prize while
scouting for the enemies of Cha-sak.”


Kendan’s face showed no emotion,
but he felt a surge of satisfaction. If all went according to his plan, he would
be in the center of the Shimat army before the sun peaked.


“Please, sir,” he stammered
fearfully, “I am just a humble farmer…”


A harsh laugh cut him off. The
Shimat spoke with scorn. “Do not attempt such a foolish lie, Kendan. I may not
know you well, but every Shimat knew the face of the former Sharifal’s nephew.”


“I do not know what you mean,”
insisted Kendan, his voice quavering with pretended fear.


“Your traveler’s cloak does not
hide the fact that you still wear your Shimat uniform,” sneered the Shimat,
“and I also recognize the face of the slave you stole when you abandoned the
order.”


Maizah had been watching the
proceedings calmly, but Kendan could see the tension in her body. He knew she
must be struggling with the fear that naturally came when faced with her former
captors.


Kendan dropped his expression of
humble terror and instead looked at the man before him haughtily. “What now? Do
you think you have the ability to force me to come with you?”


“You are unarmed,” pointed out the
Shimat. “Even though I was never the pet of the Sharifal, I think I am well
capable of killing an unarmed man.”


Kendan pressed his lips together in
feigned anger. “What do you plan to do?”


“I will take you back to Lord
Cha-sak as a gift,” said the Shimat arrogantly. “Surely Lord Cha-sak will
reward me for such a prize.”


Kendan felt genuine misgivings at
the idea of being brought before the demon. Would Cha-sak be able to sense his
real intentions?


He licked his lips nervously.
“Listen, perhaps we can come to some sort of arrangement. I have some coin…”


The Shimat gave another harsh
laugh. “There is nothing that you can give me that would be greater than the
gifts Lord Cha-sak can bestow.”


Kendan allowed his arms to be bound
behind his back, and Maizah meekly followed his example. With some trouble they
were settled into the saddles on their horses, and the Shimat tied their reins
to his own saddle. From there they were led back to the Shimat army.


Kendan felt triumphant at first. He
was being taken to where he wanted to go, and he didn’t even have to convince
anyone that he belonged there. Unfortunately, his sense of satisfaction
dissipated as he realized he would be forced to endure the smug boasting of the
Shimat who had “captured” them.


“My true potential was never recognized
as a Shi,” the Shimat said to his captives. “I was always grouped in with the
others, but deep down I knew I was better than them. I have been biding my
time, and now I will take the place that I deserve. Lord Cha-sak will see to
that.”


Kendan exchanged glances with
Maizah. Her expression was the same, but he could see his own emotions dimly
reflected in her eyes.


He had no idea who this Shimat was,
but he knew his type. This Shimat was among those who perpetually insisted they
were being overlooked or treated unfairly, all the while doing nothing to
change the situation. He was the type that spoke a great deal but did very
little. 


Kendan was almost embarrassed to be
taken to the Shimat as a prisoner of this man. He reminded himself that it was
all a means to an end and swallowed his pride, but it was not easy to do.


As they drew nearer to the army,
another scout rode up to speak to them. He treated the Shimat captor with
unhidden contempt.


“What are you doing here, Shimat
Rat?”


Shimat Rat gestured grandly at
Kendan and Maizah. “I have brought prisoners, Shimat Badger.”


The other scout looked extremely
unimpressed. “Your job is not to harass farmers, Shimat Rat. Your job is to
keep watch for enemy spies.”


“He is not a farmer,” said Shimat
Rat in a voice that was almost a whine. “This is the man formerly known as
Shimat Shrike, and the woman is a Tracker slave that he stole from the order.”


Shimat Badger didn’t appear to be
convinced. “You captured the nephew of the former Sharifal?”


“Yes,” Shimat Rat puffed his chest
out in pride. “I spent much time in the fortress, so I was able to
recognize him.”


Kendan hid a smile, and he could
see that Shimat Badger was doing the same.


Among the Shimat, it was not a
compliment to one’s skills to be always at the fortress. The only exceptions
were the Shar, and this man was clearly not a member of that group.


“Yes,” murmured Shimat Badger, “I
can imagine that you did spend a lot of time at the fortress.”


Shimat Rat seemed to realize the
implied insult, and he snarled in fury. “I am taking these prisoners to Lord
Cha-sak, and I will be rewarded for my dedication!”


“No,” replied Shimat Badger lazily.
“You will turn them over to me and go back to your post. You are supposed to be
scouting, and Lord Cha-sak will not thank you for leaving that unattended.”


“I am not letting you take credit
for my victory,” sputtered Shimat Rat.


Shimat Badger gave a bland smile.
“I give you my oath as a Shimat that I will not claim these prisoners as my
own.”


Shimat Rat fumed for several more
moments, clearly trying to come up with an alternative to handing his prize
over to his fellow Shimat.


“Return to your post,” barked
Shimat Badger, closing any further discussion.


Shimat Rat untied the reins of
Kendan and Maizah’s horses and threw them on the ground like a petulant child.
Then he wheeled his horse around and galloped off.


Shimat Badger watched
dispassionately and then turned to the two prisoners. “What are your names?” he
demanded.


“I am Dan,” said Kendan, with his
head lowered humbly, “and this is my sister, Maya. We are the children of a
local farmer.”


Shimat Badger’s eyes narrowed. “You
do not look like siblings.”


“Mother and Father could not have
any children of their own. Both of us were orphans, and they took us in,”
explained Kendan.


“What an interesting story,” the
Shimat commented. “Unfortunately, none of it is true. I always know when
someone is lying to me.”


Kendan stiffened slightly, but said
nothing else.


“Clearly, there is more to this
than meets the eye, but I do not have time to unravel the mystery,” Shimat
Badger stated calmly. “I would hate to pass up any potential advantage by
killing you prematurely, though.”


There was another small pause
before the Shimat made his decision.


“You two shall serve as my personal
slaves until this matter is sorted out. You will not speak to anyone other than
me, and you will obey me without question. If you fail to do either of these
things, or if you attempt to escape, I will kill you without hesitation. Is
that clear?”


The Shimat’s eyes glinted coldly,
and there was no doubt that he meant what he said. If Kendan had not been
accustomed to the ways of the Shimat assassins, he would have been quite
fearful.


“I understand, master,” Kendan
whispered in a terrified tone.


Shimat Badger appeared to be rather
pleased with himself as he led his two new slaves back to the main body of the
army. Kendan and Maizah’s horses were given to two of Shimat Badger’s
underlings, and the supplies in the saddlebags were given to the rations officer.


Kendan and Maizah hadn’t brought
anything other than the most basic supplies with them, knowing that it was
likely that their belongings would be taken.


Kendan and Maizah were given coarse
brown robes to indicate that they were slaves. Kendan put his on without a
second thought, but Maizah held hers with trembling hands.


It had been a year since she had
been forced to wear such a robe, and she had found her freedom since then.
Kendan knew what it meant to her to don that robe again, and he put his hand over
hers.


He spoke in a low voice. “Your
freedom cannot be taken from you, Maizah. Never again. That robe is nothing
more than a disguise to help you destroy your former captors.”


Her dark, almond-shaped eyes turned
to his, and Kendan could see a lifetime of unspeakable suffering rising to the
surface.


“You are still your own woman,” he
reassured her again.


Resolve began to replace the pain
in her eyes and she gave a short nod. She put on the robe with practiced ease
and then lifted her chin in defiance to her apparel.


Kendan smiled at her and marveled
at the strength of her spirit. Part of him wished that she really was his
sister. He would be proud to have such an extraordinary woman as part of his
family.


Shimat Badger had returned to his
post, but he had left instructions with his personal staff. The two new slaves
were given heavy parcels to carry and ordered to march in line with the rest of
the slaves.


Kendan glanced at Maizah to make
sure that her burden was not too much for her, but her steely expression told
him that she was just fine. His own burden was cumbersome more than anything
else, but he hefted it onto his broad shoulders and marched on.


He was pleased to have placed
himself so well within the Shimat camp. No one looked too closely at a slave,
and so he would be able to move fairly freely. Once he got a feel for how the
camp operated, he could formulate a plan for getting close enough to Basha when
the time was right.


Kendan’s biggest concern had been
that he would be taken prisoner and chained to one of the supply wagons. After
all, the “nephew” of the former Sharifal would not be treated kindly by
supporters of the new leadership. Luckily, he had only been recognized by a
low-ranking Shimat whose word meant nothing to his superiors.


As long as Kendan could keep from
being recognized again, he would be successful in the mission that Adesina had
sent him to accomplish.


A small smile played about Kendan’s
lips, and he quickly banished it from his face. He needed to play the part of
downtrodden slave for a few more weeks, and then he would have his chance to
smile.


He felt a twinge of regret that he
would be missing out on the battle that was to come. He would have liked to
fight alongside Adesina once more. Still, he knew the importance of his mission,
and he was glad to play his part in the greater picture.


Adesina could not succeed without
him being where he was, and that was more important than if he singlehandedly
wiped out the army of mercenaries.


He would do anything for her, even
if it meant playing a slave to the people he hated most.


Kendan almost despised himself for
his devotion to a woman who would never love him, but he could not force
himself to change. He knew he would do anything she asked of him, no matter the
personal cost.


Because of this self-knowledge,
Kendan also knew that as soon as Cha-sak was defeated, Kendan would go to great
lengths to ensure that he never saw Adesina again.

















Chapter Forty: Forest Spirits


 


Adesina spent a lot of time
thinking as the army traveled north. She had several heavy tasks before her,
and she needed plans of action for each of them.


But although she had much to plan,
her thoughts kept turning back to her father.


She and E’nes mourned together,
speaking about how they wished they could have said goodbye. They shared
memories of the man who had been so important in their lives, and Adesina was
happy to learn that she knew almost as much about Me’shan as her brother did.
After all, Me’shan had gone to great lengths to make up for the time lost with
his daughter.


Adesina felt that she had been very
fortunate. Even though she had been taken from her family as an infant, she had
been given the opportunity to know each of her family members. Not many could
say the same in similar circumstances. Especially considering the fact that
Adesina’s mother had died shortly after giving birth.


As she rode north, surrounded by
her brave cavalry soldiers, she thought of how grateful she was for her ability
to Dream. Through her Dreams she could visit the realm of the dead and speak to
her mother. She had the chance to know the woman who had sacrificed her life in
order to ensure Adesina’s future. 


The ability to Dream was a comfort
to Adesina in the face of Me’shan’s sudden death. Although she was unable to
Dream while it was necessary for her to block Cha-sak from her mind, her father
would be waiting for her when this war ended.


Adesina’s musings wandered onto a
new track.


Me’shan was dead. His body had been
damaged beyond repair, and yet he was not gone. His existence—his soul—had
simply moved to another realm.


Something slid into place in her
mind—a missing piece of the puzzle she was facing. If that was the case for
humans, why would it be any different for other life forms?


The L’avan queen turned to Finlay,
who was now officially her second-in-command.


“I believe it is time that you take
full control of the cavalry, Finlay.”


The young man looked at her in
surprise. “Why is that, your Majesty?”


Adesina smiled at his genuine
humility. Hestia’s son-in-law was continually taken aback by her reliance on
him, as if he was certain that there had been some sort of mistake. Even so,
his humility did not prevent him from doing his very best in everything that
was asked of him.


“I am needed in a different
battle,” was her simple reply.


Finlay nodded solemnly. Around the
nightly campfires, the prophecy of the Threshold Child had been told to the
allies of the L’avan. It had become common knowledge that Adesina would be the
one to save them from the demon. 


“Yes, you shall fight the battle
that no one else can win.”


Adesina’s heart warmed at his
sincere confidence in her. She knew he did not say such things to flatter her.
He said them because he believed them.


“I am so proud to have ridden with
you,” Adesina said.


Finlay gave a small grin. “I am
honored to be known by you.”


Ravi must have been listening to
the exchange, because he kept by Adesina’s side as she heeled Torith forward to
the front of the marching army. Adesina spotted L’iam, who was walking his
horse while conversing with a group of soldiers near the front.


“L’iam,” she called as she drew
closer.


Her husband looked up, startled to
hear her voice. He mounted his horse so he could speak to her without having to
crane his neck.


“What is it?” His voice sounded
concerned. “Is something wrong?”


Adesina shook her head. “No, I
think I have discovered a solution to one of our problems.”


L’iam’s eyes lit up. “Oh?”


“Unfortunately,” she continued, “it
means that I need to leave you and ride ahead to the Thieves’ Forest.”


L’iam’s face fell. “You know I
cannot leave the army.”


“Yes, I know.”


“And you also know that I hate
letting you out of my sight.”


Adesina’s voice grew softer. “Yes,
I know.”


Her husband reached over and took
her hand. “You love to put me in impossible situations.”


She lifted their clasped hands and
pressed her lips to the back of his hand. “I would not say that I love
it, but it does seem to happen often.”


L’iam’s face looked conflicted, and
Adesina knew that there was nothing she could do to make the decision easier
for him. He finally sighed and gave her hand a squeeze.


“Be safe, my love. I will see you
soon.”


“In just a few days,” promised
Adesina.


Then, without looking back, she
galloped ahead of the L’avan and Seharan forces, leaving them far behind.


What do you intend to do?
Ravi asked through their Joining.


Adesina glanced at the graceful
feline form keeping pace beside her.


Can you not read my mind?
she teased him gently.


She could not hear him over the
thundering of Torith’s hooves, but she knew that he snorted in exasperation.


I know some of the thoughts that
led you to your recent realization, but that does not mean that I automatically
know what you are planning. I am well aware that you are highly unpredictable
at times.


Adesina chuckled to herself. Yes,
you are.


A single rider is able to move at a
much faster pace than an army of soldiers. Adesina completed the distance to
the Thieves’ Forest in a day and a half, using her vyala to keep Torith
refreshed and able to maintain a brisk trot. Ravi was also able to keep pace,
but he drew his energy from the world around him. 


As they travelled, she began to
flesh-out her idea, allowing Ravi to be a part of the mental process. It was
difficult for her to work out all of the details in her mind, because, although
she had learned much about vyala over the past year, there were some
answers that she simply did not know. Ravi was able to help her to refine many
of her theories, but they remained theories still.


By the time they reached the
Thieves’ Forest, Adesina was ready for her task.


The Forest loomed before the L’avan
queen like an enormous wave of shadows. Night had fallen long before they had
seen the first of the trees, and the moonlight made the ancient woods look
ghostly.


Adesina dismounted Torith and tended
to him. He had been working hard for a long time, and she didn’t want to risk
him coming to harm. When she was satisfied that Torith needed nothing other
than rest, she left him to graze outside the forest and walked on with only
Ravi to accompany her.


The whispers began the moment
Adesina stepped among the trees.


“Threshold Child…”


“…walking toward the Light…”


“One who is of our people…”


“…yet not of our people.”


“Yearning of the heart…”


“A life not yet realized.”


“The potential of the ages…”


Adesina called forth her vyala
and let it flow through her entire being. The power warmed her and made her
feel even more alive. The scents of the forest—the damp soil and the blooming
flowers, the decay of old growth and the greenery of new growth—grew more
potent, and the colors were vivid even in the dark of night.


The whispering voices of the forest
took shape before her, forming into the spirits of Immortals whose bodies had
been destroyed.


 Adesina could feel their unrest.
The Immortals had been designed to live forever, and yet that opportunity had
been ripped from them by the abuse of vyala. They had been trapped in
Adesina’s world, where they could no longer serve any purpose. Their lack of
bodies limited them severely, and they had spent many years simply wandering
and waiting.


Adesina thought again of her
father, whose body had been burned to ashes on the funeral pyre. She knew that
just because the human spirits could not fully exist in her world, that did not
mean they could not continue to live in another. She had seen her own mother,
years after E’rian had passed away. She had spoken to her. She had embraced
her. In the world of Dreams, E’rian was as alive and present as Adesina, and
she knew that she would find Me’shan there, too


What was the world of Dreams but
another realm?


The world where human spirits
dwelled after their bodies had died was connected to Adesina’s world through
Dreams. Which meant that, in a way, Dreams were a Threshold. She knew that
there were worlds beyond the one she lived in and the one she visited when she
Dreamed.


So, why could there not be a realm
for Immortal spirits?


Kendan had suggested transporting
the spirits back to the forest to the south, thereby enabling the L’avan and
Seharan armies to pass through the Thieves’ Forest. However, Adesina now
believed that she could do more than simply move the spirits to a more
convenient location.


She could give them back their
purpose.


Adesina anchored her mind in
Ravi’s, and then she opened herself fully to every ounce of power that she
could hold. Her body blazed with vyala, and the feeling was both
intoxicating and frightening.


I am here, Ma’eve.


Ravi’s presence in her mind was
comforting, and it helped her to focus on the task at hand.


Adesina reached out from herself.
She sent tendrils of her awareness out into the universe, searching for the
worlds beyond those she knew. At first it felt as though she was grasping at
the darkness, and she was uncertain if she would even recognize what she was
looking for when she found it.


She refocused and drew her
awareness closer to herself again. She began by feeling the immense and complex
life of her own world. It was so varied and so alive, so much more than just a
sphere of rock. It was the plants and the water, it was the insects and the
birds, it was the animals and the humans. All of these things made the world
what it was, just as Adesina’s body was made of numerous and unique parts.


Adesina pushed her awareness
outward again. She felt the space that surrounded the world in the physical
sense, but also in a less tangible way. It was as if there were layers of
existence, and she was able to feel all of them.


She could feel the world of Dreams
like a sheer cloth that was wrapped around the world she lived in, almost as
though it were the same world, filling the same space but existing in a
different reality.


There were many other worlds like
that—less physical, but just as present. There were also many other worlds that
were similar to her own—just as filled with life, just as complex and unique.


Adesina was amazed by the extent of
life in the universe. She had been taught the theories of what the universe
held, but she had not realized that each star was a life of its own. 


The Creator did not begin and
end with your world, Ma’eve. The Creator has always been giving life, and will
continue to give life for all eternity.


Ravi’s words brought Adesina back
to herself. She had almost become lost floating through a universe of vyala,
but now she refocused on her purpose.


She gathered her vyala and
brought it to bear, not as a weapon but as a tool in her hands.


Adesina had never attempted
anything like this before, and she only had a small amount of information to
guide her. She relied mostly on instinct as she began weaving her arms back and
forth in a graceful motion.


Her mind searched through all of
the worlds and realms, finding one where a spirit would not be hindered by the
lack of a body. She passed over the worlds that were filled with other life.
She kept searching.


She wanted a realm that was
unclaimed.


She finally found one that was
filled with plant and animal life, but did not have anything akin to humans or
Immortals. Adesina paused in uncertainty, but something deep within her filled
her with a sense of peace. She knew without a doubt that this realm was the one
that she needed.


Her vyala began to stream
down her arms and out of the tips of her fingers. The swaying movements that
Adesina was making with her arms continued, and the thick threads of vyala
wove together like yarn on a loom.


The vyala was composed of
many different colors, in infinite shades. It was like looking into a prism
that sparkled with sunlight. Something within her knew that she needed the
shimmering pathway to extend to the heavens. She needed it to reach as high as
possible. The woven result of Adesina’s movements looked like a shimmering path
of light that began to stretch up to the sky.


Adesina felt that she, too, would
have been carried upward, were it not for the firm presence of Ravi’s mind in
her own. In fact, as Adesina worked, she realized that the Joining between
herself and her guardian was so strong that it was almost a strain for her to
extend her vyala upward.


The connection that kept her mind
safe also held her down. 


Reach out to me, my child. Take
my hand.


Adesina acted before she had the
chance to think it through. She thrust her hand upward, as if reaching for
someone to pull her up. She knew that the gesture was not needed in a physical
sense, but her vyala followed the action.


Her entire body stiffened as she
felt an infinite source of power wrap around her gently but firmly. She was
raised several inches off of the ground, and light began to swirl around her.


Adesina had never experienced so
much pure vyala before. The power was indescribable, and she knew that,
if the vyala she sensed were hers to control, she would be infinitely
powerful. As it was, she could merely sense the power, not use it on her own. 


Now Adesina began to feel a
different kind of strain. Ravi’s mind kept her anchored to reality, and this
new power lifted her up to the heavens. She could feel herself being stretched
between the two worlds. It felt as if she were being forced to climb a sheer
wall.


At first the sensation was only
uncomfortable, but as the woven path of vyala continued upward, Adesina
felt sweat beading on her forehead. Her muscles ached with effort. 


It began to feel as though the vyala
was being pulled from her, as if she had lost control and was no longer the one
sending it outward. Adesina experienced a stab of fear, and wondered if she had
made a mistake in trusting this unknown power.


Time seemed to stand still, even
though Adesina was painfully aware of its passing. She was exhausted, every
muscle trembling. She wanted to stop weaving the threads of vyala
together, but she knew she had to keep going as long as the source of power had
hold of her.


“Please, let go of me,” she gasped
toward the heavens.


Patience, my child. Just a
little longer.


“I cannot keep going. I am too
weak,” Adesina pled.


A warmth and comfort filled her
heart.


You are stronger than you think.


Finally, Adesina felt the woven
pathway connect to a distant realm beyond the stars.


Raise your sword, Adesina. Open
the way.


With trembling arms, Adesina raised
Falcon high in the air. The blade burst into a swirling radiance of tangible
light, and it pained her eyes to look at it. She looked beyond to the stars,
which had suddenly become visible through the treetops.


Open the way.


Adesina brought Falcon down in a
slashing motion, carving a rectangle in the air. The lines the blade created
glowed for several moments before fading from the air.


Adesina felt the power release her.
She collapsed to her knees from exhaustion. Ravi was immediately by her side,
examining her with powers of his own.


“Are you hurt, Ma’eve?”


The anxiety in his voice roused
Adesina from her fatigue more than anything else could have.


“No,” she mumbled wearily, “I am
fine.”


Ravi sighed in relief and then
turned to look ahead. 


“Look, Ma’eve.”


Adesina complied and lifted her
eyes to where Ravi had indicated.


Before, there had been nothing but
trees in front of them. Now, that was not the case. A doorway stood where none
had been before. It stood completely alone, on a small, raised dais. 


The dais was made from stone that
already appeared to be worn with age. The door frame was made from the same
wood as the surrounding trees, but it had been intricately carved with ancient
designs. Adesina recognized runes and symbols that were associated with the
Immortals, but she wasn’t certain what any of them meant.


The door itself was also made of
wood, but it was stained black. In the center was carved the symbol of the
Serraf, which was covered in gold leaf—a sunburst encircled by two feathered
wings, and a pair of feline eyes set above as if watching over.


Adesina had seen such a door
before, but she could barely believe that one stood before her now.


“It cannot be…” she said slowly.


“It is,” affirmed Ravi. “You
created a new Threshold.”


“But how?” asked Adesina.
“How is that possible?”


Ravi gave a feline smile. “Anything
is possible with the help of the Creator.”


Adesina’s exhaustion made her
thoughts more sluggish than usual. “The Creator?”


“You reached out to the Creator in
order to accomplish what your instincts told you must be done.”


Adesina was stunned. The unknown
power that had spoken to her was the Creator?


Ravi’s expression was kind as he
studied her bewildered face. “The Serraf are the Keepers of the Thresholds and
you are the Threshold Child. It stands to reason that you have the ability to
create a new one, with the help of the Creator.”


“Will it work?” asked Adesina in a
whisper. “Will it take the spirits of the Immortals to their new home?”


Ravi smiled. “Let us find out.”


Adesina slowly began to smile back.
“Yes, of course.”


She stood up and extended her hand
to the doorway, commanding it to open with her vyala. There was an
audible click and then light began to spill out of the other side of the
Threshold.


A joyful cry sounded in Adesina’s
mind from the silent voices of the spirits of the Immortals. Then, one by one,
they began to pass over.

















Chapter Forty-One: Fortifications


 


Adesina sat on Torith at the edge
of the forest, watching the approach of the L’avan and Seharan armies. Ravi
stood next to the horse with his long tail waving slowly back and forth.


“There he is,” said the young queen
in a tone of anticipation.


L’iam seemed to have spotted her,
because he heeled Avab into a gallop and headed directly toward them.


As the L’avan king drew nearer, he
reined his horse sharply and flung himself out of his saddle. Adesina also
dismounted hastily, and the two of them ran to each other’s arms.


L’iam’s embrace was a crushing
force, but to Adesina it didn’t seem tight enough. He buried his face in her
hair and murmured, “I was so worried. We could all sense huge amounts of vyala
being channeled in this direction, but we did not know what was happening.”


Adesina nodded. “I am sorry to have
worried you. I am safe.”


He released her only enough to look
at her face. “Are you hurt? What happened?”


She hesitated, trying to decide how
to explain what had happened. When she saw the concern on his face increase at
her silence, she hurried to say, “I am not hurt, my love. I just do not know
how to explain.”


Relief washed over his face, but it
was instantly replaced by curiosity. “Were you successful in transferring the
forest spirits?”


“Yes,” Adesina began, but then she
paused.


Ravi spoke up. “The Creator formed
a connection with her, and together they made a new Threshold through which the
spirits could travel to their new home.”


L’iam’s eyes widened in shock.


Adesina felt uncomfortable under
his gaze. Ravi had made it seem so simple and so impressive. Yet, there was
more to it than that. Adesina wanted to explain it to her husband fully—to share
with him how she had felt and how it had changed her.


Perhaps now wasn’t the time for
that.


There was work to be done, and
little time to do it. Also, Adesina wasn’t even sure of her own feelings at the
moment. They would have time to talk later, and she could share with him all of
the things that were pent up inside of her.


Adesina gave an uncertain smile.
“There is more to it than that,” she said, giving Ravi a wry glance, “but we
will have to talk later, I suppose.”


L’iam studied her eyes for a moment
before giving her a quick kiss and nodding. “Yes, we will talk later.”


“The important thing right now is
that the forest is safe for the army to enter,” Adesina went on. “We need to
begin preparations to face our enemies here.”


By this time, the other leaders of
the army had arrived. Z’eki and Me’da rode at the front of the group, followed
by Ri’sel, E’nes, Hestia, and the Immortals.


All eyes were turned to Adesina,
filled with questions that were unspoken.


“We can proceed with our plans,”
confirmed the L’avan queen.


Several heads nodded in
satisfaction.


“Very well,” said Z’eki in his
typically energetic voice. “We shall begin immediately.”


L’iam began delegating
responsibilities. “Ri’sel, Z’eki, and Me’da, you three will oversee the
fortifications of the land where the main army will be making a stand. Adesina,
you need to tend to the advance force.”


Ruon shook his oval head. “No. We
need to speak to Adesina alone.”


L’iam was clearly surprised by the
Laithur’s insistence, but he spoke with respect. “Of course. E’nes will begin
preparations until Adesina is free to take over.”


E’nes nodded willingly, but Adesina
frowned at her fellow Immortals. What was so important that it couldn’t wait
until war preparations were underway?


“Hestia,” L’iam continued, “I would
like you to lead the Healers and the wounded through the forest to the refugee
camp. The refugees need to be warned what is going to be happening here, and
they need to move back to the Rashad grasslands. The Healers can set up camp at
the far edge of the forest.”


More instructions were being
issued, but Adesina didn’t have a chance to listen to them. Ruon, Sitara, and
Riel began walking into the woods, and it was indicated that she and Ravi
needed to follow.


Without being told where to go, the
three experienced Immortals walked directly to where the new Threshold was
located. They stood at the base of the dais and gazed up at it with wonder.


“What have you done?” asked Ruon
quietly. His tone was not accusatory, but cautious.


“I made a new Threshold,” answered
Adesina as simply as possible.


“We can see that,” responded
Sitara. “How is that possible? No Serraf has ever had the power to create a
Threshold. We are merely the keepers of them, not their creators.”


“More importantly,” interrupted
Ruon, “why did you do it? Thresholds are dangerous things.”


Adesina had never felt the weight
of so much disapproval before, even when she was a student among the Shimat.


“I made it so that the spirits of
the Immortals could pass on to a new world,” she explained.


This caused even more alarm among
her companions.


“Do you even know where you sent
them?” demanded Ruon.


“I chose the world carefully,” said
Adesina, feeling rather defensive.


Sitara placed a hand on her arm.
“There is no certainty in that. Thresholds can connect to any realm, and it is
not a simple thing to forge a path to a specific one.”


Adesina shook her head. “This
Threshold only leads to one world.”


Riel frowned. “That is not
possible.”


“It is true,” affirmed Ravi.


“The spirits of the Immortals
needed a new world where they could continue with their purpose without being
hindered by the loss of their bodies,” explained Adesina. “I connected this
Threshold to the realm where they could do that.”


“How can you be certain?” asked
Ruon.


Adesina could do nothing but shrug.
“I just am.”


“It is not possible,” repeated
Riel. “Thresholds are merely doorways, they are not fixed paths. Moreover, it
took several Serraf to create a connection to another world during the Great
Wars. How could you do such a thing by yourself?”


“I had help,” explained Adesina.


Three sets of eyes stared at her.


“What kind of help?” demanded the
Laithur.


“Help from the Creator,” answered
Ravi after a pause.


Adesina felt foolish making such
claims, but she was glad that Ravi was brave enough to speak the truth.


She expected them to be
incredulous, but she was wrong. Instead, their faces were filled with awe.


“The Creator instructed you?”
Sitara asked with a voice that was tinged with longing.


“It was more than instructions,”
said Adesina. “I was wrapped in a blanket of power, and an incredible amount of
vyala was channeled through me. You are right to say that no Serraf
could create a Threshold on her own. I could not have done it alone. It was through
me that the Creator made this Threshold, and it is completely unique. It leads
to one realm alone, and the connection is constant.”


Riel’s eyes shone with emotion.
“You truly are the Child of the Threshold.”


Sitara nodded in agreement. “You
have been honored above all other Serraf. Such close contact with the Creator
is not a common thing, Adesina.”


Adesina’s gaze turned instinctively
to Ruon, and she saw a strange expression in his glittering black eyes. It was
something like…


Hope.


All he said was, “I was right to
tie my fate to yours.”


Without another word, Ruon turned
and walked away.


Adesina and Ravi exchanged looks,
but said nothing. It was nigh unto impossible to guess what was going through
the mind of the Laithur, and they did not venture opinions on the matter.


Sitara gave Adesina a quick hug and
a golden smile. “You are a beacon in the darkness.”


“Thank you,” stammered Adesina.


Sitara and Riel also walked away,
leaving the young queen and her guardian alone by the Threshold.


There were several moments of
silence before Ravi said, “Well, back to work.”


Adesina couldn’t help but laugh at
his mundane words. She greatly appreciated his ability to make her feel normal
again. It was uncomfortable to be the focus of such admiration, especially from
Immortals.


The L’avan queen returned to the
army to find that work had already begun. Each group of soldiers had been given
an assignment, and the forest was bustling with activity.


Forest warfare was very different
from the battles that were fought on open fields. They could employ tactics
that used their smaller numbers as an advantage. When fighting in grasslands,
the threat of being overrun by their enemies had been great. In a forest, they
could find safety behind fortifications and fight on their own terms.


Trees were being felled and
stripped, and the logs were hauled to build protective walls. Other trees were
being fitted with platforms where archers could be positioned.


Adesina walked past all of these
preparations toward the edge of the woods where the enemy would be entering.
There, E’nes was hard at work with his group of dedicated soldiers. Their task
was to make it as difficult as possible for their enemies to enter the forest
at all.


E’nes gave a strained grin as she
approached. His strength and attention was mostly focused on rolling a small boulder
out of the trench that was being dug.


“Did you get in trouble with your
teachers?” he asked teasingly.


“I talked my way out of it,” she
joked back.


“Good,” E’nes grunted as the
boulder finally moved out of the way. He brushed off his hands and acted as
though he was going to leave. “That means you can take over here.”


“Yes, I can,” agreed Adesina.
“Since I am now in charge, I am instructing you to finish what you have
started.”


E’nes grumbled in a good-natured
sort of way and continued with digging the trench.


The L’avan had been instructed to
reserve their vyala for battle, but Adesina was under no such
restrictions. She could recover much faster than they could, and so she
immediately called forth her powers to aid in the work that was to be done.


Her vyala swirled blue and
orange before her eyes as she gently lifted swaths of dirt and rock into the
air and moved them over to the piles of excess. Several of the working soldiers
stared at her in envy as they toiled with their hands, but they all seemed
grateful that she was making their work easier.


Kendan had helped to design the
defenses for the forest before he had left on his mission, and Adesina
appreciated his input now that the plans were taking shape. He and L’iam
actually made quite a formidable team when they put their minds together, for
the L’avan king had made several suggestions as well.


Adesina felt it was a pity that the
two men were unlikely to ever become friends. With their joint determination
and their unique perspectives they could accomplish great things.
Unfortunately, each man viewed the other as being his direct opposite. Perhaps
it was true, perhaps it wasn’t. Either way, Adesina didn’t think that their
differences were insurmountable.


With a small sigh, she turned her
thoughts back to the task at hand.


The trenches would extend all along
the edge of the forest. Some of the trenches would be hidden and some not. Some
would have wooden pikes fixed at the bottom, and others would simply make it
easier for Adesina’s soldiers to attack the enemies who fell inside.


The trenches were the second
hindrance the Shimat army would encounter.


The first hindrance was being set
up along the grasslands leading up to the woods. A separate, narrower trench
was being dug and filled with wood and kindling. When the time came, the L’avan
would set the contents of that trench aflame. The hope was that it would slow
the enemy army while L’avan and Seharan archers thinned their numbers.


Adesina found herself shaking her
head as she thought of the many lines of defense and attack. She was sick with
all of the bloodshed, and she hated that she was planning for more.


When she had been a student of the
Shimat, she had thought that battle was a glorious thing. She had dreamed of
the rush of soldiers and the gleam of weapons, and she had thought it a pity
that as a Shimat she would never take part in such battles. After all, Shimat
typically accomplished things by manipulating others into doing their bidding.
There was very little direct involvement, if possible.


Now Adesina had experienced all
that war could offer, and it made her soul weary. There was no glory, only
sorrow and pain.


If Adesina had her way, she would
rid the world of war forever.


Feeling a surge of determination,
she used her vyala to lift up more earth and stones, starting another
trench that could save the lives of some of her soldiers.

















Chapter Forty-Two: The Refugee Camp


 


Hestia walked through the Thieves’
Forest with the L’avan Healers and the wounded soldiers. She had given her
horse to one of the soldiers to ride. She had never minded walking, and she was
not injured.


They would be leaving the woods
soon, and the refugee camp would be visible. Several of the soldiers began to
look eager at the thought of being reunited with loved ones.


Hestia watched as one of the
Seharan healers—a woman by the name of Faryl—walked with her arm around a
wounded L’avan. Hestia was fairly certain the soldier’s name was Than’os. Next
to them walked an Ojuri lad with two Seharan soldiers, who seemed to be in the
midst of an earnest conversation.


It made the Ojuri leader—now queen
of Sehar—glad to see connections forming between Seharans and L’avan. It made
her even happier to see members of the Northern Tribes mixed in with the rest
of the Seharan soldiers.


There had been so much discord, so
much division in the history of Sehar. It had been many generations since the
nation was truly united. They needed that unity if they were to be victorious
against Cha-sak and his followers, and they would need it if they were to move
forward as a nation in the future.


Compared to the rest of the world,
Sehar was stagnant and insignificant. Hestia wanted to change that. She had
never wanted to be queen, but now that she had accepted the title she intended
to do something with it. She wanted to lead Sehar out of obscurity and into a
position of consequence. Hestia wanted her kingdom to become prosperous and
independent.


She knew there was a lot of work
ahead, but it was encouraging to see the little signs of success. No success was
more important than forging bonds between the groups of people that had been
separated for so long.


Hestia was grateful to have L’iam
and Adesina as her allies. A new monarchy was always unstable at first, and she
would need all of the allies she could get. It was especially important to have
friendships with the nations that bordered her own, and Pevothem shared Sehar’s
largest border.


More than that, the king and queen
of Pevothem had been invaluable sources of guidance and encouragement. They
believed in her as queen of Sehar, and that meant  a great deal to Hestia.


Hestia emerged from the trees with
the first group of soldiers. She shielded her eyes as they adjusted to the
sudden sunlight.


She could see the refugee camp from
where she stood, and they had clearly seen the soldiers emerge from the woods.
Hestia smiled as shouts of welcome were raised by their waiting friends. She
paused to speak to the lead Healer before continuing onward.


“Set up your camp here, just at the
edge of the trees.”


The Healer nodded and began issuing
commands to her subordinates.


Hestia did not wait to supervise.
She knew that everything would be done in pristine order. Instead, the Seharan
queen walked with the soldiers who were hurrying toward the refugee camp.


She was greeted by one of the camp
leaders, a man by the name of Quinlan.


“Our scouts reported that you were
coming,” he said in a mild but confident voice. “We expected you sooner.”


Hestia smiled. “Most of our wounded
had to travel slowly.”


Quinlan nodded. “Of course. What
news of the war?”


Hestia’s eyebrows lifted and she
took a breath. “Much has happened. If you would like, you can call a meeting
for this evening and I will report to all who wish to hear.”


The burly man gave a small bow. “I
would be grateful for that.”


“In the meantime,” Hestia went on,
“there is much to be done. The entire refugee camp needs to be moved northward,
away from the forest.”


Quinlan’s brow furrowed. “Why is
that?”


Hestia inclined her head back the
way she had come. “Our army is on the other side of this forest, and there they
will make their last stand. If the enemy breaks through, we do not want them to
reach the refugees without time to give warning.”


Quinlan rubbed his calloused hands
together in a thoughtful gesture. “I did not realize the danger would be so
close,” he said in a troubled tone. “We have no real defenses here. Most of the
able men are with the army, so we are composed of those who are unable to fight
and those who are unwilling.”


“Not all,” corrected Hestia. “Do
not forget that there are those like you, who stayed to maintain structure.”


Quinlan gave a sad smile. “I did
choose to stay, but not out of nobility. I injured my knee during the attack on
the High City, and I am no longer able to run. I would make a poor soldier.”


“Well, you can stand and defend if
the worst comes,” she encouraged him.


He assented readily. “I will do so,
if it is needed.”


“Where do we need to begin the
preparations to move this camp?” inquired Hestia.


“First we will pack up all of our
supplies. We have been getting a steady stream from the Zephyr.”
explained Quinlan. “We will warn everyone that we will be leaving first thing
in the morning, and then we will arrange transportation for those who need it.”


Hestia nodded her approval.


“Any shelter that is not used for
sleeping will be disassembled and packed up today, and then the personal tents
of the refugees can be packed tomorrow morning.”


Moving a camp that contained
thousands of people was no small task, but Quinlan seemed confident that everything
would go smoothly. That made Hestia feel confident as well.


“Thank you, Quinlan. Is there
anything that I can do?”


The large man slowly shook his
head. “No, we can delegate the tasks here. I do look forward to your report
this evening, though. A lot of people are anxious to know how things with the
war are going.”


She understood their feelings. As
far as she knew, there had only been a few messengers spared to send reports to
the refugee camp. They had not even been told about the retreat that had brought
the army north.


“I will be as thorough as I can,”
promised Hestia.


Quinlan smiled and then walked away
to begin the process of moving the camp.


 


***


 


The salty smell of the sea was like
the breath of life to Satosh. He inhaled deeply, enjoying the momentary peace
between his duties.


The last several weeks had been
very busy for the crew of Zephyr, but they had been very rewarding ones
as well. They had been taking the raw materials that the L’avan could
offer—such as wool, beeswax, and useful minerals—and trading them for food and
medical supplies in Banolf and Ghaith, both countries just across the Havill
Sea from Pevothem.


The crewmembers of Zephyr
were not receiving compensation for their services in a monetary sense, but the
L’avan had made it well worth their while. Two young L’avan had been assigned
to travel with the Zephyr and had been instructed to use their gifts in
any way Captain Zulimar thought best.


Both L’avan were teenagers, younger
than Suvi. They were a brother and sister, named J’em and J’ula.  J’ula was
fifteen years old, and she had the ability to mend broken objects and to
refresh their food and water supplies. J’em was thirteen years old, and he was
able to use his powers to lift heavy objects and perform simple healing.


Both were too young to be soldiers
in the war with the Scepter of Cha-sak, but they were still able to contribute.
Suvi had taken them under her wing, and they seemed happy to be adventuring on
the sea.


Satosh’s thoughtful eyes regained
focus and locked on the cliffs of Pevothem that were becoming visible in the
distance.


“Cliffs ahead,” he bellowed, and
the rest of the crew on deck echoed his call.


Pevothem was well protected from
outsiders on all sides. Every border that touched the ocean was practically unscalable
from the water. Even if one were a master at climbing sheer cliffs, they would
first have to face the challenge of reaching the cliffs.


The waters surrounding Pevothem
were treacherous, to say the least. Sharp rocks jutted up unexpectedly, and
rogue waves tossed ships about in unpredictable patterns. The crew of Zephyr
knew that as soon as the cliffs of Pevothem were spotted they had to be alert.
Any lapse of attention could lead to a fatal mistake.


Sailors scurried about, pulling on
ropes and rushing to their posts. Zephyr slowed to a cautious pace, and
Zulimar appeared on deck to issue orders in person.


The captain seemed the physical
opposite of Satosh, who was his second in command. Satosh was a little man with
a fair complexion, even though years in the sun had made it darker and more
rough. Zulimar looked like a giant among men, being taller and broader than
most. His skin was the color of ebony, and it appeared untouched by time and
elements.


Zulimar glanced down at his second
in command with a companionable expression on his face. “Satosh,” he greeted.


“Captain,” returned Satosh. “It is
windier today. We may have trouble reaching the meeting point.”


The larger man nodded and crossed
his arms against his barrel chest. “We shall see.”


Satosh understood perfectly.
Zulimar wasn’t doubting Satosh’s words or his ability to judge the situation.
He was leaving himself open to all possibilities.


Zephyr crept forward,
jostled by the rough water. Each member of the crew executed their tasks with
immaculate precision, the result of years of experience and teamwork.


Satosh took note that J’ula and
J’em appeared on deck to watch with wide eyes. They knew to keep out of the
way, but they couldn’t seem to resist watching. This was not the first time
they had made this trip, but each time the ship approached Pevothem there was a
sense of anxiety that flowed from the two youngsters.


Suvi, who was at her post as well,
caught Satosh’s eye, and the two of them exchanged grins. They would take turns
teasing the young L’avan when they were safely back at sea.


It took several minutes of careful
maneuvering, but eventually Zephyr reached the designated meeting spot.


“Drop anchor,” ordered Zulimar in
his bass voice.


“Aye, Captain,” responded the crew
members responsible for the task.


The ship still jerked about
unsteadily, but there was relief on the faces of the crew. They had been
assured that their present position was safe, no matter how the waves beat
against them.


The tension did not leave
completely, though. There was a sense of expectation that weighed on each
person.


J’ula twisted her hair around her
fingers. J’em tried to appear unconcerned, but his fists were clenched at his
sides. Suvi moved over to stand by them and gave them encouraging smiles.


“I never get used to her,” she said
to the young L’avan in a low voice.


The brother and sister seemed to
appreciate the comment.


“Nor I,” they each admitted.


The her they spoke of soon
appeared.


The water began to swirl a short
distance from where the ship was anchored. Slowly, an enormous arrow-shaped
head emerged from the depths of the ocean, followed by a serpent-like body.


The Aekuor was a frightening sight,
even though each person on Zephyr knew that Kai was an ally.


“Good day, friends,” the sea
creature said in a gentle voice.


Zulimar was the one to answer.
“Good day, Kai.”


“Once again, you bring supplies
much sooner than expected,” the Aekuor observed.


The captain inclined his head. “The
ocean has been kind to us.”


“It is a good sign,” acknowledged
Kai. “Our work must be in favor with greater powers.”


“I hope so,” was Zulimar’s polite
response.


“Well,” said the sea creature, “let
us begin.”


Crew members were already hauling
cargo from the hold and setting it on wide wooden rafts that had been placed on
the deck. Everything was stacked carefully and then securely lashed down with
thick rope.


Zulimar waved J’em forward, and the
boy assumed a look of serious concentration.


Satosh had asked the young L’avan
to explain to him how their magic worked, and the explanation had not been very
enlightening. From what Satosh could understand, there were natural forms of
magic in the world around them and the L’avan used…something…to wield it. They
had called it vyala, and had said that every life form had it. However,
if that was the case, why couldn’t normal humans use magic as well?


The young L’avan had become rather
confused themselves, and had said something about the importance of blood
lines. Satosh had taken pity on them and stopped asking questions. He decided
to ask a L’avan whose education was a bit more specialized in that area.


J’em’s eyes began to glow and swirl
with a light blue color. He extended his hands toward the rafts of cargo and
his arms began to tremble with effort. The rafts lifted into the air and
floated slowly down to the water surface.


The boy expelled a breath of air
and then looked embarrassed by his evident effort. J’ula placed a hand on his
shoulder and beamed at him with pride, and J’em began to smile as well.


Kai gently took the lead ropes in
her mouth and submerged in the water, hauling the food and medical supplies
toward the cliffs. She was able to see where the dangers of the ocean were
located, and she steered the rafts to safety.


Satosh watched through a spyglass
as the rafts reached the foot of the cliffs. He could see the distant forms of
their L’avan counterparts standing high above the water. One of them lifted
their arms and the rafts were magically lifted into the air. 


From there, Satosh knew that the
supplies would be transferred to wagons, even though he could not see them
through his spyglass.


Suvi sidled up to him and spoke in
a quiet voice. “Do you think they will send another report on the war?”


The little man shrugged. “I do not
know.”


“We did not get a report the last
time we dropped off supplies. Do you think it is going poorly?”


Satosh knew that her questions were
not meant to pester him. She was genuinely concerned for the people she
considered to be her friends. Also, she knew that Satosh had more knowledge of
warfare than he let on.


“They may have simply forgotten to
include the report, child,” he reassured her. “Even if they had no news
themselves, that does not necessarily mean something is wrong. It may just be
that there are more pressing matters and a report will be sent at a later
date.”


Suvi rubbed her arms and stared at
the cliffs of Pevothem. “I hope they send us news. Even if it is bad news, I
would like to know.”


Satosh gave a small smile. “I
should not worry about Adesina, if I were you. That young woman is quite
capable of taking care of herself.”


Suvi didn’t answer, but she seemed
to take comfort from his words.


Several minutes passed as they
waited for Kai to return with the raft filled with L’avan goods. Satosh was surprised
when the Aekuor emerged from the water without the rafts behind her.


Zulimar approached the railing so
he could face Kai directly. “What is wrong? Are there no more materials that
can be spared?”


“There is a letter for you. I’ve
carried it in my mouth,” Kai responded.


The Aekuor tried to look as benign
as possible, but that was difficult for such a creature to do. She brought her
teeth together to keep them out of the way and curled her lips—or, at least,
what might count as lips. There was a bottle tucked beneath her lower lip.


Zulimar retrieved it with admirable
confidence, as if he were often asked to pull something out of the mouth of an
Aekuor, and it no longer concerned him.


The captain of Zephyr pulled
the letter out of the bottle and read it quickly. Satosh and the rest of the
crew waited in silent anticipation.


After reading the letter through
twice, Zulimar looked up with a somber expression on his face.


“It seems we have made our last
supply run for this war effort.”


Murmurs ran through the gathered
crew.


Zulimar held up the letter. “This
informs me that the L’avan and Seharan armies have retreated to the borders of
Pevothem, and there they intend to make their last stand.”


Satosh felt a chill settle in his
chest. He had seen enough battle to know what such a statement really meant.


“The refugee camp will be moving
north, and they will remain on alert in the event that the enemy breaks
through,” continued Zulimar. “If the army fails to keep the Scepter of Cha-sak
at bay, we are requested to be at the ready to take on as many passengers as we
can hold and carry them to safety.”


“But Captain,” Satosh said slowly,
“there are thousands of refugees. We can only hold a fraction aboard this
ship.”


Zulimar nodded. “We are to take as
many children as possible while the adults hold back the enemy.”


There was a small gasp from J’ula,
and J’em looked as though he was fighting back tears. “Will they all die?” he
asked in a small voice.


The captain looked at the boy
kindly. “Do not give up hope. There is every possibility that the army will be
victorious. We are only to act as a safeguard for the worst scenario.”


J’em scrubbed the tears from his
eyes and straightened his back. He seemed to be determined to be a good example
for his sister.


“Kai,” said Zulimar, turning back
to the Aekuor, “would you be able to bring the ship closer to the cliffs?”


The sea creature looked doubtful.
“Not more than halfway. After that, it is difficult for even me to pass
through.”


The burly man nodded. “Halfway will
be enough. We will get as close as we can, and then we will start building
rafts. I will send some men ashore to gather wood, and we will prepare to take
as many refugees as possible.”


Kai inclined her head. “I will
inform the L’avan of your intentions.”


“Please do,” replied Zulimar.


He did not wait for the Aekuor to
swim away before he turned to his crew. “Alright, men. Let us get to work.”

















Chapter Forty-Three: Ambush


 


Adesina stood at the edge of the
Thieves’ Forest, partially hidden behind an ancient tree. As she waited she
thought of the Shimat tests she had been given as a child, and she smiled
sadly.


She doubted that the Shimat ever
imagined that one of their students would use their own teachings against them.


Then again, perhaps they had
imagined it. After all, the Shimat were taught to expect betrayal and to
prepare against it.


Adesina sighed and brought her
thoughts back to the present. Ravi was standing next to her, and she rested a
hand on his back. Together they watched the grasslands just beyond the woods.


The L’avan and Seharan knew the
mercenaries were following close behind, so they had worked through the night
to make preparations for the battle to come.


Adesina and L’iam, along with every
other L’avan with gold in their eyes, had gone through the ranks of their
soldiers and given each of them a small boost of energy. They could not do
much, but they hoped that it was enough to counterbalance the hard night’s
work.


Torith had finally been sent away,
much to his displeasure. He was to stay with the refugees in their new camp. A
cavalry wasn’t a practical option in the forest, and every horse would be
needed to help the refugees evacuate quickly if the Shimat broke through.


Adesina finally spotted the
mercenaries riding over the small rise that lead up to the forest. It was the
harrying force that had ridden before the main army, and there were no more
than two thousand of them.


Adesina turned to the Rashad
messenger who was standing deeper in the woods. “Tell the king that the
mercenaries are half an hour away.”


The Rashad bowed her golden head
and dashed away to deliver the message.


Let us assume our positions.


Adesina nodded at Ravi’s unspoken
words and made her way back through the trees. 


The long mound of dirt that had
been formed only hours earlier was now covered with young plants, as if it had
been there for years. No one would look at it and know that it had been made
for the purpose of defense.


Adesina hopped over the mound
lightly, and settled down next to the soldiers who were waiting on the other
side. She spotted her brother and moved next to him.


“You returned,” she whispered with
a smile.


E’nes grinned. He had taken a very
short leave of absence to visit his family and meet his newborn child. “I only
just got back.”


“I thought Wren’na would tie you up
and keep you from fighting,” joked Adesina.


“She wanted to, believe me,” said
E’nes.


“How is the newest member of the
family?” inquired Ravi.


The proud father’s face glowed with
happiness. “The baby is a boy. En’ver is so excited to have a brother. We named
him Med’gar, after Wren’na’s grandfather.”


“I am sorry that you were not able
to be with her during the birth,” Adesina said sincerely.


E’nes became a bit more serious. “I
am, too. However, Wren’na said she would forgive me if I promised to be there
for the baby’s first birthday.”


Adesina found that she couldn’t
smile, even though her brother clearly said it to be humorous.


“I will do all that I can to make
that happen,” she promised.


E’nes reached out and squeezed her
hand. “I know you will.”


The Rashad messenger from earlier
reappeared through the trees and made her way over to where Adesina was
sitting.


“King L’iam says that you are free
to proceed, and he wishes you good luck.”


“Thank you,” responded Adesina, and
the Rashad moved to where she could observe the fighting and report back to the
military leaders.


Now all they had to do was wait.


Adesina’s estimated time for the
arrival of the enemy mercenaries was almost exactly correct. She could hear the
sound of hooves and jingling bridles as they approached, and she peeked over
the mound to watch.


The first lines of mercenaries,
which consisted of the cavalry, rode into the woods with minimal caution. Their
swords were drawn and they looked around, expecting an attack.


A snap rang through the air and
several dozen horses, along with their riders, fell into a deep trench that had
been covered with a lattice of sticks and leaves. The cries of surprise became
howls of pain as the men landed among the sharpened poles at the bottom.


There was confusion in the ranks as
the mercenaries on foot came to a sudden stop, and that confusion nearly turned
to chaos as the Seharan archers loosed their arrows from their platforms in the
trees. The shafts fell like a deadly rain among the soldiers who were hesitating
on the south side of the trench.


The mercenaries were on the verge
of panic, and Adesina could almost see their thoughts. The men in danger of the
archers had only three choices—they could stay where they were and die, they
could try and push back through the ranks behind them, or they could jump over
the trench and try to reach safety.


Of the three options, the latter
was the most likely to have any effect.


Several men made a running jump
across the barrier. Some of the soldiers were struck by arrows mid-air, but
several of them landed on the other side safely.


Seeing this, the rest of the
mercenaries began to follow.


Adesina signaled to the L’avan who
were waiting at the top of a ridge to the east. She did not need to look for an
acknowledgement, because their attack began immediately.


The young queen could feel the
swell of vyala rolling forth. A sharp wind whistled through the trees,
strong enough to whip up the loose dirt that had been left by digging the
trench.


Adesina ducked down behind the
mound to avoid the stinging wind that incapacitated her enemies. She used her
own vyala to continue monitoring the progress of the attack.


Mercenary soldiers stumbled
blindly, trying to shield their eyes from the grit flying through the air. Half
of the Seharan archers pivoted in their platforms, and turned their arrows on
the soldiers who were now trapped on the north side of the trench.


The trench itself was filled with
the bodies of those who had fallen, and the mercenaries on the other side
needed only to stumble across the corpses. The rain of death slowed to a stop
as the Seharan archers began to run out of arrows.


As the archers lowered their bows,
the L’avan on the ridge let the blinding wind fade. The sudden stillness was a
signal to Adesina and her soldiers behind the mound.


Adesina drew Falcon and shouted,
“Forward!”


She led the charge over the mound
and down to the scattered and confused enemies below.


There were no Shimat among this
branch of the Scepter of Cha-sak. Adesina supposed that the demon had not
thought it necessary to send any of his elite fighters to preoccupy the L’avan
and Seharans while the main army caught up.


Whatever the reason, the absence of
Shimat made the fight easier for Adesina. 


Her ornate breastplate and purple
half cape made her stand out from the other defending soldiers, which still
made her a target. However, she was faced with ordinary soldiers rather than
highly trained assassins, and that simplified things.


Her mind began to slip into a sort
of mechanical trance. She moved gracefully through the trees, wielding her
Blood Sword with surgical precision. Yet she was able to do it without really
thinking about it. She was concentrating on what she was doing, but at the same
time she was not truly aware of it.


It was rather disconcerting to her
that she was still able to fight in such a manner. It had been years since she
had counted herself among the Shimat, and yet the training came back to her as
if it had only been a few weeks. She knew that she was not at the same level of
skill that she would have been if she had kept up with her Shimat regimen, but
the core of her training remained.


She would never be completely free
from her past, and she had come to accept that about herself. That didn’t mean
that it wasn’t uncomfortable—sometimes painful—to know that the Shimat
organization had shaped her.


Someday you will simply see your
past as the path that has led you to where you are. Your regret will fade to
nothing.


Adesina almost found herself
smiling. Even in the midst of battle, Ravi took the time to give her comfort
and wisdom. She could see that he was fighting with a spear-wielding mercenary,
but his compassionate heart was with her.


“Eternal life to Lord Cha-sak!”


The passionate scream jolted
Adesina out of her introspection. She turned to face the man who was rushing
toward her with his sword upraised.


She lifted Falcon to fend off the
blow, but she found herself being severely pressed. It wasn’t that the man was
overly skillful, but he fought with such frantic energy that the L’avan queen
found herself taking a step backwards.


Adesina frowned as she defended
herself. She had never met a mercenary who was devoted to a master, only to the
coin that was being paid. Most of them were soldiers who had been disowned by
the countries of their birth and left to take whatever work they could find.
There were occasional wars among the other nations of the world, and trained
fighters were always welcomed by either side.


It did not make sense for a
mercenary to use Cha-sak’s name as a battle cry.


After the initial surprise of being
pressed so fiercely, Adesina found her stride in the fight and quickly gained
the upper hand. She knocked the man’s blade aside and gripped his wrist.


“Who are you?” she demanded.


“My name does not matter,” panted
the man with a wild expression in his eyes. “My life does not matter. You are
the great enemy of Lord Cha-sak, and I would gladly give my life to see yours
end.”


The man wrenched himself away from
Adesina’s grasp and renewed his attack.


“Why?” she asked as she stopped his
sword with her own. “Why would such things matter to a mercenary?”


“I am no mercenary,” spat the man
with rabid contempt. “Those who take money for the honor of serving Lord
Cha-sak are more vile than those who willingly oppose him.”


Adesina’s mind whirled. She had
assumed that Cha-sak’s only supporters were the Shimat and those whom they had
hired to fight. According to this man’s words there was a third group of
soldiers, potentially more dangerous than the others.


Mercenaries would fight as long as
they were paid. Once the battle was over, though, they would leave to find
another conflict where they might be hired. The Shimat organization, while
dangerous, was limited in number. Adesina did not doubt that she would be able
to eventually root out the entire organization with the help of her allies.


But there was much more danger in a
group of followers dedicated solely to Cha-sak—people who were willing to do
his bidding even at the cost of their lives. Such fanatic devotion was not easy
to eliminate, and it would be difficult to predict the actions of such a group.


Adesina began to press the man in
return, her mind moving as quickly as her sword. She soon found an opening and
leapt to the side, her blade slicing the tendons in the man’s legs.


The man screamed in agony and fell
to the ground.


Adesina leveled her sword at him,
resting the tip against his chest. The man stared at her with fervent hatred
glowing in his eyes. He was breathing heavily, but he spoke clearly.


“Lord Cha-sak is the destiny of
this world, and his Scepter shall bring all of humankind to its knees. He will
conquer with a blaze of glory, and all who oppose him shall burn.”


Adesina suddenly felt a wave of
pity as she looked down at the man. “You are wrong,” she said softly. “Cha-sak
is a demon of Darkness, and he will be destroyed by the Light.”


“Never,” shrieked the fanatic.
“Lord Cha-sak will live forever. He will shape the universe with the power of
his mind. He will turn our world from its path of self-destruction and use it
as a tool to build his kingdom.”


Adesina didn’t have a chance to say
anything in response. The man reached up and grabbed the blade of her sword,
pulling it down to pierce his own chest. He died almost instantly, his face
still twisted in an expression of grotesque adoration for the demon who had
sent him there.


“Ma’eve?”


Ravi slowly approached her from
behind.


“Ma’eve, the fighting here is over.
The last of the advance force has retreated, presumably to regroup with the
main army.”


Adesina nodded, but her thoughts
were far away.


Ruon had convinced her that killing
an Immortal was wrong—so wrong that it put her own soul in jeopardy. She had
briefly considered merely putting Cha-sak back into the realm where the other
Immortals now waited.


After hearing the words of the dead
man before her, she knew that wasn’t an option. Cha-sak was like poison to the
mind, and he had to be eliminated.


Adesina had to be certain that he
would never come in contact with another living soul again.

















Chapter Forty-Four: Devotion


 


Cha-sak was not one to pace.


The useless motion showed weakness.
It made it seem like one was ill at ease. He always stood still, exuding
strength and surety regardless of what he was feeling at the moment.


Even now.


If he were a weaker person he would
have been pacing the length of his tent, staring at the black fabric of the
walls. Instead, he stood like a black pillar of stone. Nothing could have moved
him from that spot before he was willing.


His ruby eyes turned to Basha’s
immobile form, the only other living thing in the tent with him. She was
carefully seated on a throne-like chair, positioned to look as though she were
meditating.


In truth, her soul had long ago
departed from her body. Everything that had made Basha who she was had been absorbed
by Cha-sak. All that was left was a faintly beating heart and a body that was
alive only by technical definitions.


Basha’s final—likely
unwilling—service to the demon had been to ensure that no one, not even an
Immortal, could banish him back to his prison.


Cha-sak would have smiled, if he
had a mouth. The air chilled with his dark pleasure.


He knew that he would conquer this
world. He knew it. His plan was a perfect one, and humans were the ideal
mortals to carry out his wishes. They were weak and greedy, and they did not
balk in the face of violence. 


Oh, yes.


Humans were perfect for what he had
in mind.


It was true that he had a small
handful of enemies that opposed him, but it was only a matter of time before he
crushed them. After all, they were few in number and they had little by way of
resources. How could they possibly stand in his way for long?


But then the satisfaction Cha-sak
felt began to fade.


He did not need to search to find
its source of his discontent. He knew exactly when it had begun: when he had
sensed the powerful surge of vyala to the north.


Cha-sak had not felt such power
since…


He had told himself that it was
unlikely that Adesina had been the source of the power. After all, the Ancients
had not taken part in the Great Wars. Why would they choose to get involved
now?


Adesina claimed to be the Threshold
Child. Cha’sak knew the Immortals’ prophecies concerning the Threshold Child,
and it seemed unlikely that the Immortal Council would support her if they did
not believe her claims. And, if Adesina was the Threshold Child…


No, that could not be true.


The tale of the Threshold Child was
nothing more than a way to comfort those too weak to embrace the Darkness. The
Immortal Council must be using the human girl for its own purposes. That was
the only reasonable explanation.


Yet the doubts in Cha-sak’s mind
did not go away. 


The opening to his tent parted and
a squarish woman walked in. Her name was Velia, and she had stepped into
Breyen’s place after he had disappeared.


Her sharp, cold gaze swept the
tent, resting briefly on Basha before hurriedly moving on.


Cha-sak felt a hint of amusement at
her apparent discomfort. Basha’s presence often had that effect on those who
came into the tent. The demon thought it served as a good reminder that their
small lives meant nothing when compared to his power.


Cha-sak allowed himself to be seen
by the assassin, and she dropped to her knees with her head bowed. 


“My Lord Cha-sak, a group of the
True Scepter are here and request an audience.”


Velia’s voice was carefully
controlled, but Cha-sak could still detect the scorn in her tone. The True
Scepter of Cha-sak was a collection of extremely devoted humans who had
separated themselves from the rest of his servants. They hated the mercenaries
for their lack of loyalty and they envied the so-called Shimat for their
superior positions in Cha-sak’s army.


The fanatics had declared
themselves as the only true followers of the demon.


Cha-sak felt another wave of
amusement. Humans were truly such useful creatures, and fanatics were the most
useful of all. He could ask anything of them, and they would carry it out
without question. They would sacrifice their very existence if he felt inclined
to ask them to do so.


“They may enter,” Cha-sak rasped.


Velia backed out of the tent with
her head still lowered, and he could hear her speaking to the humans waiting
outside.


One by one, the members of the True
Scepter crawled into the tent in abject humility. They kept as low to the
ground as possible, not even allowing their faces to point upward.


A half a dozen entered the tent in
total, and they remained prostrate in Cha-sak’s presence. The demon allowed
himself to feel pleasure at their adoration. It was fitting that humans should
treat Immortals with the proper respect, instead of presuming to be equals.


“I have given you permission to
enter my presence,” Cha-sak said in a low voice. “Why do you dare venture for
such favor?”


“Oh, Great Cha-sak, Lord of All! We
are worms in your presence. We are lower than worms! We are less than the dust
beneath your mighty feet.”


It was the leader that spoke.
Cha-sak had never learned his name, nor the names of the other members of the
True Scepter. They never offered the information, and Cha-sak didn’t care
enough to ask.


“You are correct, and it is good
for you to be aware of your place,” purred Cha-sak.


The groveling fanatics tried to
lower themselves even more.


“Why have you come?” demanded the
demon.


The leader spoke for the group.
“Lord Cha-sak, Purveyor of Wonder, we humbly beg that we be allowed to serve
you. For though we are nothing compared to you, we would gladly give our lives
in your service.”


Cha-sak surveyed them thoughtfully.
“How would you wish to serve?”


There was a slight pause.


“My Lord, in the last battle we
were required to fight in the groups that were determined when we volunteered
to join the army. The members of the True Scepter were scattered among
the…other…soldiers. We wish to be a division unto ourselves, so that we may
fight among those who share our ideals.”


“Is there not to be unity among my
servants?” asked the Shimat demon harshly.


The fanatics flinched.


“That is not my intent, Mighty
One,” the leader amended hurriedly. “I just wish for there to be greater unity
among your most devoted servants. The mercenaries do not care with whom they
fight alongside, and the Shimat assassins are scattered throughout the army. We
would like to take up arms with those whom we call our brothers and sisters.”


Cha-sak allowed a heavy silence to
fall.


In truth, it did not matter to the
demon. His goals would be accomplished no matter the groupings of his army. He
simply didn’t want his servants to think that he was easily persuaded to do
anything they requested.


Also, he enjoyed the fear that
radiated from their puny bodies.


“Very well,” he said finally. “You
many form your own division.”


Their relief was palpable.


“Thank you, Great One,” gasped the
leader. “We are humbled by your benevolence.”


A sudden idea came to Cha-sak, and
his eyes narrowed with sadistic glee. “The True Scepter of Cha-sak shall be
given a task that the rest of my army shall not share.”


The fanatics had been preparing to
crawl backwards out of the tent, but they all froze in expectation.


“There is a woman among my enemies
who is more dangerous to our cause than any other. She is the symbol of hope
for those who oppose me, and I would have her eliminated.”


“Of course, Lord Cha-sak,” blurted
the fanatic leader, eager to accept any bidding from the Shimat demon.


“The True Scepter of Cha-sak will
make it their priority to find and destroy that woman.”


There was a tentative pause before
the groveling man spoke again. “How will we know her, Mighty Cha-sak?”


“Fools,” barked the demon, and the
fanatics flinched and moaned in terror. “All of my servants should know the
face of Adesina. You have faced her in battle and seen her fight to end our
cause.”


There was a sense of panic in the
air as the prostrate humans scoured their memories for the answer.


“The woman with the purple cape,”
supplied a small figure in the back.


“Yes,” purred Cha-sak. “Finally, a
capable servant among you. Come forward.”


The figure crawled forward, her
face still pointed toward the ground. Cha-sak pointed at the woman and whipped
his vyala in her direction. The woman screamed in agony and she was
lifted into the air.


An intricate design began to glow
on her face. It had the appearance of a pair of feathered wings exploding
outward, the feathers turning into bolts of lightning.


The design glowed brighter and
brighter, and the woman’s screams grew louder. The smell of burnt flesh began
to fill the tent as the glowing design marked her face permanently.


When it was all over, the woman was
dropped on the ground where she lay sobbing quietly.


“You have been marked with my
favor,” Cha-sak drawled lazily.


The woman stopped crying suddenly
as she heard his words. “My Lord?” she questioned.


He went on as if she hadn’t spoken.
“You now bear the mark of the Shimat demons, a great honor that few humans have
experienced. I name you the new leader of the True Scepter of Cha-sak and
command you to destroy Adesina.”


“Yes, Lord Cha-sak,” breathed the
woman. “We will not fail you.”


“You may leave,” the demon said
shortly. He did not want to hear any promises or sickening expressions of
adoration from humans.


The fanatics crawled backward out
of the tent, leaving Cha-sak alone with Basha. He turned to his “chosen vessel”
and his eyes shone with satisfaction.


“You would find this amusing,
Basha. It is unfortunate that your delightfully evil mind is gone.”


 


***


 


Kendan kept out of sight as the
members of the True Scepter of Cha-sak walked away from the tent. He had
listened to the entire exchange, and he frowned.


He had known that Adesina would be
a target, but it was quite another thing to send a group of fanatics after her.
They were volatile and unpredictable, which was a deadly combination.


Kendan kept to the shadows and
slipped away from the black tent. He would need to hurry back before he was
missed by his supposed master. Maizah had agreed to signal him if there was any
sign of trouble, but Kendan wanted to be careful anyway.


He hurried through the camp and
back toward the southern end, where all of the servants did their work. They
were kept away from the soldiers, so they could go about their business without
disturbing the mercenaries and the Shimat.


All of the laundry was done in the
same area, and Kendan made his way in that direction. The air filled with the
steam of boiling water and the smell of strong soap. None of the other servants
looked up as Kendan walked by. They were too busy with their own work to bother
with anyone else.


Maizah was patiently working alone,
scrubbing the shirts of the Shimat who had claimed them. She saw him coming and
an expression of relief flashed across her face.


“Yes, I know,” he murmured to her
as he joined her in doing laundry. “I was longer than I anticipated.”


She looked at him with questioning
eyes, and he knew what she was wondering.


“I confirmed the location of Basha,
but while I was there I overheard a conversation between the demon and some of
his fanatic followers.”


Maizah finished with the shirt she
was cleaning and picked up another. Then she turned her eyes back to Kendan,
waiting for him to continue.


“He has ordered the fanatics to
seek out Adesina and kill her,” Kendan concluded with a scowl. “She has enough
to worry about without a group of insane demon-worshippers making it their sole
purpose to end her life.”


Maizah raised her eyebrows and
gestured with one hand. Kendan understood her meaning.


“I know there is nothing we can do
about it here, but I am still worried. I wish I could send some sort of
warning.”


Maizah’s dark eyes reverted to
their natural state of expressionless neutrality. Kendan took this to mean that
she had nothing else to say on the matter.


She was right, even though it
galled Kendan. There was nothing that they could do. They could not send any
sort of message without revealing that they were spies. Their mission was more
important than any warning they could give. The fanatics may pose a threat to
Adesina during the battle to come, but she would definitely fail in her
confrontation with Cha-sak if Kendan and Maizah did not complete their
assignment.


“I hate leaving her in such
danger,” Kendan went on as he viciously scrubbed a set of undergarments. “It is
not the first time I have seen harm heading toward her and have had to ignore
it.”


Maizah quirked an eyebrow at him.


“It is not that I doubt her ability
to take care of herself,” he defended. “It is just…”


He searched for the words to
express how he felt.


“I was supposed to be her mentor.
That is the role of a Shar. Instead, I was ordered to spy on her and manipulate
her. I abandoned her when she needed me most, and I have never forgiven myself
for that. I know that she has moved on with her life and she does not need me
to protect her, but I cannot help but wish to do now what I should have done
then.”


Maizah reached over and gave his
hand a soft squeeze. Kendan smiled at the empathy in her eyes.


“Thank you,” he said sincerely,
“but you are right. We have work to do here, and we are almost ready.”


The Tracker nodded in agreement and
turned back to the laundry in her hands. Kendan did the same, but his mind
continued to mull over what was to come.


He now knew the exact location of
Basha, and he had seen that the security around the tent was minimal. Guards
were probably unnecessary with Cha-sak present, but the demon would not always
be there.


Adesina would eventually face him
in battle, and that would leave Basha practically unprotected.


When that happened, Kendan would
complete his final act of penitence for his betrayal of the woman he loved.

















Chapter Forty-Five: Parley


 


Adesina was wrapped in a cloak of vyala
as she floated gently above the trees. She used her vyala to bend the
light around herself and create an illusion of invisibility so she could watch
the movements of the Shimat army without becoming a target for their archers.


She watched with her enhanced eyes,
analyzing the deployment of the soldiers. Part of her wondered if she would spot
Kendan among the masses, but she immediately dismissed the idea. The camp had
been erected a safe distance from the battlegrounds.


The leading ranks of the Shimat
army drew closer. Adesina waited until the right moment, then sent a stream of
bright gold vyala downward, setting the trenches aflame. Fire lapped at
the fuel piled there—the sticks and kindling, the bodies of the enemies who had
died in the ambush. 


The Seharan archers took their
signal from the appearance of the flames. They began to loose waves of arrows
into the stalled ranks of the enemy.


Mercenaries began to fall by the
dozens, and Adesina felt a fierce sense of satisfaction.


The L’avan queen sensed the wave of
vyala before it took form. A wall of darkness formed before the Shimat
army, and the arrows of the Seharan archers could not pierce it.


Adesina bit back a curse. She
supposed it served her right for assuming that Cha-sak would remain as
disengaged from this battle as he had been in the last.


“Adesina,” boomed a voice across
the sky, “I would speak to you. Come forward in one half hour, alone.”


The young queen was surprised, to
say the least. She had just assumed that Cha-sak would send his mercenaries
forward to fight them, and that would be the end of it. The demon had not
indicated his purpose, but Adesina knew that anything Cha-sak wanted could not
be good for her and her allies.


She left her vantage point and used
her vyala to float gently to the ground. Ravi and L’iam were there
waiting for her.


“Please tell me that you are not considering
facing him,” pled L’iam, though his expression said he already knew the answer.


Ravi, who could sense Adesina’s
intentions, added, “At the very least, tell us that you do not plan to go
alone.”


“If I violate the terms of the
meeting, what would stop him from doing the same?” reasoned Adesina quietly.


“Nothing would stop him from
violating the terms anyway,” argued L’iam.


Adesina’s eyes narrowed
thoughtfully. “I am not certain about that. It seems to me that he has his own
code of honor, as twisted as it may seem to us. I believe that, in this case,
he will follow the terms he has set.”


Ravi shook his head instantly. “He
set terms for you, but made none for himself. The Shimat are known to be
liars and manipulators. You cannot trust anything Cha-sak says or does.”


“Your guardian is correct,” said a
voice approaching from behind.


Adesina turned and saw her Immortal
allies drawing near. Ruon was the one who had spoken.


“However,” the Laithur continued,
“there are laws that govern conflicts between Immortals. Cha-sak would be bound
by them.”


Adesina’s brow furrowed slightly.
“Even if he does not know that I am now a Serraf?”


Ruon inclined his head. “Even
then.”


Sitara seemed troubled by the
entire situation. “I do not like it,” she said quietly. “The Shimat may be
bound by the laws of conflict, but they have spent centuries finding their way
around every rule and restriction. He may have discovered loopholes that we
have not even considered.”


“The alternative would be to ignore
his summons and go forward with the battle,” said Riel, “which is not much
different than what we were going to be doing anyway.”


Ruon’s small eyes narrowed. “Except
Cha-sak will be very angry at being ignored, and he will make it his personal
task to make us pay for the insult.”


“Is it possible that he wants a
truce?” asked Adesina.


None of the faces of her companions
seemed very encouraging.


Sitara was the one who answered.
“The Shimat do not consider the loss of human life to be of any importance. To
them, it would be like destroying a colony of ants. I do not think that Cha-sak
is interested in sparing anyone.”


Adesina’s frown deepened. “Then
what could he hope to gain by talking to me?”


She felt the strange pulse of power
that occasionally emanated from Seer Stone on Ruon’s forehead. He was having a
vision.


Ruon’s face suddenly became void of
any expression. Everything about him became perfectly neutral, and he closed
his mouth firmly.


“What did you See?” Adesina asked
him.


There was a glint of surprise in
his eyes, but it vanished immediately. “Nothing that concerns you.”


She knew that he was lying, and she
wanted to shake him in frustration. “Please tell me anyway,” she said with
exaggerated calm.


Ruon turned to walk away. “I have
given my opinion on this matter, and I now know the outcome. It is not needful
for me to remain any longer.”


“Ruon, wait,” called L’iam.


The Laithur left with a
determination that would not have borne challenge.


Adesina felt a mad desire to fling
a pebble at Ruon’s departing figure. She immediately dismissed it and turned
her attention to the others.


“Well,” she started briskly, “I
suppose we can assume that I agree to the meeting.”


“Not necessarily,” argued Ravi.


Adesina looked around at the faces
surrounding her, and her heart warmed at the thought of how much they each
cared for her and supported her. She knew they would do almost anything for
her, and she wanted to care for them in return.


“I know that Cha-sak does not care
about preserving lives,” she began slowly, “but I do. It matters to me when a
soldier dies, even if that soldier is fighting with our enemies. If I can stop
this fighting and save even one life, it is worth it to me.”


“Adesina…” L’iam said in a warning
voice.


She hurried on before he could
finish. “I am going to meet with Cha-sak.”


Her voice was filled with
determination, and she knew that they could see it on her face as well. One by
one, they nodded—even if they didn’t agree with the decision.


Darkness stole over the sky,
bleeding across the blue like a disease. Adesina could feel the fear radiating
from the humans as they watched the light disappear.


Sitara looked upward with an
indescribable expression on her face. She spoke with a voice that was stiff
with emotion. “The Shimat were once Children of Light. They were so beautiful
and so good. Now they bring Darkness wherever they go.” Her purple eyes shifted
to lock onto Adesina’s. “Do not let him block out the Light.”


There was so much meaning in
Sitara’s words that Adesina felt momentarily daunted by such a trust placed
upon her. She straightened her shoulders and gave a decisive nod to her mentor.


Adesina lifted herself into the air
with her vyala and glided toward the source of the darkness. She let her
power flow from the core of her being, radiating outward as beams of light. She
stood as a brilliant beacon in the sky, dispelling every shadow near to her.


Cha-sak looked as though he was
standing on a black platform in the air. The shadows around him roiled
feverishly, as did the wisps of darkness that formed his figure. His red eyes
glowed out from his featureless face, and Adesina felt cold under his gaze.


She brought herself to a halt
twenty feet in front of him. There was a stark division in the sky between his
darkness and her light. It was a visible representation of the struggle between
their powers as they each pressed against each other.


“You came,” rasped Cha-sak in his
chilling tone. “I thought your Immortal keepers would prevent you from assuming
such risk.”


“I am my own keeper,” Adesina
replied tautly.


His red eyes narrowed with a look
of condescension. “That is the mistaken belief of every mortal. You hold to the
lie that you are independent and that you control your own destiny, but there
are greater beings whose very existence shape your own.”


Adesina raised an eyebrow. “I
suppose you are speaking of yourself.”


“Even among the Immortals, the
Shimat are a force to be reckoned with,” Cha-sak said with insufferable pride.
“To humans, we are gods.”


A thought occurred to Adesina and
she paused to consider it.


Cha-sak didn’t know that she had
become an Immortal. He kept referring to humans and mortals as if that was the
grouping to which she belonged.


She had told him herself that she
was the Threshold Child, which implied—to those familiar with the
prophecies—that she had ascended from her mortality to a higher plane. If he
had not made that connection, it meant that he did not truly believe that she
was the Threshold Child.


Adesina tucked that information
away to consider later. Her instincts told her that it would be important in
the future.


“I thought the Ancients were the
gods,” Adesina said.


“The Ancients are fools,” snapped
Cha-sak. “They have wasted their powers on useless pursuits, and they left
their servants to fend for themselves. They are so focused on their own little
hobbies that they have not realized the true power they could hold in their
hands.”


“Yet, you have realized it,”
asserted Adesina.


“Yes,” confirmed Cha-sak. “I have
seen the power that is in the universe, and I am not a fool. I will grasp as
much as I can hold, and I will crush all who oppose me.”


“Why have you asked me here?”
inquired the L’avan queen. “It seems to me that you believe your triumph to be
inevitable.”


“It is inevitable,” said Cha-sak
forcefully.


“Then why?”


“I am giving you the opportunity to
join me before you are destroyed,” purred Cha-sak.


Adesina almost laughed in shock.
“What?”


The demon went on as if she hadn’t
spoken. “You have been surrounded by those who walk in the Light. You do not
know anything but what they have told you. The Light is for those too weak to
face the Darkness. That is where true power lies! The Darkness is the greatest
power of all.”


Adesina shook her head. “Darkness
is only the absence of Light. That does not make it powerful. It only makes it
empty.”


“Childish words,” spat Cha-sak in
contempt. “You do not comprehend the forces at work.”


“Explain it to me,” the young woman
invited.


The demon’s red eyes narrowed. “You
think only of the tangible forms of light and dark, just as any child would.
However, the true powers of Light and Darkness are the foundation for the
universe itself. All that is, all that will be, exist only because of those two
forces. The Ancients themselves would not exist if not for those powers. Light
and Darkness are the source of vyala.”


“It seems to me that you are saying
the two powers are balanced. So why would I choose Darkness over Light?” asked
Adesina.


Cha-sak’s eyes took on a fanatic
glow. “Because the balance of power is shifting, and soon one shall prevail
over the other.”


“What do you mean?” 


The demon gestured with his hands.
“There were times appointed in prophecy, in words older than the universe, when
the balance between the Light and Dark would become subject to change. If one
prevails over the other, it will become the new balance of the universe. One of
those prophesied times is approaching. The era of Darkness shall begin.”


Adesina’s brow furrowed. “Why do
you assume the Darkness will win?”


Cha-sak spoke as if the answer were
obvious. “Because the Darkness is more powerful than the Light. It always has
been, but the balance of the universe has prevented it from taking control.”


The demon’s logic didn’t make
complete sense to Adesina.


“I can think of some terrible times
in the history of our world,” she argued. “You cannot tell me that times like
that were balanced between Light and Dark.”


“There are times when one power
becomes more prevalent,” admitted the Shimat, “but there is always an opposing
event to bring back that balance.”


“Except, there will be a time when
that will not happen,” clarified Adesina.


“Yes,” exulted Cha-sak. “We are
fast approaching the time when the balance can be changed for good.”


“You said it was one of the
times,” she pointed out. “Which means that even if Darkness prevails, a time
will come when that balance can be shifted back.”


Cha-sak lifted a finger. “It is
easier to maintain a balance than to change it. Once the Darkness has hold of
the universe, it would be nearly impossible for the Light to gain it back.”


Adesina’s face became thoughtful.
“So, it would be better for me to join you now than to fight for a losing
cause.”


The demon’s voice became tightly
controlled, as if suppressing some strong emotion. “Yes.”


The L’avan queen shook her head
with a humorless smile. “The truth is that if I join you, the balance between
Light and Dark will automatically shift. By abandoning the Light, I would
enable the Darkness to win.”


“You place too much value on
yourself,” drawled the demon. “One person does not change the universe.”


“That is where you are wrong,” she
said quietly. “A single person can change everything.”


Cha-sak did not acknowledge her
words.


“I am giving you the opportunity to
save yourself and your loved ones from certain destruction. If you oppose me, I
will not rest until I see every single one of you crushed beneath my feet. If
you swear yourself to me, I will show mercy on your soldiers, your friends,
your husband.”


Adesina knew that he was trying to
use her fears against her. She would gladly give her life if it meant that
L’iam and those she loved would be safe. And if she had known less about the
Shimat demons his tactic might have worked, but she had seen his ruthless
nature and she knew that he was incapable of mercy.


She straightened her back and
lifted her chin in an expression of defiance.


“I am the Threshold Child—not
because I wanted to be, but because I accepted the responsibility that was
given to me. I did not choose this path because I thought it would be easy or
that it would be without great personal sacrifice. I know what my future holds,
just as I know that the Darkness will never prevail.”


The wisps of shadow around Cha-sak’s
dark figure began to swirl in the torrent of his wrath. His ruby eyes burned
with hatred as he stared at Adesina.


The young queen went on. “A single
person can make a difference in the world, just as a single candle can
keep the night at bay. As long as I draw breath, I will stand against you and
all who would see Darkness conquer the Light.”


Cha-sak’s fists clenched at his
side, and he looked as though he might attack Adesina right then and there. She
prepared her vyala to shield her at a moment’s notice, just in case.


“Before we are done, you will see
the blood of all those you love soak the ground. You will see the life fade
from their eyes, and you will curse yourself for turning away the chance to
save them.”


“They would not thank me for saving
them at the cost of all that is good in the universe,” pointed out the young
queen.


“You are a fool,” rasped the Shimat
demon in loathing.


Adesina smiled sadly. “There are
far worse things to be.”

















Chapter Forty-Six: The Charge


 


The Shimat army began moving
forward as soon as the flames of the trench burned down. With the arrows of the
Seharan archers rendered ineffective by Cha-sak’s shield, the hard work of the
defending soldiers had done nothing but buy a bit of time.


Adesina’s meeting with Cha-sak
finished well before the Shimat army advanced. The demon had shown his
displeasure by vaulting several attacks through the air toward Adesina’s
allies. Sitara had stopped them with Ruon’s help, and then they could do
nothing but wait.


The waiting was now over.


The Scepter of Cha-sak marched
forward with their weapons drawn. There could be no sweeping charge when the
battle was to take place in a forest, but they still moved forward with deadly
purpose.


Adesina waited until the first
lines of soldiers entered the woods, then she called out, “Gold group.”


Before this war, the L’avan with
gold in their eyes had mostly been used as support—helping others to regain
energy, or something along those lines. Now, after some instruction and heavy
training, they had become a force to be reckoned with.


The L’avan of the Gold group joined
hands. Adesina could feel the flow of their vyala as they directed it
toward their goal.


They fed fat streams of power into
the trees lining the edge of the forest. In moderation, this would have simply
nourished the trees and helped them to grow. When done in extreme excess, as in
this instance…


The entire line of trees exploded
violently, the trunks shattering and sending chips of wood flying through the
air. The screams of soldiers caught by the blast were mingled with the cries
from those who were peppered with the piercing pieces of wood.


Hundreds of men died instantly, and
hundreds more were gravely injured.


The L’avan of the Gold group
slumped forward, weakened after using so much of their vyala. Adesina
pursed her lips together and frowned. She had underestimated how much vyala
it would take to conduct one attack.


“Gold group back,” she snapped.


She felt angry, but mostly at
herself. She was struggling to remember the limits of her fellow L’avan.
Adesina always scaled back her expectations to accommodate her mortal
companions, but apparently it had not been enough.


You have done what you can,
Ravi said soothingly through their Joining.


“Well,” said L’iam, standing next
to her, “I suppose we will have to revert to our usual tactics.”


She gave her husband a strained
smile and turned her eyes back to the approaching enemy.


Much to the dismay of the royal
advisors, L’iam and Adesina had concluded that they would both be needed on the
battlefield. Adesina would be in charge of the specialized L’avan division, and
L’iam would be at the head of the regular army.


L’iam turned to one of the
messengers standing nearby. “General Ri’sel and Captain Leander are to advance
with me. General Me’da, Captain Finlay, and Captain E’nes are to hold their
forces in reserve. The Rashad are to keep the Shimat army from making any
attempt to move around our forces.”


The messenger ran off with the
orders.


Adesina had tried to convince Ravi
to go with the Rashad during the battle. After all, he had the ability to
transport to her side at a moment’s notice. She had argued that he would better
serve everyone as the leader of the Rashad, and that he could keep an eye on
her through their Joining.


Ravi had only listened to her
arguments because he had known that she was determined to say something. He had
told her flatly that he would not leave her side that day, no matter the
reason.


So, Ravi’s brother Ruvim had been
appointed the temporary leader of the Rashad. He would be the one making the
decisions on how the Rashad could best serve their human allies.


L’iam waited until he was certain
his orders had been received and then signaled to Mar’sal. Mar’sal was acting
as L’iam’s second in command within their division of soldiers. Mar’sal began
issuing orders to the soldiers, rallying them into motion.


“Please be safe,” whispered Adesina
in a choked voice.


L’iam gave her his most brilliant
smile. “Of course, my love.”


He leaned over and gave her a quick
kiss on the lips, then he assumed his place marching at the head of the L’avan
and Seharan forces.


Adesina and Ravi moved out of the
way as row after row of defenders passed them.


She looked over her shoulder and
saw the reserve forces positioned behind the safety of log wall. The wall was
low enough that the soldiers could look over the top and watch the battle with
ease. She could see her brother over the barrier, frowning as he watched his
friends march into danger. E’nes was too good of a soldier to ever consider
disobeying the orders given to him, but Adesina could see that he wished he was
marching with L’iam.


Every soldier of the reserve force
knew that they would see plenty of battle soon enough. They would be called in
to relieve the attacking force, giving their allies a chance to rest and
recuperate. The two forces would switch back and forth as long as this battle
lasted. 


Adesina did not expect Cha-sak to
give them any reprieve.


She walked purposefully to a
smaller, separate fortification. It was located further west and had been
carefully concealed from the casual observer. She and Ravi ducked behind the
wall that was covered in leaves and mounds of dirt, joining the L’avan who were
waiting there.


The young queen had been given
charge of a specialized force that comprised roughly a dozen of the strongest
members of the Red, Orange, and Gold L’avan groups. There were more members of
the Gold group than there were of Orange or Red. 


She had only requested those with
dark red eyes, rather than any with light red. The latter were only able to
manipulate illusions, and Cha-sak had shown that he was able to neutralize
illusions with ease. Those with dark red eyes could manipulate physical
objects, which was more useful on the battlefield.


There Orange group was only
slightly larger. Their powers were similar to telekinesis.  And then there was
the Gold group. 


Adesina took a moment to walk
through the members of the Gold group, who were resting and trying to recover
from their attack earlier. The young queen touched each of them on the forehead
and gave them a small boost of energy, for which they each thanked her
sincerely.


Adesina knew that she would need to
be careful with how she used her own vyala today, but she wanted her
soldiers to feel their best as the real battle began.


She restored her own energy with a
deep breath, closing her eyes as she internalized the power. It was a useful
technique, but it took time and left her briefly vulnerable. She could not
afford to do that when in the middle of a fight.


There was a slight disturbance
behind her, and Adesina turned to see what was going on.


Sitara, Riel, and Ruon had joined
her force, and they were looking at her with expectation in their eyes.


“I am glad you are here,” Adesina
said, genuinely pleased. “We could use your help.”


Ruon snorted softly. “You are
fighting a losing battle. Three more Immortals will not change that.”


Adesina frowned at him, but her
irritated response was cut off by Sitara’s urgent words.


“Why are you here, Adesina? You
need to confront Cha-sak directly. That is the only way that we can win this
war.”


“I understand that,” she
acknowledged, “but I cannot do it yet.”


“Why?” questioned Riel.


Adesina fell silent. She didn’t
know how to explain it to them, especially since the answer didn’t quite make
sense to her either.


There was something nagging at the
back of her mind, and it was frustrating that she couldn’t quite identify it.
Her instincts told her that it was vital to her success. She didn’t know what
it was, but she knew that she needed to figure it out before she could face
Cha-sak and win. 


She hated feeling like she was
using this battle—and the lives that would be lost in it—to stall for time, but
she didn’t know what else they could do.


“The time is not right,” was the
only reply she could give to Riel’s question.


The Immortals looked extremely
dissatisfied with her response, but they did not press her for a different one.


Ravi turned to the Laithur. “Have
you had any visions about this battle?”


Ruon shook his oval head. “The last
vision I had was of Adesina refusing Cha-sak’s offer of alliance. When I try to
See the outcome of this war, I feel nothing. It is likely that the outcome has
not yet been decided.”


Adesina felt the weight of her
responsibility keenly. She felt as though the entire world was in her hands,
and it would either thrive or die according to her abilities.


You are not the only factor that
will decide the future of this world. You are simply the most visible.


She appreciated Ravi’s words, but
it didn’t make her feel much better.


That is because you are
stubborn, Ma’eve.


Adesina grinned at her guardian,
but said nothing in return. She could hear that the fighting had begun in
earnest, and the sound immediately caught her attention.


There were several holes in the
fortifying wall through which they could watch the distant battle. Adesina
watched with her heart in her throat, praying for L’iam’s safety.


After several gripping moments,
Adesina took a deep breath. “Let us begin,” she said to her soldiers.


She walked outside of the
fortification and used her vyala to lift herself into the air. Then she
wrapped herself in an illusion that made it seem that she was floating several
feet away from where she was actually located.


With her elevated view of the
battle, she was able to see where her forces would be most needed. The
mercenary archers were readying themselves to once again try to thin the ranks
of the opposing army.  Adesina sent a thought to Ravi—an order for the Orange
group to send the arrows back to their source. She felt Ravi relay the message,
and a moment later the arrows were streaking back into the mercenary ranks. 


A group of Seharan soldiers were
separated from the main army, so Adesina opened a path for them by ordering the
Red group to make a series of well-placed ruptures in the earth.


L’iam’s soldiers began to be too
far spread, and Adesina helped to rectify that by ordering the Gold group to
explode a few trees among the back ranks, forcing the mercenaries to press
closer together.


As Adesina watched the battle, she
began to notice something strange. There was a group of enemy soldiers forcing
their way forward from the rear. There were probably fewer than a hundred of
them, but they stayed in a tight knot.


They appeared to be led by a woman
whose face bore intricate black markings. They all had their weapons drawn, but
they ignored any enemies that they came across. Instead, they pushed forward
resolutely with intense expressions on their faces.


One of them spotted Adesina in the
distance—or, rather, the illusion of Adesina floating several feet from her
actual location. He pointed and raised a frenzied cry.


“Death to Lord Cha-sak’s mortal
enemy!”


The cry was taken up by the other
members of the group and they surged forward in Adesina’s direction.


“Death to Adesina!”


“Death to the queen of evil!”


“Kill her! Kill her!”


Adesina wasn’t the only one who was
shocked by the harsh cries. L’iam had heard the shouting, even over the din of
battle, and his eyes widened in alarm.


He and his soldiers rushed forward
to try and head off the fanatics, but they were far to the east had to fight
their way through hoards of enemies.


Other L’avan and Seharan soldiers
had heard the battle cries of the frenzied followers of Cha-sak and they moved
to cut down those they could reach. The fanatics did not appear to be the best
fighters, but they were clearly willing to give their lives for their cause.


Adesina realized that they were
pressing forward as a group to increase the odds of some of them getting
through. Dozens of them fell by the sword of their enemies, but the rest
continued forward as if possessed.


There were perhaps twenty fanatics
that broke free of the press of battle. They broke into a run, heading straight
toward Adesina’s illusion.


Adesina didn’t want to hurt
them—they were clearly being manipulated by the Shimat demon—but it was
apparent that nothing would stop them from achieving their obsessive purpose.


She raised her hand and shot out a
wide stream of vyala, transforming the raw energy into roaring flames
that consumed the charging soldiers.


Screams of agony rent the air, but
several of them managed to shriek a few final words.


“Praise and glory to Lord Cha-sak!”


Adesina felt sick as the fanatics
fell to the ground, dead. 


It had been a hopeless charge from
the beginning, and she couldn’t understand why Cha-sak would have wasted time
ordering it.


High above them, humming through
the air like an errant breeze, Adesina recognized the sound of Cha-sak
chuckling in amusement.

















Chapter Forty-Seven: Temptation


 


Sitara had been assigned to shield
the battlefield from Cha-sak’s attacks, but she was surprised to find that no
attacks were being made. She continued to maintain the shield, but she was
curious what else could be drawing the demon’s attention.


As she stood at the back of the
roughly constructed fortification, she felt the soft brush of another mind
against her own. Her eyes blazed with anger as she recognized the gesture that
had once been common between the Serraf and the Shimat.


Cha-sak was requesting to speak to
her.


Riel felt the touch as well through
their Joining. She looked at Sitara in shared shock.


What could he possibly want?


Sitara felt a wave of emotions so
powerful that it hurt her physically. She shook her head.


I do not care.


This is the first time he has tried
to contact the Serraf in centuries.


Sitara clutched her fist against
her chest and closed her eyes in an attempt to calm herself.


It must be important…


Riel nodded at Sitara’s thought,
but said nothing. 


Sitara’s emotions were conflicted,
and she knew that her guardian felt the same.


Slowly, with agonizing indecision,
the Serraf opened her mind to Cha-sak so they could communicate directly. She
only opened the doorway enough that they could speak, careful to block off all
parts of her mind that might give the demon an advantage.


I did not think you would answer
me.


Cha-sak’s tone seemed pleased. It
made Sitara feel ill.


I almost did not.


It has been many years since I
have felt the beauty of a Serraf mind.


Sitara resisted the urge to shut
Cha-sak out of her mind once more. The demon repulsed her.


What do you want?


Cha-sak’s reply was simple. An
alliance.


Sitara almost laughed aloud. What?


The Serraf and the Shimat used
to be the closest of allies. Together we served and struggled, together we
lived and laughed.


Sitara shuddered. Do not speak
of such times. You desecrate the memories by speaking of them as if you cared.


I do care, insisted the
demon. The Shimat never forsook their bond with the Serraf.


Anger flooded her mind.


You sacrificed my predecessor to
the Darkness in order to gain power. You used her trust to lead her into
danger, and then you destroyed her for your own purposes.


There was a brief pause as Cha-sak
considered his words.


There are always sacrifices for
the greater good. It pained me to see my partner die, but it had to be done.


No, lashed out Sitara. There
was no greater good, only your selfish lust for more power.


She could feel his dissent.


You do not understand.


I will never understand
how one so dear to the Creator could betray the Light and embrace the Darkness.


To fight the Darkness is folly,
stated Cha-sak calmly. It is a battle that cannot be won. It is better to
join the Darkness while there is still a chance to do so, otherwise your kind
will be destroyed.


Sitara’s thoughts became tinged
with scorn. So you are offering an alliance in order to save the Serraf?


Yes.


You could have saved yourself
the trouble, Sitara sent to him bitterly. I would never join you.


Another pause.


You are being too hasty in your
decision.


Sitara gave a sort of mental shrug.
It does not matter, because the decision is not mine.


Cha-sak’s tone became more
uncertain.


What do you mean?


I am no longer the leader of the
Serraf.


That is not possible. Passing on
that role is not a simple matter.


Sitara’s reply was a bit stinging. I
am aware of that.


Who is the new leader?


Adesina.


The pause that followed was long
and heavy.


Only a Serraf can lead the
Serraf.


I know.


She is a human. She cannot
possibly…


Sitara gave a humorless smile.


She was human, until she
became the Threshold Child.


Cha-sak seemed unwilling to believe
Sitara’s words. The prophecy of the Threshold Child is a foolish lie. If it
were to happen, it would have happened during the Great Wars. You are using the
prophecy in order to convince the other Immortals to follow you.


If that were the case,
reasoned Sitara, do you think that Ruon would be here? He is not one to
follow blindly.


Ruon?


The Serraf shook her head. You
truly have been so consumed by your ambitions that you have not seen anything
that has been happening.


She took his silence as
confirmation of her words.


I will never join you, Cha-sak,
and you will not win this war. We have the Threshold Child, and we have the
Creator on our side.


Because their minds were connected,
she felt the shiver of fear that passed over the demon. It gave her
satisfaction as she closed her mind to him once more—this time, forever.


She had never truly healed from the
loss of her beloved sister, the one who had died at Cha-sak’s hands. However,
now she felt strangely complete—free from the pain that had haunted her for
centuries.


Cha-sak would lose, and Sitara
would finally find peace.


 


***


 


Ruon could see that something was
happening with Sitara, but he did not know what it was. In truth, it did not matter
much to him. The Serraf was free to do as she pleased.


With a small, shuddering breath,
Sitara opened her eyes. Then she turned and walked away from the fortifying
wall.


Ruon shrugged and turned his eyes
back to the battle. The humans were fighting so hard in a battle they couldn’t
possibly win, and he found that he admired them for their dauntless
persistence. It was as if they didn’t realize how hopeless the situation was.


The Laithur suddenly became very
still.


He felt an unfamiliar mind roving
in his direction, searching as though blind. His instincts told him that the
strange mind was searching for his, and he debated whether to reach out or not.


He could simply ignore the
searching mind. The odds of it finding him by chance were slim, and even if it
did, it would need his permission to make a connection.


Or he could find out what the
stranger wanted. He had a pretty good idea of who it was that was looking to
contact him.


Ruon allowed the other mind to find
his. He was curious to know what Cha-sak had to say.


Once the initial contact was made
Ruon made the other demon wait, as if he were deciding on whether to speak to
him or to ignore him. Ruon really just liked making Cha-sak wonder if he was
wasting his time.


Finally, the Laithur opened a line of
communication to the visitor. He could not fully open his mind to any being
other than another Laithur, or the result would be insanity for the receiving
party. The mind of a Laithur was touched with infinite possibility, and most
minds—Immortal or not—could not handle being faced with the vast complexity.


Good afternoon, Cha-sak.


There was a flicker of surprise
from the Shimat demon which brought a small smile to the Laithur’s face.


You knew I would try to contact
you?


Only you would attempt to
connect at this time.


There was a slight pause. Ruon
imagined Cha-sak attempting to regain his footing.


I was surprised to learn that
one of my brother demons was among my enemies. Why are you aiding the Children
of Light?


Although Cha-sak was shielded from
the eternity of Ruon’s mind, Ruon could clearly see into Cha-sak’s. The Shimat
had not learned to block off his personal thoughts and emotions, which meant
that Ruon had intimate insight into what Cha-sak was really saying.


You were surprised, but not
displeased.


Another pause.


No, I suppose not.


Why?


Cha-sak felt a stab of irritation,
and Ruon sensed it as well. The Shimat demon had not anticipated revealing his
reasoning so soon in the conversation.


Because it means that I am not
the only demon in this world. I have a natural ally in you, and I did not know
of your presence until recently.


The Shimat were manipulators. They
enjoyed shaping conversations in order to lead the thoughts of those foolish
enough to listen. The Laithur, on the other hand, were much more
straightforward. Ruon preferred having the whole truth right at the beginning.


Your natural ally? What an
interesting idea.


Is it not true?


Ruon gave the impression of a
slight shrug through his thoughts. It is not as simple as you make it seem.


Cha-sak repeated his earlier
question. Why are you helping the Children of Light?


Ruon did not answer, but asked a
question of his own. Why not tell me why I should be helping you?


There was another flash of
irritation from the Shimat, and Ruon smiled again. The Laithur and the Shimat
had never really gotten along, regardless of the fact that both had willfully
become demons. 


You aligned yourself with the
Darkness, and yet you fight on the side of Light. Such a choice does not make
sense.


We Laithur have never claimed to
make sense.


Ruon could feel Cha-sak’s growing
frustration.


You must know that you are on
the losing side.


Yes, I know.


A surprised silence followed.


I have a superior army, and my
soldiers will crush the L’avan.


Very likely.


Cha-sak seemed baffled by Ruon’s
casual agreement, but he quickly recovered.


You are a Creature of Darkness,
Brother Ruon. Come take your rightful place as my partner. Together we will
rule this world.


Ruon took a moment to consider the
Shimat’s words. 


The future was not decided, and so
it was entirely possible that Cha-sak could succeed in his plan. He certainly
had a much greater chance of success with Ruon to help him. From a logical
point of view, the two demons would be just as likely to prevail as Adesina.
More, for they would have a larger army and possessed more experience using
their vyala.


What would we do once we
conquered this world? How could I continue to trust in my safety? The Shimat
are not known for their loyalty.


Cha-sak’s mind showed a brief
flicker of triumph, as if Ruon’s questions were proof that he was nearing a
decision.


We will swear a blood oath to
one another, that we will never harm each other by our own hands or through the
actions of those who follow us.


It was a strong promise, and did
not leave any loopholes through which one might find a way around it. Of
course, it benefitted Cha-sak as well. It would make him forever safe from
Ruon.


Your offer is tempting…


Then join me, pushed
Cha-sak.


…but I am afraid I must decline.


Cha-sak’s thoughts were shocked and
confused.


You decline?


Yes.


Why? Cha-sak demanded.


I pledged myself to the
Threshold Child before I came to this world. I swore that her fate would be my
own, and that I would give her what I could offer.


Such promises can be broken,
argued the Shimat.


Mine will not be.


Ruon could sense the growing anger
in Cha-sak’s mind, but he was not cowed by it.


You would give up the glory of
ruling this world just to follow some girl in her hopeless cause?


The Laithur gave the impression of
raising a finger. I did not say her cause was hopeless.


What do you mean?


She is the Threshold Child. Her
army may be losing, but she will not.


Cha-sak’s thoughts were scornful. Do
you truly believe that she is the Threshold Child?


Ruon considered his words before
conveying them. 


I have been watching her
carefully ever since I agreed to come on this journey. I have seen her courage
and her compassion, and I have seen her flaws and her ignorance. She is so…human…in
spite of her transformation into a Serraf.


That seems to be an argument
against her, pointed out the Shimat demon.


I thought so, too, at first.
Yet, it is not. She is everything that the Immortals need in order to return to
our true purpose. Her very ignorance inspires one to step up and teach through
example.


Cha-sak’s disdain filled his
thoughts, even though he did not form them into words.


Ruon gave a small smile. I have
seen for myself what she has the potential to become. In the short time I have
known her, she has grown so much. I know that she is the Threshold Child, and I
will follow her wherever she leads. You may call that folly, but I believe that
it would be a much greater folly to hold to the Darkness when I have seen the
Light.


Cha-sak withdrew his mind from
Ruon’s, leaving lingering thoughts of disappointment and scorn in his wake. The
Shimat demon clearly did not give much credit to Ruon’s words.


Or his mocking might have only been
stubborn denial.


Ruon took a deep breath and found
that he was feeling rather cheerful. He was about to go and find Sitara when a
sudden sensation came over him.


His chest burned with a glowing
flame—not painful, but filled with hope. His small eyes began to glitter
fiercely and slowly turned from black to shimmering silver. The Seer Stone in
his forehead pulsed with power, and he felt his mind expanding as it hadn’t for
many centuries.


In the deepest, most private part
of Ruon’s mind he heard a gentle voice that he had never thought to hear
again—the voice of the Seer.


Welcome home, my child.

















Chapter Forty-Eight: Light and Darkness


 


Adesina could feel that something
was different.


She couldn’t quite identify what
had changed, but something deep within her told her that it was so. Something
was beckoning her onward, and she knew that Cha-sak would be feeling the same.


Sitara suddenly appeared at her
side, and Adesina turned her eyes to her mentor.


“It is time.”


Sitara nodded. “I understand. I
will take over your post here, and I will pray that the Creator strengthen
you.”


Adesina frowned and looked toward
the fortification. “What about Ravi?”


The same part of her that knew the
time had come also whispered that she had to go alone.


“He will understand,” answered
Sitara. “You must anchor yourself to him more firmly than ever before, Adesina.
You will need his strength.”


“I will,” promised Adesina.


The L’avan queen left her post
overlooking the battle and gently touched down on the ground. She began walking
north, but she was soon stopped by Ruon.


“There are times when a single decision
will determine the course of the future,” the Laithur began.


“The labyrinth of destiny,”
reminded Ravi, who was approaching them from behind.


Adesina remembered the analogy
well. 


Not long after she had learned the
truth about the Shimat organization, she had asked Ravi about the role of
choices in destiny. She had just been told about the prophecy of the Threshold
Child, and she had been overwhelmed by what it meant for her.


Ravi had said that destiny was like
a labyrinth. One was given a choice of paths, but once chosen, the path had to
be followed until a new choice was presented.


Ruon seemed familiar with the
analogy and he nodded in agreement. “The universe follows a similar pattern,
Adesina. There is a delicate balance between Light and Dark, but at such
times—times when a choice of paths is presented—that balance can be destroyed.”


Adesina recalled Cha-sak’s words
and a chill ran down her spine. “Darkness can be made to prevail over Light.”


“And vice versa,” asserted Ruon
with a raised finger. “Light can also become the dominant force in the
universe, if that choice is made.”


Adesina’s brow furrowed. “Who makes
that choice?”


“It is not a decision in the sense
you are thinking,” said the Laithur. “It is a decision of action.”


The young queen felt a heavy weight
pressing down on her as his words sunk in. “Are you saying that my
confrontation with Cha-sak will determine the decision of the universe?”


“Simply put, yes.”


Ravi moved to Adesina’s side and
leaned against her, lending her his strength. She appreciated his support now
more than ever, and she rested her hand on his back.


“What if I fail?” she whispered.


Ruon shrugged. “Then the universe
will continue forward and the Light will continue to fight the Darkness. Your
failure would not destroy the Light, Adesina. It would simply mean that the
Darkness would become stronger.”


Adesina didn’t find his explanation
comforting.


“Do not think of the universal
outcome,” Ravi urged her. “Just focus on what this fight means for us here and
now. Cha-sak will not stop until he has killed every one of us, and only you
can prevent him from succeeding. You need to fight him, not for some cosmic
outcome but to save the lives of those you love.”


Adesina squared her shoulders and
smiled down at her guardian. “Thank you, Ravi.”


He gave her a feline smile in
return. “Of course, dear one.”


“I wish you success,” Ruon said
softly, and he turned and walked away.


Adesina felt the unknown force
beckoning her onward more strongly than before. She turned to Ravi with a sad
expression on her face.


“You know I cannot take you with
me.”


The Rashad inclined his head
unhappily. “Yes, I know.”


Ravi summoned his own vyala,
which appeared to Adesina as a prism of colors and lights. A band of the vyala
wrapped around Ravi’s heart and mind, and then it extended to Adesina.


“Take it and do the same,” he
instructed.


She took control of the band of vyala
and felt a sense of wonder as she briefly experienced Ravi’s intimate
connection to the natural world. His powers stemmed from the soul of the earth,
and it was an awe-inspiring sensation.


She wrapped the vyala around
her own heart and mind, and she felt the connection with her guardian deepen.


“The Rashad are taught to do that
when we become adults,” he explained. “We use the technique when deep and
meaningful meditation is needed. We can gain guidance from the world around us,
if we are open to it.”


“Now you can guide me,” Adesina
said with a smile.


Ravi’s expression remained solemn.
“I hope so, Ma’eve.”


It had been a long time since she
had been without her guardian, and she suddenly felt uncertain.


Ravi could feel her emotions, and
he encouraged her. “Do not be frightened, dear one. You are never alone.”


Adesina nodded and faced north once
more. As she began walking, a rush of determination filled her being.


She let her vyala loose, and
the power swirled around her like a shield. Her vyala was acting
independently of her conscious will, but it didn’t frighten her as it had in
the past. She knew that it would obey her wishes instantly and that she was
still in control.


As Adesina walked, the world around
her grew steadily brighter. The details of the forest became lost in the
intense light. She walked until she found herself standing in an empty space.
She had left the forest—she had probably left her world—and there was nothing
where she stood but light.


After a moment, the light began to
dim and change.


Adesina turned instinctively and
saw Cha-sak’s shadowy form approaching. He was surrounded by darkness, which
swirled and mixed with Adesina’s light. The result was a grey atmosphere that
stretched in every direction as far as Adesina could see. She knew, somehow,
that this was a neutral place in the universe, where almost anything was
possible.


The knowledge was not a comfort to
her.


The L’avan queen felt small and
alone, and she clung to her connection to Ravi. Ravi’s presence blossomed in
her mind, and she felt him comforting her.


Do not be frightened, Ma’eve.
You are never alone.


“So,” rasped Cha-sak in a mocking
tone. “You have come to challenge my conquest.”


Adesina didn’t answer, but drew her
Blood Sword. Her vyala automatically extended to the sword, which caused
it to glow and swirl with power.


The Shimat demon sneered at her
blade. “Do you think I am afraid of your paltry human weapon? Nothing that you
have is enough to face me on equal terms.”


“It was never my intention to meet
you on equal terms,” Adesina said quietly.


Cha-sak’s ruby eyes narrowed. “Are
you implying that you are superior?”


Once again, Adesina chose not to
answer.


She could feel the wrath of the
demon rolling off him in waves. The dark energy of his shadowy being pulsed and
pounded at her like a deafening sound, and even though she knew that it was all
in her mind she covered her ears and braced herself against it.


Cha-sak held out his hand and wisps
of darkness gathered to form a sword similar to hers. He raised the black blade
in a sort of mock salute.


And then he rushed toward her.


The demon was blindingly fast, and
Adesina raised Falcon only in the nick of time. The two power-enhanced blades
rang out when they touched, making a sound that was unlike metal against metal.
It was an unearthly noise, unlike any Adesina had ever heard. Her mind could
only equate it to the sound of two stars colliding—even though she had never
heard such a thing.


With the two swords crossed,
Adesina found herself face to face with Cha-sak. His eyes were even more
unnerving up close.


“You are nothing more than a child
playing in the mud,” the demon hissed. “You have no real understanding of
anything that is happening here.”


With a flick of his hand, Cha-sak
summoned terrible black flames that were colder than ice. The freezing flames
would have caught her directly in the face had her vyala not reacted on
its own. Adesina was swept backward by her own power, and the black flames
extinguished as they hit nothingness.


Adesina recalled seeing such flames
when she had fought with a different demon on the Threshold of Zonne. The black
fire had continued to burn, consuming even stone. The fact that the flames went
out in this realm gave her pause.


Were the laws of nature different
here?


Adesina hardly had time to wonder,
for Cha-sak immediately began pressing her. He continued to throw black
fireballs at her, advancing slowly as he did. The L’avan queen was able to
dodge on her own, and she frowned in confusion at his tactic. It was almost as
if he were simply wasting time.


That simple flash of insight saved
Adesina’s life.


She turned slightly to glance
behind her, and she saw a pillar of darkness hurtling toward her. It would have
pierced her being and destroyed her had she not seen it and leapt out of its
way.


Cha-sak’s harsh laughter filled the
air.


“Oh, you stupid child,” he mocked.
“Only luck has saved you thus far. You cannot survive this battle, so why not
surrender? You may find that I am better master than you think.”


Adesina thought of Basha and she
spoke through clenched teeth. “I doubt that.”


“I have no more wish to toy with
you,” the demon declared. “My amusement has waned, and I have my glory to
claim. If you do not surrender, I will destroy you with one blow.”


The young woman raised Falcon and
bared her teeth. “No, you will not.”


With a false sigh of regret,
Cha-sak cast aside his black blade, returning it to the shadows that had formed
it. He raised his arms and began to chant in a mesmerizing voice.


“I am he, once born of Light, now
bathed in Darkness and filled with hate. I gave my heart to the sacrificial
blade to gain the power that none now hold. I call upon thee, Mighty Darkness,
to claim me as thy champion. I renew my oath to give thee my soul if thou wilt
give me the power to claim all!”


The words struck Adesina to the
core of her being, and she felt cold with horror. The meaning of Cha-sak’s vow
had only begun to sink it when she saw that he was beginning to change.


The darkness that had turned their
surroundings grey was being drawn back to him in meandering streams. The realm
in which they fought grew lighter and lighter as Cha-sak’s form darkened.


The shadows became a part of him,
and he grew larger in size. He lost his vaguely human form and became more like
the demons pictured in human stories. His head elongated and a ridge of horns
fanned out like some sort of crown. His hands and feet became clawed, and a
long tail formed behind him. His ruby eyes glowed bright with power, and he
shrieked with laughter as he grew to be twice her height.


Adesina felt her heart began to
fail her. How was she to face such an enemy?


You are never alone.


Ravi’s words pierced her fear and
dissipated it completely. A memory came to her mind, and she squared her
shoulders to face the Shimat demon.


“You asked me earlier if I thought
myself superior,” she said in a calm tone.


Cha-sak looked down at her, clearly
surprised at the serenity with which she faced him.


“By myself I am too weak to fight
you,” Adesina continued, “but I am not alone.”


The air around them vibrated as
thirty-seven ethereal voices converged together to speak the words that had
been spoken at the beginning of Adesina’s journey to defeat Cha-sak.


 


I
pledge to you my life and my loyalty,


so
that my strength will be yours.


Your
fate will be my own—


your
triumphs my triumphs,


and
your failures my failures.


 


The L’avan queen felt the strength
of each of her Immortal allies flow into her body with a surge of Light, and
she began to change as well.


Her clothing transformed to a dress
of pure white, belted with a simple golden band around her waist. White
feathered wings sprouted from her shoulder blades, spreading outward to become
larger than her body. She was wreathed in a halo of light, and above her Ravi’s
eyes appeared to watch over her, as he always had.


The thirty-seven voices spoke once
more, proclaiming her as their champion.


Behold the Queen of the Serraf,
the Daughter of Light, the Threshold Child!


 

















Chapter Forty-Nine: They Who Fight


 


L’iam could feel a change in the
air.


He wasn’t sure exactly what it was,
but the atmosphere almost seemed to crackle with energy. It was simple to
assume that Adesina was involved, but he could not imagine what could be
happening to cause such a feeling. He took a quick glance at his fellow L’avan,
and he could tell by their expressions that they felt it, too.


The Shimat forces were completely
unaffected, since they could not sense the presence of vyala, and they
continued to press forward with unrelenting force.


L’iam had known that they would be
hard-pressed to face their enemies. The L’avan and Seharans were outnumbered
and exhausted. Even the recent arrival of the Matshi was not enough to make the
battle balanced.


L’iam also knew that his battle,
while important, was secondary to the fight that was taking place elsewhere.


That certainly didn’t change how he
fought.


He, like Adesina, was a swordsman,
and he was using every bit of skill he had to face the never-ending onslaught.
He was not wearing his ceremonial armor, so he could have passed as an average
soldier. He had done that on purpose so he could fight among his allies instead
of keeping to the rear.


Adesina had always ridden at the
front, blazing with power and adorned with the emblems of authority. She
couldn’t have been more obvious if she had made a public announcement of her
rank. Yet, it had seemed so natural for her to do so that no one questioned it.
L’iam may have worried for her safety, but he did that anyway.


L’iam was not as bold as his wife,
and he knew that he couldn’t afford to try. He did not have the backing of an
ancient prophecy to give him reasonable confidence that his life would not end amidst
the battles of mortals.


Unfortunately, L’iam knew that his
beloved was now engaged in a battle that was much more dire. If he understood
Ruon correctly, this was one of the defining moments in the universe. There
were no guarantees for anyone involved, especially the Threshold Child.


L’iam turned his anxiety into
energy, and he fought with more vigor than before. The mercenary he faced was
more skilled than most, and the L’avan king found that he had to concentrate to
fight him well.


Somewhere above their heads there
was a burst of blue light. The mercenaries looked momentarily confused before
returning to what they were doing. The defending soldiers knew that the signal
meant that their reinforcements were on their way.


L’iam continued to fight, bringing
his sword up to block a blow and then whipping it around for a counterattack.
He pressed as hard as he dared, trying to force his enemy into making some
hurried mistake.


The mercenary was too experienced
to fall for L’iam’s strategy. He fought with measured reasoning, which won the
L’avan’s begrudging respect.


There was no knowing how long the
fight between the equally matched foes would have lasted. A man dressed in
black moved up behind the mercenary and cut him down without warning.


L’iam looked up in shock and saw
the temporary leader of the Matshi standing with his bloodied blade.


The L’avan king felt a surge of
anger. To kill a soldier in such a way was not honorable. He had had no chance
to defend himself. Besides, L’iam had been in control of the situation, and he
felt that he could have won in time.


L’iam took a deep breath and pushed
the anger from his mind. His ally had only meant to be of service, and it would
be very ungrateful to berate him for interfering.


The Matshi did not wait to listen
to anything the L’avan king might have said. Instead, he turned and pressed
onward into the lines of the advancing enemies. L’iam watched for a moment as
the middle-aged man wielded his knives with astonishing speed and accuracy.
Dozens fell before the former Shimat, and he continued on inexorably.


With the arrival of the reserve
forces, the current fighting force was expected to slowly withdraw. L’iam had
no enemy before him, so he began to make his way to the northern section of the
forest where he could rest until it was their turn to relieve the soldiers that
were now fighting.


The L’avan and Seharans who were
under his direct control knew where to gather and regroup. L’iam headed to the
same location to meet them. He had become separated from the main force, and he
knew that they would be worried about him.


Mar’sal was the first to spot him,
and a wide grin of relief spread across his youthful face.


“Your Majesty,” he exclaimed,
“thank goodness you are safe.”


“Yes,” L’iam responded, “I—”


His words were cut off by a sudden
shock wave that swept through the forest. It knocked everyone off balance,
friend and foe alike.


L’iam knew that it came from the
same source as the strange sensations that pervaded the atmosphere, only this
time it affected everyone, regardless of the ability to sense vyala.


The air began to audibly crackle
with energy, and the sunlight that filtered down through the trees seemed
uncertain. Sometimes it appeared to be brighter and other times it dimmed, but
there were no clouds in the sky to give explanation.


L’iam gave Mar’sal a meaningful
look. “I am going to speak to our Immortal allies.”


“Yes, sire.”


The L’avan king jogged over to
where the special L’avan division was positioned. He knew that would be the
most likely place to find Sitara or Ruon, and they would be the ones who could
give him answers.


As he walked around the camouflaged
barrier, he came to an abrupt stop and he felt his heart constrict in fear.


Ravi was lying on the ground,
unmoving.


L’iam rushed to his friend’s side. “What
happened to him?” he demanded.


“I do not know, your Majesty,”
stammered one of the nearby L’avan. “He collapsed a few minutes ago and he has
not moved since.”


“He is alive,” assured another
soldier. “His heart is still beating, and he is still breathing. It is almost
as if he were asleep.”


L’iam placed both hands on Ravi’s
head, his heart sick with worry. “You were supposed to stay with her,” he
murmured softly. “What could have prevented you from staying by her side?”


“He is by her side,” asserted a voice
beyond the gathered group.


L’iam looked up and saw Ruon
standing there.


“What do you mean?” he asked the
Laithur.


“Adesina has passed from this world
to another realm. Ravi was not able to go with her physically, but now his
spirit has joined her.”


“His spirit?” asked L’iam
fearfully.


Ruon shook his oval head. “He is
not dead, L’avan king. His body is simply waiting for his spirit to return.”


L’iam was tired and overwhelmed,
and it was difficult for his mind to grasp what Ruon was telling him.


Ruon seemed to understand and a
small smile crossed his face. “Do not worry, L’iam. Ravi has gone to give
Adesina the support she needs. If they are victorious in their battle, they
will both return unharmed.”


L’iam’s eyes turned back to Ravi’s
inert body and a silent prayer filled his entire being. He prayed harder than
he had ever done before, for he knew that it would be needed.


 


***


 


Kendan couldn’t concentrate on his
work.


The servants of the Shimat soldiers
were expected to keep the camp running while their masters were away in the
glory of battle. There was plenty of work to do, and some of it was best done
when the soldiers were gone.


Kendan knew that he should be
cleaning out his “master’s” tent, but instead he found himself pacing back and
forth.


It was unlike him to be so nervous,
but he couldn’t seem to help it.


He wasn’t worried for himself. He
had confidence that his mission would be accomplished without any problems. No,
all of his concerns were centered around a young woman with silver hair and
purple eyes.


Kendan suddenly felt a hand on his
arm, and he turned in surprise to see Maizah standing next to him. Her eyes
were wide and her mouth slightly parted. She gave him a single nod, and he knew
exactly what she was trying to tell him.


It was time.


Kendan had not the slightest talent
regarding magic, so he didn’t truly understand it. He knew that Maizah could
sense other people’s magic, which was why she had been tasked to watch for the
sign that Adesina was ready for Kendan to act. The former Shar felt no change
between that moment and the ones before it, but he knew better than to question
Maizah’s judgment.


He waved for the Tracker to follow
him, and together they hurried through the Shimat camp. It was easy to be
unnoticed when among the other servants, but that was not the case once they
entered the area that was normally occupied by soldiers.


There were only a few Shimat
remaining, assigned with keeping an eye on things while the army was away. Each
of these guards eyed Kendan and Maizah with a mix of curiosity and suspicion.
The two supposed servants kept their heads down and hurried onward as if they
had some important task.


As they drew nearer to the black
tent with the blood red standards, they found themselves almost completely
alone. There was something about that tent that warned people to stay away,
even when the occupant was known to be gone. Kendan pushed the feelings of
discomfort to the back of his mind and continued to walk straight toward it.


“Kendan?”


The ringing voice caught him off guard,
and he found himself turning to look at the source before he could stop
himself.


It was a Shimat by the name of
Larn, who had been one of Kendan’s rivals when they were students.


There was no use in pretending to
be a servant now that they had been recognized, and Kendan silently cursed his
ill fortune. He slowed to a stop and turned to face Larn, waiting to see what
his former fellow Shi would do.


An arrogant grin spread across
Larn’s face and he sauntered over to where Kendan was standing. “I thought that
was you. Imagine my surprise in seeing a traitor walking through the Shimat
camp.”


Kendan chose his words carefully.
“I am the slave of one of the Shimat who captured me. This woman is my keeper,
given the task of preventing me from escape.”


Maizah’s eye took on a flinty
expression and she gave a single nod in confirmation of his words. She
certainly looked the part that she had been given.


Kendan watched Larn’s face to see
if he believed the lie. Larn had never been very imaginative, and so it had not
been difficult to deceive him when they were children. Kendan prayed that the
same held true to the present.


Larn’s grin didn’t falter. “Oh, how
the mighty have fallen,” he exulted. “Once the insufferable nephew of the
Sharifal, and now nothing but a slave to those you considered inferior.”


Kendan was relieved that Larn had
believed his story, but he knew that the ordeal was far from over. His fears
were confirmed with the Shimat’s next statement.


“Well, since you are a servant, you
are required to obey the commands of all Shimat. I have a few things I would
like to see you do.”


Kendan clenched his fists at his
side. He didn’t have time to submit to the whims of a jealous and vengeful
former classmate.


Maizah took one step forward and
brought her hand down in a forceful gesture. She shook her head and pointed a
different way.


Larn looked confused, and stared at
Kendan for explanation.


“She is mute,” Kendan told the
Shimat. “It was considered best, so she could not be…manipulated…by me.”


Understanding spread across Larn’s
dull features. “What is she saying?”


“I was given a list of tasks by my
master,” he answered. “I must do them before I can do anything else.”


Larn set his jaw in a stubborn
expression. “Well, I am in charge while the army is gone. You will do as I
say.”


Kendan felt his patience waning. 


Something cold and hard was pressed
into his hand. Maizah had passed him a knife.


He sprang forward with deadly
speed, aiming the blade with precision.


Larn was clearly surprised, but he
reacted as a true Shimat. He jumped out of harm’s way and brought his own
weapon to bear. The blade sliced through Larn’s side, but the wound went
unnoticed.


Larn held two small axes and swung
them back and forth with a look of gleeful menace on his face. “I have waited
for years for the chance to cut you down to size. Who would have thought that
my opportunity would come now?”


Larn rushed toward Kendan, and the
latter waited patiently for his opponent to close the distance.


Larn had always lacked the grace
that Kendan naturally possessed. He did not attempt any fancy footwork or
intricate movements with the axes, but instead simply ran forward and hacked
downward.


Kendan felt a flash of contempt as
he dodged the blow with ease. He had never understood how Larn had graduated
his training, and he was not surprised that Larn had been left behind to guard
the camp while the army went to fight.


He let Larn charge him once more
and deftly moved to the side while making use of his small knife. The blade
found its target and Larn fell to the ground with an expression of shock on his
dull face.


Kendan didn’t wait to finish off
the Shimat or to see if any other guards had been alerted to what had happened.
He motioned to Maizah and the two of them rushed up the small hill to the black
tent that was pitched at the top.


There were no guards, which Kendan
thought odd. But perhaps it was assumed that no one would willingly go near
Cha-sak’s domain.


He and Maizah slipped inside, and
the Tracker immediately turned to keep watch. Her eyes were fixed on the small
opening of the tent, making sure no one approached without warning.


Kendan walked into the darkness of
the tent. There were no lamps, and for a moment he wondered if Basha had been
moved to a different location. Then his searching eyes identified the outline
of someone sitting in a chair.


He moved closer and silently knelt
before what was left of the young woman. He had not known her well, but he knew
her by sight. As his eyes adjusted to the darkness he studied her face, and he
found that he hardly recognized her at all.


Her blunt features were withered
and gaunt, making her look much older than she really was. There was a scar on
her cheek where Adesina had marked her many years ago—a scar that had filled
Basha with hatred for the one who inflicted it. Her light blue eyes, once cold
and calculating, were now empty spheres that stared at nothing.


Kendan knew instinctually that
Basha was no longer in possession of her body. He was not one to speak of
souls, but he knew at least that her mind was gone.


In an action that surprised
himself, he reached out and placed his hand over hers. He spoke to her in a low
voice, even though he reasoned that she could not hear him.


“Basha, it is Kendan. I have come
to set you free.”


There was a momentary flash of life
in Basha’s vacant eyes. It was a glint of acknowledgement, and one of pleading.


Kendan felt his throat tighten, and
tears stung his eyes. He raised his knife to her heart and gave her hand a
squeeze.


“Sleep now,” he whispered. “You are
safe.”

















Chapter Fifty: Decision


 


Adesina had never felt such power
coursing through her body. She felt invincible, and it was a heady sensation.


She didn’t have much time to enjoy
it.


Cha-sak rushed  her, his enlarged
form streaming wisps of shadow. He raised one clawed hand and brought it down
again, as if to swat her like an insect.


Adesina steeled her frame against
the force that she knew was coming, and her large feathered wings spread in
anticipation. She raised her blazing sword in an automatic defense, but she
knew she didn’t have the strength to withstand such a blow.


Or, at least, that is what she
thought.


With an audible ringing sound, her
Blood Sword stopped Cha-sak’s hand.


The blade did not cut his flesh,
but the bright power that emanated from it seemed hurt him in a different way.
The demon hissed in pain, as though he had been burned, and he withdrew his
clawed hand quickly.


Cha-sak opened his mouth and spat a
huge fireball at her. It was composed of the freezing black flames that Adesina
had seen before, only now on a larger scale.


Adesina leapt backwards and her
feathered wings wrapped around her like a shield. The fireball burst against
the wings and the air crackled ominously as the flames dissipated. She felt a
jolt of pain run up her back, and she realized that the wings were not simply
decorative. They were connected to her body, and they could be injured just as
her other limbs.


You cannot stay on the defense.
Fight!


Ravi’s voice sounded in her head,
and she squared her shoulders.


The young Serraf summoned her vyala
around her, swirling in tangible light. She had become so powerful that her
body was buffeted by the power as it circled her. Adesina reached out with her
mind and she felt Ravi reaching back. Her guardian held onto her firmly,
keeping her steady in the torrent of vyala.


Adesina whipped her feathered wings
outward, and dozens of darts of light streamed toward her enemy.


Cha-sak swept his clawed hands in
front of him, using mists of shadow to block out the light. However, several of
the darts still made it through and pierced Cha-sak’s body. The demon howled in
pain and his glowing red eyes filled with a surge of fury.


Cha-sak’s tail shot forward in a
sudden physical attack, catching Adesina off guard. The blow knocked her
backwards, and it felt as though every ounce of air had been forced from her
lungs.


Adesina gasped for breath,
momentarily stunned.


Move, Ma’eve!


She followed Ravi’s instructions
out of instinct, and she rolled out of the way of another lash of Cha-sak’s
tail.


A flick of Adesina’s wings brought
her to her feet again, and she started running in a randomly selected
direction. She was still recovering from being hit so hard, but she knew that
she would be safer as a moving target.


It only took moments for her
thoughts to clear, and she immediately began to form a plan for her next
attack. She could hear the demon pursuing her, and she knew that she needed to
act quickly to catch him by surprise.


Adesina heard the demon skid to a
stop, and she looked over her shoulder to determine the reason why.


Cha-sak stood frozen, with his
glowing eyes wide in shock.


“My vessel,” he rasped. “You have
severed me from my vessel. How?”


The L’avan queen felt a surge of
triumph. Kendan had been successful in his mission, which meant that Cha-sak
was now vulnerable.


She turned and planted her feet,
gathering her vyala into Falcon. Her wings spread outward as she raised
her blade and pointed it at Cha-sak’s charging form.


“Fly, Falcon,” she commanded.


The flaming form of a falcon burst
from her Blood Sword and streaked through the air at her enemy. Her increased vyala
made the falcon larger than ever before, and the flames that followed it
glittered like gold. A falcon cry sounded as the shining form flew toward its
target.


It collided with Cha-sak, and the
smell of singed flesh permeated the air. The demon shrieked in pain once more,
but he was not as easily destroyed as others who had met with the attack.


Adesina felt the sharp drain of her
vyala, as she had before when using that attack, but it did not leave
her helpless. She was bolstered by the vyala of her allies, and she
immediately began forming her next attack.


The air began to clear of the smoke
from Cha-sak’s burned flesh, and the demon became visible once more. His left
arm was badly injured, and his face was covered in severe burns. It made his
shadowy form look like a bed of dying embers, with bits of red glowing at the
edges.


The demon paused to look at his own
injuries, and Adesina felt a distant hope that he would admit defeat.


Such luck was not to be hers.


Cha-sak stood up straighter and he
raised his arms as if summoning his powers. Shadows began to swirl around him
in response, and his injuries began to heal themselves. It was only a matter of
moments before he was completely unmarked by her attack.


Cha-sak’s eyes had taken on a manic
gleam, and his voice was filled with hatred. “Do you think such a paltry show
of power would stop me? Nothing can stop me. It does not matter that you have severed
my connection with Basha. I do not need the aid of mortals. I am the King of
Darkness, and you are nothing but a puppet to those too cowardly to face me.”


Cha-sak spread his arms again and
slowly brought them together, as if gathering something to his chest. At first
Adesina couldn’t see anything, but then she realized that was exactly
what she was seeing. The demon was gathering the darkness from the air and
compressing it in front of him.


Then, with the motion of a man
throwing a discus, the demon hurled the darkness at the Serraf. It formed into
a thick beam as it streamed through the air, aimed directly at Adesina’s
slender form.


Adesina’s sword snapped up in a
defensive stance, and her vyala flared in front of her as a shield.


The beam of darkness struck her
with the force of a small explosion, and it knocked Adesina off her feet. Her
shield was not enough to protect her, and she could feel the icy pain of the
darkness burning her flesh.


She was not able to contain a
scream of agony as the tendrils of darkness pierced her and expanded sharply.


It was her vyala’s
independent action that saved her once again. It flowed to the parts of her
that were being invaded by the darkness and it isolated them. Then, with a
pulse of power, her vyala burned away the darkness and healed the
injured parts of her body.


Somehow, in spite of the healing,
the pain lingered in Adesina’s mind. She rose to her feet shakily, and she
tried to keep her expression neutral.


Cha-sak grinned maliciously as he
watched the effects of his attack. “Do you see? You are nothing compared to me,
even with the help of your little friends.”


The demon began to form another
beam of darkness, and Adesina immediately sprang into action. She extended her
feathered wings and threw herself into the air, somehow knowing by instinct how
to fly.


She could feel the attack getting
closer to her as Cha-sak hurled it her way. The darkness was anathema to her
own nature, and her very being recoiled from its presence. Such a warning
allowed her to change the direction of her flight and escape being hit again.


Adesina flew in a circle around the
nothingness of the realm around her, with Cha-sak charging close behind. Her
mind raced, trying to formulate a plan that would allow her to win this battle.


She knew that she was
strong—stronger than she had ever imagined possible—and that her strength was
connected to the Immortal allies who had pledged themselves to her. She had the
support of most of the remaining Children of Light and Children of Night, and
she even had the support of some of the Creatures of Darkness.


It was important that she wasn’t
fighting alone, but she was beginning to doubt if it was enough. Cha-sak had
tapped directly into the powers of Darkness, and he was fighting just as
desperately as she. 


Having the support of allies was
not the same as having one of the ultimate forces of the universe at your
command.


Adesina veered on her course in
order to dodge another beam of darkness that was shot at her.


She knew she couldn’t afford to be
hit again. The impact would be fatal.


What am I to do?


Her thoughts were not specifically
to Ravi, nor were they kept to herself. She sent them outward, almost like a
silent call for help.


I cannot win this fight, even
with all the gifts that have been given to me. How can I face such a powerful
enemy and come out victorious?


Adesina veered again as another
beam of darkness burst forth and consumed several of the feathers on her wings.


An indescribable sense of peace
settled over her mind and a gentle voice spoke directly to her heart.


You are not alone, my child.


Adesina felt a jolt of surprise
that was discordant with the peace she had been feeling only moments before.


She recognized that voice.


It was the voice of the Creator.


I know I have the support of my
Immortal allies, Adesina thought tentatively, but it is not enough.


She could almost feel the Creator
smiling.


None of you are alone. I have
not left my children to fend for themselves.


Adesina didn’t know the proper
etiquette when addressing a deity, so her response was more restrained that it
would have been normally.


Does…that mean you will help us?


I have always helped you,
Ma’eve, even if you did not recognize my hand in your life.


The familiar use of Adesina’s
alternate name should have surprised her, but somehow it didn’t. It seemed the
most natural thing in the world.


Take my hand, my child.


Ahead of Adesina, a pillar of pure
light descended. She forced her wings to beat even faster, and she heard
Cha-sak roar in fury behind her. She didn’t need to look to know that he had
also increased his speed in an effort to keep her from reaching the light.


Adesina felt the demon’s claws rake
at her trailing feet, and she knew that he was closing the distance. She pushed
onward desperately, ignoring the pain that shot up through her legs.


The young woman extended her hand
and she approached the pillar of light, as if she was hoping to be pulled to
safety.


And she was.


Adesina did not see a physical hand
reach out and grab her, but she felt it happen. She was pulled into the pillar,
and everything else disappeared.


When the Creator spoke to her
again, it was as if someone was standing right next to her, though Adesina
could see nothing but the blinding light that surrounded her.


“You accepted the role of the
Threshold Child, even though you knew it would not be easy. You have done
everything in your power to fulfill your responsibilities, and I am proud of
you for that.”


Adesina felt her heart burning
within her. “Thank you.”


Once again, Adesina felt as though
the Creator was smiling.


“It is I that am thanking you,
Ma’eve. Your work has been hard, and you know that it is far from over. Yet,
you do not balk at what you know must come.”


There had been a time when Adesina would
have felt discouraged at the confirmation that there was still much work to be
done, but now she felt only a firm determination to continue onward.


The Creator’s voice was filled with
approval. “Your fighting spirit is what makes you special, my daughter. I chose
you for this work because I knew you would not give up.”


Adesina nodded slowly. “That does
not mean that I always know how to succeed. A stubborn refusal to give up is
not helpful unless I can find a way to win.”


Her thoughts were on the battle
with Cha-sak, and the Creator seemed to understand.


“I have told you that I have not
forsaken you, and I always speak the truth. Up until now you have relied on the
strength of your fellow Immortals. Now, I grant you the power of wielding the
Light.”


The words of the Creator left
Adesina feeling stunned. She immediately felt a change in her being, as if the
authority she had been given was a tangible thing placed upon her shoulders.


“With this power comes a burden,”
cautioned the Creator.


Adesina’s brow furrowed gently.
“What burden?”


“I am giving you the power to make
a decision—one that could change the entire universe. You alone must make that
decision, and I cannot do more than give you a single piece of advice.”


The L’avan queen felt her heart
pounding in her chest. If this decision was as important as the Creator said,
why would it be entrusted to someone like her? How would she know if the choice
she made would be right?


“Peace,” soothed the Creator. “You
need only remember one thing: I know you perfectly, and I chose you to make
this decision. Trust yourself, and your decision will be right.”


“Was that your single piece of
advice?” Adesina asked uncertainly.


“Yes.”


She had feared that would be the
case. While it was encouraging to be told to trust herself, it didn’t really
help her to know what was expected of her.


“I do not even know what is to be
decided. When will I have to make this decision?”


“It will happen soon. You will
understand everything when the time comes.”


Adesina nodded. She could feel
herself being sent out of the pillar of light, and she knew that she would be
faced with Cha-sak once more.


This time, she knew she was ready
to face him.


As predicted, the demon was waiting
for her. He immediately sent a beam of darkness, aimed directly at her heart.


Adesina lifted her hand, and the
deadly beam simply disappeared.


Cha-sak’s ruby eyes widened in
disbelief.


He raised his arms as he gathered
more shadows to him, and he sent an even larger beam of darkness hurtling
toward the young Serraf.


She lifted her hand again and the
beam disappeared.


“What have you done?” he demanded.
“How is this possible?”


Adesina had a flash of insight as
she answered. “It is possible because I have been entrusted with the power of
Light, whereas you are merely a tool of the Darkness.”


Cha-sak openly sneered at her. “I
am the embodiment of Darkness, I receive all of its powers.”


The young woman shook her head.
“No, you are nothing more than a pawn.”


The demon hissed with rage.


“How could you be anything more?”
Adesina went on. “The Darkness is selfish and would never trust itself fully to
the hands of any creature. The Darkness knows only how to manipulate and to
consume.”


“You speak as though Darkness and
Light are sentient,” Cha-sak said, “but that is not true.”


Adesina inclined her head. “You are
right, but they have innate qualities that never change. You can grasp at as
much Darkness as your being can hold, but it will never be yours. You will
never truly master it.”


“You think you have become the
master of Light?” scoffed the Shimat.


“No,” answered Adesina truthfully.
“I am not the master of Light, but I have been accepted by it. I have become a
part of it, and therefore it is a part of me.”


Cha-sak spoke with hate dripping
from his words. “Does that mean you now have the power to defeat me?”


“I do.”


Suddenly, Adesina knew what the
decision was.


She did have the power to defeat
Cha-sak. She could burn him from existence, if she so chose.


The question was: would she?


There was no doubt that Adesina
hated the demon. He had ordered the murder of her father, and Rajan, and
countless others. He was drenched in the blood of her people, and she knew he
was glad to have killed each and every one of them. Cha-sak reveled in his
alliance with Darkness, and he would never return to the Light.


Would it not be better to destroy
him?


If Adesina destroyed Cha-sak, the
Darkness within him would be destroyed as well. The loss of so much Darkness
would cause an imbalance in the universe. Under normal circumstances, something
would happen to bring balance back to Light and Dark. However, Adesina knew
instinctively that they had entered the brief span of time when the balance of
the universe could be permanently changed.


Two choices were before her. She
could destroy Cha-sak—along with the Darkness within him—and the balance of the
universe would shift in favor of Light. Or she could allow Cha-sak to live,
which would mean allowing him to continue to fight until Darkness prevailed.


She knew she could not allow
Cha-sak to win, but Ruon’s words haunted her mind. The Laithur had warned her
that it was a heavy matter to bring an Immortal to an end, and Adesina knew
that he was right.


Could she live with herself,
knowing that she had made that decision? Was the fate of the universe more
important than a single life?


Her Shimat training had taught her
that the ends justify the means, but the L’avan believed otherwise. She was
inclined to follow L’avan teachings, but what if this choice was simply too
important?


She could not allow Darkness to
win, but would Light truly prevail if she had to destroy a life to accomplish
it?


There is a third choice.


Ravi’s voice was calm, and it
brought her back from the edge of frantic indecision.


The import of his words slowly
penetrated Adesina’s mind, and she felt a weight lift from her heart.


There was a third choice.


She raised Falcon and pointed the
blade at Cha-sak. “I will not destroy you, Lord of the Shimat. It is not worth
risking my soul to destroy yours.”


“What will you do?” asked Cha-sak
quietly.


Adesina was shocked to realize that
the demon accepted that she could do anything she wished to him. He was
acknowledging her superiority over him.


She used her Blood Sword to draw a
rectangle in the air, and a new Threshold began to form.


“You will be banished from all
worlds where you might cause harm. All those who have sworn their allegiance to
you shall be bound to share your fate.”


The Threshold was a gateway filled
with endless black, and the force of the vacuum on the other side began to pull
Cha-sak toward it.


The demon shrieked in fury and
fear. “No! It is not possible!”


Adesina’s voice thundered with
authority, and the words that she spoke came through her as if from another
source.


“You have embraced the Darkness,
and now you shall know nothing else. You are cast from this world to the
darkest corner of the universe, and there you will stay for all eternity.”


Cha-sak’s claws scraped at the
gateway as he tried to pull himself free. His efforts were futile. The vacuum
drew him in, swallowing his final scream.


Adesina raised Falcon once more and
slashed across the newly formed Threshold. Golden lines crisscrossed the black
gateway, and it began to shudder. The Threshold collapsed in on itself and
exploded, becoming nothing more than a few motes in the air.


There was no way for Cha-sak and
his followers to escape their prison now. The Threshold that had sent them
there had been destroyed.


Cha-sak could cause no more harm,
but his soul remained intact.


And so the balance of the universe
remained intact.


Adesina smiled.

















Chapter Fifty-One: The Boon


 


Adesina found herself standing in
the Thieves’ Forest once more. She felt disoriented and empty, for she was no
longer filled with the power that had flowed through her only moments before.


She looked down and saw that she
was wearing her L’avan armor, and a glance behind her revealed that she no
longer possessed the large feathered wings. Anyone who looked at her now would
have no idea of the transformation she had gone through.


Ravi loped up to her, and she could
tell by the look in his eyes that he was all too aware of her experience, even
if it wasn’t physically apparent.


“Ma’eve. You saved us all.”


His voice was filled with emotion,
and Adesina felt her own eyes filling with tears.


“I did not do it alone,” she said
with a trembling smile.


Adesina looked past her guardian
and saw L’iam sprinting toward her. All efforts to control her emotion were
abandoned as she rushed to his arms. She sobbed openly as she buried her face
in his shoulder.


“I am so proud of you,” L’iam
murmured into her hair. “I love you so much.”


“I love you, too,” she laughed as
she wiped away her tears. “What happened to the battle? Is it over?”


L’iam grinned as his eyes met hers.
“We could hear you banish Cha-sak. Your voice rolled over this forest like thunder.
The Shimat and the mercenaries made a hasty retreat when they realized what had
happened to their leader.”


Adesina’s relief only lasted a
moment. “We have not seen the last of the Shimat,” she said, knowing it to be
true. “We will be fighting them for many years yet.”


“The organization is gone, though,”
pointed out Ravi, who was standing at a respectful distance from the couple.
“They may cause trouble as individuals or as small groups, but they will never
again be what they once were.”


L’iam nodded in agreement. “Hestia
has gained the respect of all those who have fought here. I have no doubt that
she will be established as queen of Sehar. She is not likely to let the Shimat
regain the power that they used to have.”


Adesina saw Ruon, Sitara, and Riel approaching
through the trees. Each Immortal’s face was wreathed in smiles and glowing with
pride. Ruon looked strange with such unreserved approval in his expression.


“We felt you call upon us, and so
we each stood with you during your battle,” said Sitara. “We could see through
your eyes, and we could hear the thoughts of your heart.”


Adesina’s face warmed. She hadn’t
realized that her Immortal allies had been witness to her personal struggle.


Ruon placed a slender hand on
Adesina’s shoulder. “You proved yourself to be everything that we hoped you
would be, Threshold Child. I was proud to stand with you against Cha-sak.”


“We all were,” added Riel.


“Thank you,” Adesina said
sincerely. “Thank you for standing with me.”


Sitara gave a brilliant smile. “Now
we can free our brothers and sisters from their prison.”


Adesina’s brow furrowed as she
thought about the concerns that had been voiced regarding that very issue.


“Where will the Immortals go?”


Sitara seemed rather surprised by
the question. “Wherever they wish, of course.”


Ruon appeared to understand
Adesina’s reservations, and he spoke up calmly. “This world belongs to humans
now. They have been the sole rulers for a long time. They may not take kindly
to the Immortals taking that from them.”


“They cannot stay where they are,”
argued Sitara. “This world is our home.”


There were a few moments of
uncomfortable silence, but L’iam was the one to present a solution.


“The mountains of Pevothem are not
inhabited by the L’avan. The Immortals could begin their settlements there and
expand as humankind becomes accustomed to their presence.”


Adesina smiled at her husband.
“Yes, that is perfect.”


Sitara and Ruon seemed to agree,
and Riel glanced at Ravi. “It will be a good opportunity for the Rashad to
reunite.”


“Can you create a new Threshold for
them to pass through?” asked Sitara.


Adesina nodded, feeling reasonably
confident. “I will do it after the aftermath of this war has been resolved.”


The Immortals nodded in agreement
before walking away. They all had work to do, and their work was just
beginning.


Well done, my child.


The feeling of absolute peace
settled over Adesina once more, and she opened her mind to the Creator.


“Was my decision acceptable?” she
asked out loud.


Ravi could hear and feel through
his Joining with Adesina, and he experienced both sides of the conversation.
L’iam, on the other hand, could not hear the voice of the Creator. Even with
that being the case, the look of wonder in his eyes indicated that he could
feel something important was happening.


Your decision was as it was
meant to be. That is why you were chosen.


Adesina felt her heart swell with
gladness. “I am happy that I did not fail you.”


You did more than simply not
fail. You exercised mercy and justice on behalf of we who placed our trust in
you. You opened your homeland to those who have been lost and forgotten. Such
an act of love shows the true merit of your heart.


The young woman reached over and
took her husband’s hand.


“It was L’iam that did that last
part.”


I know. That is why I am granting
the two of you a boon. You have served the Ancients well, and such service
shall be rewarded.


“A boon?”


Yes. You need but ask, and it
shall be granted unto you.


The last time Adesina had been
granted a boon by some unseen entity, it had been chosen for her. After she had
rescued her father from the Shimat fortress, the forest of the Immortal spirits
had transported her back to Pevothem in the blink of an eye.


She had never been asked what she
wanted to receive as a gift from the gods, and she was at a loss now that she
was given the choice.


It was tempting to ask for
something that would help her in her duties as Threshold Child, but that would
be a gift solely for her benefit. The boon was meant to be for L’iam as well.


She began to wonder if it would be
possible to restore the lives that had been lost in the course of the war with
Cha-sak.


Do not ask for the dead to be
returned to life. It is in my power to make it so, but they have fought well
and have now been given their rewards. They deserve the rest that they have
found.


Adesina felt somewhat chastened.
She had not considered her request from such a point of view.


Her eyes wandered over the forest
that surrounded them, searching for some sort of inspiration. The evidence of
war was everywhere, especially in the broken forms that were scattered across
the ground.


The L’avan and Seharans searched
among the bodies for those whose wounds could be healed. Abandoned weapons were
gathered, and debris was collected in piles for burning.


War had brought so much suffering.
What could Adesina possibly ask for that would help heal the scars of battle?


Ravi spoke in his low, quiet tone.
“The only way to move on from so much sorrow is to help life move forward. War
brings death, and the only cure to such a travesty is to encourage life.”


Adesina nodded.


He was right, and she knew it. The
best that she could do as a leader would be to rebuild and to show that life
continued onward.


Her eyes continued their sweep of
her surroundings, and came to a rest on the face of her husband. Her heart was
so filled with love that she thought it might burst, and a slow smile crossed
her face.


Have you chosen your boon?


“Yes,” answered Adesina softly. “I
believe I have.”

















Epilogue:


 


Adesina became aware of the
sunlight before she opened her eyes. She was surprised that she had slept as
long as she did. She sat up and stretched, rubbing her eyes as she yawned.


She heard the gentle humming of
L’iam as he paced the room, and she gazed at him affectionately.


“You could have woken me,” she
reminded him.


L’iam gave her one of his golden
smiles. “I know I could have.”


Adesina slipped out of bed and
crossed the sunlit room. She put her arms around her husband, hugging him from
behind, and gazed at the tiny bundle in his protective embrace.


The infant was sleeping
contentedly, with one small fist resting against her rosy cheek. She had
L’iam’s golden hair, and the wisps that framed her perfect face were silver to
match her mother’s.


“You know she will never learn to
sleep in her cradle if you hold her all the time,” Adesina reprimanded her
husband.


L’iam’s shrug was anything but
repentant. “Cradles are not as comfortable as a father’s arms.”


Adesina laughed quietly and started
to get dressed. She hated to leave the scene of idyllic family life, but she
had a full day ahead of her. Sitara and Ruon had just returned from a long
absence during which they had been searching for the remaining Thresholds
around the world that could be repaired. Adesina knew they would be anxious to
report to her on their findings.


“Are you meeting with the building
council this morning?” inquired Adesina.


L’iam did not take his eyes off of
his tiny daughter as he shook his head. “No, that meeting was cancelled.”


Adesina glanced up in surprise.
“Why was it cancelled?”


“Because I cancelled it.”


Her expression shifted to one of
disapproval. “Why?”


“L’yra needs to take a walk in the
gardens. She told me so,” L’iam claimed solemnly.


“Our daughter is less than a month
old,” retorted Adesina. “She told you no such thing.”


“Oh, but she did,” insisted L’iam.
“It is very important to her.”


Adesina couldn’t resist laughing.
She threw up her hands, “I give up. I thought I could force you to continue
acting as a king should, but it seems that your daughter has convinced you
otherwise.”


L’iam nodded wisely, “My new
position is much more enjoyable than my old one.”


“Because you can cancel meetings
and go on walks instead?” asked Adesina archly.


“Exactly.”


Adesina laughed again. “Well, I
cannot stay and stare at L’yra all day. I have work to do.”


L’iam gave her a sly look.
“Jealous?”


She pretended to be exasperated.
“Of course!”


L’iam chuckled. “Well, no one said
it would be easy to be the Threshold Child. You have much to do before your work
is done.”


Adesina wrinkled her nose at him.
“I do not need reminding.”


She walked over to L’iam and gave
him a kiss.


“Maybe tomorrow you can spend the
day with L’yra while I catch up on all of my meetings,” suggested her husband.


Adesina leaned down to kiss her
daughter’s soft forehead. “I love that idea.”


L’yra stirred and opened her eyes.
They were a vivid, metallic purple with flecks of gold—just like Adesina’s.


The baby gave a sleepy sort of
smile and reached up to grasp Adesina’s finger. The young queen felt her heart
warm at the touch of the tiny child.


Yes, there was much to be done as
the Threshold Child, but Adesina did not dread it as she once had. She was
surrounded by those who loved her, and that love gave her the strength that she
needed to continue with her work.


“L’yra, give your mother a kiss,”
instructed L’iam, half teasing. “She is off to change the world.”


Adesina was the one to give the
kiss, and she did so happily. “Yes,” she whispered to her daughter, “I am
making it ready 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.


 


Adesina (adeh-SEE-na):
Queen of the L’avan, and wife to L’iam. She was raised and trained by members
of the Shimat organization, but left the order when she discovered their true
purpose. She sacrificed her life to save her husband, L’iam, from a Shimat
plot, and by doing so she was transformed into a Serraf. She is the Threshold
Child, a key figure in a prophecy concerning the future of the world.


Adrie (ah-DREE):
the name used by Adesina during her time in the High City.


Aekuor (AY-koo-or):
giant sea serpents that attack ships. They are a race of Immortals that went
mad during the Plague Years, and they have no memory of who they once were.


Alahn (ah-LAH-n):
a city on the northeast coast of Sehar.


Ancients, the: a
group of deities that rule the universe. The Creator is among them, and the
most involved in Adesina’s world.


Arnau (ar-NOW):
the former Chief City Guard of Alahn, and a leader of the army that volunteers
to join in the fight against the Scepter of Cha-sak.


Aurym (AH-rim):
a magical race of creatures, distinguished by their golden hair and four arms.


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. She formed a blood contract with Cha-sak, and
serves him in his quest for world domination


Blood Weapons:
customized weapon(s) given to graduates of the Shimat organization, 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.


Breyen (BRAY-en):
Adesina’s Shar as a young student, and was second to the Sharifal. He is father
to Faryl, and led many experiments regarding magic. When Basha comes to power,
he remains her second in command.


Cha-sak (cha-SAK):
leader of the demon Shimat (as opposed to a member of the Shimat organization).
He escaped the Threshold of Zonne with the aid of Basha, and his blood contract
with her enables him to influence her actions. His main goal is for world
domination and the destruction of all creatures of Light.


Charan (CHA-ran):
the city on the furthermost western border of Sehar. It does not belong to
Sehar, but rather to Etan, the neighboring nation.


Council, the: a
group of Immortals that have been elected to act as the government in the realm
beyond the Threshold.


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
one of the Thresholds is 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. Then she moved with the
other refugees to find protection with the L’avan. Wife of Nordin; sister to
Matias, Aletta, Grania, and Belen.


Deela (DEE-lah):
a female member of the Hite clan of scholars from the city of Tanar.


Degan (DEY-gan):
a former citizen of the High City. He escaped with a group of refugees that
eventually sought protection with the L’avan. He is husband to Rina, and father
to Cavell, Ardley, and Faryl (named for his adopted aunt, the apothecary).


Derora (de-ROR-a):
younger sister of King Rasim, ancestor of Hestia.


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. His descendants are primarily Protectors.


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. His L’avan gifts include
hyper-awareness of the world around him and telekinesis. He is husband to
Wren’na, and father to En’ver, R’egina, and Med’gar.


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.


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, until they left to seek protection with the
L’avan.


Finlay (FIN-lay):
husband to Hesper and son-in-law to Hestia, leader of the Ojuri tribe.


Fortress, the:
the base of operations for the Shimat order, and the training facility for the
students.


Frayne (frayn):
infant son of Hesper and Finlay, member of the Ojuri tribe.


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. She escaped with a
group of refugees that eventually sought protection with the L’avan.


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 Wars, the:
a period in human history that spanned approximately fifty years (the conflict
started long before the humans became involved, and it lasted long after the
humans were separated), 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.


Greyr (gray-er):
the senior member of the Hite clan of scholars from the city of Tanar.


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, and then sought refuge
with the L’avan. 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 gave 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.


Hesper (HEH-sper):
daughter of Hestia, the leader of the Ojuri tribe.


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.


Hite (hite)
clan: a group of scholars from the city of Tanar that specializes in the
royal/noble genealogy of Sehar as well as their fate after the fall of the
monarchy.


Iayn (EE-ayn):
a male member of the Hite clan of Scholars from the city of Tanar.


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.


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, and then found
refuge with the L’avan. She is wife to Hass and mother to Fia.


J’em (j-EM):
a teenage L’avan assigned to travel with the Zephyr to make supply runs
during the war with Cha-sak, and to use his gifts however Captain Zulimar
instructed. He has the ability to lift heavy objects and to do simple healing.


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.


J’ula (j-OO-lah):
a teenage L’avan assigned to travel with the Zephyr to make supply runs
during the war with Cha-sak, and to use his gifts however Captain Zulimar
instructed. She has the ability to mend broken objects and to renew things like
food.


Kai (kai):
an Aekuor who was healed of her madness by Adesina.


Karan (kar-AHN):
a female member of the Hite clan of scholars from the city of Tanar.


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 personal assistant to Adesina and
L’iam. His L’avan gifts include healing and hyper-awareness of the world around
him.


Kendan (KEN-dan):
Adesina’s former Shar and love interest. Their relationship was broken when he
betrayed her trust as a teenager, but they have since become friends again.
Kendan turned his back on the Shimat organization in order to help Adesina, and
he became the leader of the Matshi.


Laithur (LAY-thur):
a race of Immortals that formerly served the Seer, one of the Ancients. They
forsook their duties many centuries ago, and became creatures of Darkness.


Lanil (la-NIHL):
Adesina’s childhood friend. They were both raised in the Shimat nursery from
infancy. When she graduated from her Shimat training, she was giving the task
of helping with the children in the Shimat fortress.


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, eleven Serraf accepted mortality 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.


Leander (lee-AN-der):
son of Hestia, the leader of the Ojuri tribe.


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.


L’unn (l-UHN):
L’iam’s father and former King of the L’avan. He died during the mercenary
attack on Pevothem.


L’yra (l-AY-ruh):
L’iam and Adesina’s daughter, and heir to the L’avan throne.


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 had never known anything but obedience until she was freed by
Kendan. 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.


Matshi (mat-SHEE):
a group of former Shimat who left the order when Basha and Cha-sak took over.
They are led by Kendan, and strive to become peacekeepers rather than
assassins.


Me’da (MEH-dah):
a retired L’avan Protector General, serving as one of L’iam’s military
advisors.


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.


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.


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.


Ojuri (o-JUR-ee):
one of the Northern Tribes, led by Hestia.


O’nan (O-nan): the third son of L’avan, and one of
the founders of the race.


Per (pehr):
a former Shimat instructor, and Adesina’s former Shar. He fled with Signe from
Cha-sak’s influence and then followed Kendan as a member of the Matshi.


Petre (PEH-treh):
a race of Immortals that look like a slightly humanoid pile of rocks.


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 Immortals 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.


Rajan (rah-ZHAN):
former leader of the Rashad race, and mentor 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 (RAH-sim):
the last king of Sehar, murdered by the Shimat.


Ravi (RAH-vee):
a member of the Rashad race, and personal guardian to Adesina. He and Adesina
were Joined by magic, which enables them to share thoughts and emotions, as
well as physical traits such as strength. He is son to Riordan and Rabia,
brother to Ruvim and Rissa, and betrothed to Remah.


Riel (ree-EL):
the Rashad companion to Sitara.


Rina (REE-nah):
a former citizen of the High City and friend to Adesina. She escaped with a
group of refugees that eventually sought protection with the L’avan. She is
wife to Degan, and mother to Cavell, Ardley, and Faryl (named for her adopted
aunt, the apothecary).


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.


Rissa (RIH-sah):
a member of the Rashad race, and younger sister to Ravi.


Ruon (ROO-on):
leader of the Laithur, and counterpart to Sitara as Adesina’s companion.


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 joins the fight against Cha-sak. 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.


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.


Sitara (sih-TAH-rah):
the leader of the Serraf during the Great Wars, and Adesina’s guide through the
realm beyond the Threshold. She becomes Adesina’s teacher as Adesina strives to
master her new abilities as a Serraf.


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.


Ston (stohn):
the former leader of the Entrance Council in the High City. He became leader of
the group of refugees that fled to the north and eventually sought protection
with the L’avan.


Suvi (SOO-vee):
a teenage girl who lives and works aboard the merchant ship Zephyr with
her adoptive father, Satosh.


Syss (sis):
the leader of the Qetza.


Tanar (TA-nar):
one of Sehar’s few cities, located the farthest south of all of them.


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, where he lost an arm. His L’avan gifts include the
manipulation of objects/elements and hyper-awareness of the world around him.


Thieves’ Forest,
the: an ancient forest that acts as one of the barriers between Pevothem and
the rest of Sehar. It was formerly favored by thieves and other miscreants due to
its isolation from other civilization, but it was abandoned when the spirits of
Immortals took up residence there.


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):
the leader of the Council, and the leader of the Aurym race.


Torith (TOR-ith):
the horse that L’iam gave to Adesina as a gift after her first visit to Yavar.


Umarina (oo-mar-EE-na):
the daughter of the governor of Charan.


Vattir (va-TEER):
a magical race of creatures, distinguished by their stubby bodies and bat-like
wings.


Velia (VEE-lee-ah):
a member of the Shimat organization. She takes over for Breyen after he
abandons his post.


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.


Wadell (wa-DEL):
former governor of the High City who dies shortly after the refugees fled to
the north.


Wakichonze (wah-KEE-chonz):
the Lord Governor of Charan.


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, R’egina, and
Med’gar. Her L’avan gifts include healing and hyper-awareness of the world
around her.


Yavar (yah-VAR):
the capital city of Pevothem.


Zadok (ZA-dok):
the former blacksmith at the Shimat fortress. He fled with Signe and later
became a member of the Matshi.


Za’far (ZAH-far):
the second son of L’avan, and one of the founders of the race.


Zamual (ZAM-yoo-ahl):
a male member of the Hite clan of scholars from the city of Tanar.


Zephyr: the
merchant ship that conveyed Adesina and her companions from Sehar to Zonne
during their search for L’iam.


Z’eki (z-EH-kee):
a retired L’avan Protector General, serving as one of L’iam’s military
advisors.


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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