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      Nakia ran from the portal, leaving Ewan and the unknown woman unconscious. She found herself surrounded by ruins and a burning red sky. The earth shook beneath her feet. She scrambled between pieces of rubble, downed columns and the buckled tile floor.

      What had happened since she’d been here last? The palace had clearly been destroyed but how? She felt the immense rage of the Flaming Ruby thicken the air.

      The Ruby’s power burrowed into her mind with a question. ‘What do you want here?’

      “Safe haven,” she whispered.

      “Liar!” the Ruby bellowed.

      “And power.”

      The Ruby fell silent for a time. Finally he spoke, “I think I will keep you. I can use such as you and perhaps if you serve me well, I will give you what you desire. Perhaps not.”

      The ground disappeared beneath her feet and she fell into darkness. Rock closed above her. Nakia landed on her feet, crouched in a small, stone cell. Her leg hurt where a chunk of debris had fallen on it; the torn pants leg revealing a bloody gash. She knew where she was. In the dungeons beneath the destroyed palace. She tried to open the metal door, but the devastation above hadn’t weakened it enough. It stayed firmly locked.

      She closed her eyes and tried to summon power. Nothing happened. Nakia tried again, reaching deep into the earth and attempting to connect with the land’s energy to draw it forth, but again nothing. She tried some simple glamour, that magic had always seemed to come from a different place than her ability to cast spells or control elements. She felt her appearance smooth a little, her inner glow became a little brighter.

      Again she pulled on her power, attempting to weave some of it into the lock to release it. The lock did not respond to her magic. What did that mean, she wondered. A short time ago she’d sent a blast through the portal which had wiped out several people, at least temporarily. But that magic had started while she was still in the Pearl World. Was her magic as useless here as in the Pearl World? Except for small bits of glamour? The possibility of that made her shoulders clench with fear. She needed more. Perhaps she simply had to relearn how her power worked in this world. Or perhaps the Ruby would ensure she was powerless here.

      Her eyes adjusted to the near darkness. In one corner lay a heap of fabric and bones. The room stank of stale death and she shivered.

      A wood bench sat on the other side of the room and she sank down on it, trying to figure out what to do next.

      “I’ll need food and water you know!” she yelled at the Ruby.

      The ground shook around her, dust filtering down from between the rocks in the ceiling.

      She wondered why the Ruby was so enraged. When she last visited here, her half-sister, Queen Riyonda, had given up the throne to her son, Magar. As King, he had made a mess of things and his mother was angry and the Flaming Ruby had been sulking.

      But what happened to cause the destruction above? She wondered if her sister and Magar were still alive.

      A clanking came from the other side of the door. Nakia heard a key in the lock. For a brief moment she thought about rushing whoever was coming in, but decided to take her time. There would be more chances. The Ruby wanted her alive.

      “Ah, we do have a visitor,” said a smelly, old man.

      “It would appear so,” she said. Nakia extended tendrils of power towards him, seeking a way in, seeking his desires. She found only a repulsive human with firm walls around his mind. There was no easy way inside those walls. She pulled her magic back inside, conserving it.

      “I brought you some food and water.” He set a metal tray down in the doorway and slid it her direction. “Do not drink it all at once. Who knows when I will come again.”

      “Please, can you tell me what happened to the palace.”

      “The palace? Destroyed by earthquakes. The Ruby is mighty unhappy, I would say.”

      “Why?”

      “The old Queen left and the new King is not even worth the water he carries around in his body.”

      “Is the old Queen still alive?”

      “Do not know,” he said. “No one has seen her since she left the palace.”

      “Where’s the King?”

      “He built himself a newer, grander palace. Over past the red hills and near the sea. You ask a lot of questions.”

      “I am the old Queen’s sister. I need to find her.”

      “Well, the Ruby is in charge here. You will leave when he decides to let you out. So best direct your appeals to him,” said the jailer, scooting out the door and closing it before she could even stand. His unwashed stench remained, mingling with the smell of death.

      She picked up the tray and put it on the bench. Slowly, she sipped the water which tasted strange, full of minerals. There was a piece of flat bread and some dried meat. She didn’t touch either. She wasn’t that hungry. Yet. She needed to think and conserve her strength and get control of the situation. And regain more of her power.
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      Elias slammed his hand against the door as he left the room.

      His father’s voice rose behind him, “Elias....”

      Elias kept walking. He slipped into the servant’s section of the grand house and through the kitchen, his finger to his mouth as he met the cook’s eyes.

      She smiled at him and said, “I haven’t seen you.”

      He grabbed a hunk of goat meat which was still warm from the oven, wrapped it in cheesecloth which hung nearby and left through an outside door. As he made his way through the back courtyard to the stables, the scent of roasting chilies filled his nostrils.

      The rest of the harvest was in. Now his father wanted Elias to accompany him to court. Elias had no such intention. He didn’t want to waste another season watching King Magar count how many people he could bed. And Elias didn’t want to have to fend Magar off either. Their world was dying and all the King had on his mind was sex.

      What Elias wanted was to find a useful place in the world. He couldn’t stay here. Even if he was allowed to learn to run the estate, and could manage to do so without killing his father, he wasn’t good at it. Not like his younger sister.

      He loved this place, but felt a longing to be elsewhere. To travel and see more of the world than this estate and the King’s Palace. To find his gift, what he was born to do.

      In the darkened stable, Russet paced in his stall impatiently waiting for his morning exercise. He haltered the chestnut stallion, then cross tied him in the aisle and nodded at one of the passing grooms. Brushing the horse and saddling him, Elias surreptitiously attached saddle bags filled with supplies plus his bow and arrows. He fastened on a water flask and tied his cape over the top of everything to conceal the contraband. After bridling the horse, he led him prancing out the back door.

      Elias pushed his lean, muscular frame up onto the saddle and squeezed his heels into the stallion’s sides. Russet took off running, the wind whipping his long mane into Elias’ face. Elias bent low letting the horse run off both their wild energies.

      After Russet had raced down the road and over two hills, Elias slowed the horse and walked him down one of the field paths. He stopped at an irrigation ditch and they both drank, then continued through the fields of bare pepper plants and past the vineyards.

      Elias wasn’t clear where his mother’s people lived this time of year, but knew he’d find them. Living with his father was finished. His father had never respected Elias’ opinions and Elias was done trying to make him. He had seventeen sand seasons behind him. Time to move on and begin a new life. He should have done this long ago.

      After while he got off and walked, leading Russet over the slick rock of the foothills. They stopped for lunch. He unsaddled and unbridled Russet, left him rolling and then grazing on the scant grass nearby. Elias ate some of the goat meat he’d grabbed while sneaking through the kitchen. The gilla flowers were closing, it was the resting time. The sky began to shift colors slightly moving to deep oranges and dark yellows. So he lay in the shade of the cliff wall and dozed.

      The wind woke him later. He whistled and Russet jerked his head up. He was halfway down the valley, but returned at the call.

      “Hey boy,” said Elias, rubbing between his ears. He slipped a lead rope around the stallion’s neck and gave him a date to eat. Russet chewed enthusiastically while Elias saddled him. Elias packed everything up, then bridled the horse and walked him through several valleys until he found the grove of water thorns he remembered. He pulled out a small shovel and, in the shade of the tall trees, dug a deep hole which soon filled with water. He filled the empty water bags and hung them from the saddle. Then led Russet to the water hole and the horse drank deeply.

      “It might be awhile before we find water again.”

      The horse snorted and drank again.

      Once finished, Elias filled in the water hole and covered it up as best he could. He wanted to leave no trail for anyone to find. Then he mounted and rode off across the sandstone. The wind began to blow again and he wrapped a tan scarf around his head, covering his face.

      Soon they would be in the Great Desert.
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      When she woke, Telea found herself on the ground inside a cavern where the portal had taken them. Ewan lay across the room, his head bleeding. Telea’s mouth felt dry and her head throbbed. She crawled over to him. He felt cold to her touch, but was breathing.

      She vaguely remembered that Nakia had blasted everyone with her magic. The others, as well as Nakia, were gone. Had they chased after Nakia?

      Telea drew her knife from its thigh sheath and cut off some of the bottom of her shirt. She wrapped the fabric around Ewan’s bleeding head. She had no water to clean his wound. Ewan mumbled and opened his eyes. One side of the cave was open and let in light. He raised a hand to shade his eyes.

      “Are you all right?” she asked, sheathing her knife.

      “Where’s Nakia?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know where the others are either.”

      He sat up, waited a moment, then pulled himself to standing, using the wall for support. She stood as well. They slowly went through the open doors out into the bright red, light.

      As soon as they left the cavern, a whirring sound began and blinding white light spun out from the center of the cavern. Then stopped. In the center stood three men. Telea recognized them from the Shadow Village.

      They stepped out of the cave, their silvery skin shining red in the light from the Flaming Ruby. They saw Telea and Ewan.

      “Where is she?” asked the shortest one, who stood a head taller than Ewan, using a hand to shade his large catlike eyes against the brightness.

      “She was gone when I returned to myself,” said Telea. “I don’t know what happened to all the others, perhaps they are following her.”

      The man with the bow and arrows said, “They are dead. Flung from the portal.”

      “She has escaped then,” said Telea, her shoulders drooping. She felt defeated and exhausted. Nakia was very gifted at escaping. They should have killed the Sorceress when they caught her.

      “Only temporarily,” said Ewan. “I will find her.” He walked a short ways, then bent over and retched. Afterwards, he sat down on one of the large blocks of stone which lay scattered everywhere.

      “Donyan and Stian, search nearby; find her trail if she has left one,” said the shortest Shadow Man, who seemed to be the leader. Telea felt relieved someone was taking charge.

      The other two Shadow Men left. The leader turned to Telea and Ewan. “I am Marrack. You are both injured.”

      “I’ll be fine,” said Telea, lying. Her head throbbed, but she knew Ewan was badly injured. “We will need water.”

      Marrack pulled a flask off his pack. “We came prepared.”

      Telea drank just enough to moisten her throat, then handed the skin to Ewan. He drank and returned the flask to Marrack.

      “May I see your head?” he asked Ewan.

      “Yes.”

      Marrack unwrapped the bandage with his long, clawed fingers and looked at the clotting wound. He pulled a small container from his pack and said, “This salve will clean your wound and help it heal faster. I am thinking you are not well enough to track this woman. We will camp near here tonight. Although there will be no actual night.”

      “What do you mean no actual night?” asked Telea.

      “There is no darkness in this part of the World of the Flaming Ruby. It is light always. Just as it is always dark in our Shadowlands.”

      Donyan and Stian returned and led them to where Nakia’s tracks disappeared. It was in the middle of a paved walkway. The sand had been completely blown away by the wind in that entire section, but nowhere else. Her tracks led to the pavers, but not away. It was as if Nakia had flown away. Or carried off by the wind.

      “I can sense nothing,” said Ewan. “I don’t know why.”

      “You are injured,” said Marrack. “We have time for you to heal.”

      “You don’t know what she is capable of doing in just a short time,” said Ewan.

      “Worrying will not change anything. We will move out into the sands beyond the ruins and rest. I will search for food while you set up camp and rest,” said Marrack.

      Telea looked around the ruins and barren sandy world. She wondered what food Marrack could possibly find. She missed the water already. But she stood and supported Ewan as they made their way out into the desert, beneath the red sky.
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      Nakia had lost track of the days. Stretches they called them in this world, she vaguely remembered. It was always almost dark in her cell. Except when the jailer came with his lantern and brought food and water.

      Her mind roiled around and around plotting escape. The jailer refused to speak with her, even to give his name. She spoke to the Flaming Ruby, at length, with no response from him either.

      She got used to the stench of the cell. It was mostly silent down here, except for the trickle of ground water somewhere. She felt it must be there solely to drive her mad. Occasionally, a rat would wander through. She spoke to them as well, wondering if she could somehow enlist them in her escape.

      Escape she would though. And master the Flaming Ruby or else flee this world through the portal to find another world. Still, the Ruby presented an interesting challenge. He was clearly enraged, enough to destroy the old palace. Last time she visited this world was mostly stable.

      The ground above her shook, not as violently as before. Clearly, the Ruby was angry about something.
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      Three stretches into the Great Desert, Elias started to worry. He’d never been this far in. Thankfully, this was a cooler season and the breeze helped, but in this heat his body sweated water continuously. His clothes were soaked when there was no wind to dry them.

      They would need to find water today. There was only a small amount left in the skins. Grass was scarce here, but it held some water for Russett. He was desert bred and hardy. Not one of the larger horses his father and the King favored. Those war horses would be dead out here by now.

      Even in the deep sand, Elias could feel the earth shaking as he walked along beside the stallion. The Flaming Ruby was clearly displeased. His rage seemed to increase each sand season. Three seasons past Queen Riyonda handed over the throne to her son. The rumors said she left the palace to travel with the Wandering Sisters. In that time King Magar doubled taxes and required each of the Nine Houses to send their eldest child to court to be part of his circle.

      Elias had gone unwillingly. For two sand seasons. He spent most of it trying to avoid Magar. Somehow, he had managed to stay out of the King’s bed. But he knew that wouldn’t be possible much longer. His absence had been remarked upon by the King.

      When he returned home for the harvest, Elias became aware that his younger brother, Sulas, envied his presence at the palace. Sulas was as hedonistic as Magar. He would do well at court.

      That would leave their sister, Selena, at home to learn to manage the estate. Elias felt happy with that. She would be a far better estate manager than he would have. He felt sad that his father hadn’t been able to hear that when Elias had suggested it.

      So Elias had headed for the desert, knowing that would force Sulas to the palace, where he belonged, since he hated the country. It would be better for all of them, except perhaps their father, who refused to see.

      A banded eagle circled above, searching for prey. That might mean sand deer nearby. Which might mean water thorns. He headed toward the center of the eagle’s circle. As he topped the dune, down in the valley lay a grove of thorns lining a small oasis. The small herd of sand deer scattered as he and Russett descended the hill.

      The horse drank deeply while Elias filled the water skins. People said it took seven stretches to cross the great desert. If one managed to move in a straight line.

      Across the oasis a cloud of glow moths swarmed. He walked Russett to a massive boulder within sight of the water, but far enough away for other animals to feel safe coming to drink. There was some grass, so he turned the horse loose to graze and went to sleep.

      He woke to the sound of Russett screaming with fear. A sand cat chased the stallion up the sand dune and was quickly left behind. Elias panicked and shot an arrow at the large cat, but missed. The spotted cat ran in the opposite direction disappearing among the rocks.

      He threw his bow to the ground, cursing. How could he have been so stupid? Elias climbed quickly all the way to the top in the hope he might actually catch his horse. But when he crested the dune he saw Russett was already out of whistling distance and still running in a panic. He’d be halfway home by the time Elias climbed to the bottom of the dune. Elias stood watching the chestnut fade into the distance and felt afraid and frustrated. He slowly walked back down and retrieved his arrow. He nearly broke it in two, then breathed deeply and said to himself, “It’s better not to pile stupidity on top of anger. You’ll regret it.” That’s what his father had always told him. His father would have been very disappointed at the situation Elias had gotten himself into.

      He sighed and cursed himself for not hobbling the horse. But then if he had Russett might already be dead. He shouldn’t have slept so close to the water. It had been easy pickings for the wildcat. His own stupidity might very well kill him now.

      He untied his supplies from the saddle, tossing away the bags of grain which he’d brought for the horse. He tied together all the water skins, food and his weapons. Then he started walking, hoping he’d find the way across in only four stretches. Perhaps, it would have been better to go around the desert and take different risks. Too late for that now.
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      Telea woke again to Ewan’s moaning. If he did not improve soon, they would have to take him back to the world of the Enigmatic Pearl. To a healer.

      She spent what Donyan said were two stretches, measured by the glow moths coming out and the coming and going of oranges and yellows in the sky in the morning and evening, searching for Nakia’s trail. Any sign of where she went had been erased. The eagles spiraling above were huge, large enough to carry a human away; so that was a possibility. There were no tracks of large ground predators. Nakia’s trail had simply vanished.

      The wind picked up again and Telea wrapped a scarf around her face, thankful the Shadow Men had brought them. This world was so different from her own. Dry and hot, the wind bit through her clothes and sand blew everywhere. Her skin felt as if it was turning into grit. Still, she thought, the starkness carried a serenity. Unlike the chaotic growth of her world, the beauty of this world was about simplicity. The silhouette of a sand dune against the red sky, the curve of a battered stone fronted by a small, hardy plant or abandoned, tumbled columns being slowly swallowed by sand.

      Marrack said this was the beginning of the sand season, marked by cold temperatures and wind. In several stretches they would be able to see their breath move from their mouths. And where there was water, he said it would become so cold that it hardened. Telea thought he was teasing her, but he held to his story. He said the Shadow People had traded with this world quite often.

      Telea found the Shadow Men fascinating. Their silver colored skin, which took on a reddish hue in this world, was as exotic as the silver and gold jewelry their people were famous for creating. She had heard rumors as a child that they used magic in their metallurgy; making protection amulets and love charms which gave the wearer exactly what they wanted. She wondered how much truth there was to such rumors. She had lived in the Pearl World her entire life, but the Shadow People were as alien to her as this world was.

      The sky began to color up as it did every morning when the moths disappeared. Yellows, oranges and purples preceded the red color which the sky kept most of the day.

      Stian offered her a cup of hot tea.

      “Thank you,” she said. She sipped it, recognizing the tea as coming from the taiya plant, which was grown near her birth place in the Silver Hills. She savored the warm tea and thought about the path which had brought her from a child growing up in a mining village, to training to be a Priestess of the Enigmatic Pearl, to chasing a murderer into another world. Telea could never have predicted such a route, even if she had become the skilled Priestess she had wanted to be.

      She said a silent prayer, ‘Thank you Pearl for our safety. Please help us find Nakia quickly before she hurts anyone else.’ Then, out of respect, she added a plea to the Flaming Ruby. ‘Please help us find this woman before she can damage your world and let us return safely to our worlds, blessings find their way to you.’ Telea didn’t know if either of the prayers would be heard, but it was an old habit, having been in training for so much of her life.

      The other Shadow Men sat nearby. They didn’t sleep much she noticed. She had asked them why and they said it was difficult for them, not having any darkness. They would adapt to the light with time, as they had when traveling before.

      “What shall we do?” she asked Marrack, nodding toward Ewan.

      Marrack said, “Send him back to our world until he recovers. And keep searching here for the Sorceress.”

      The other two nodded in agreement.

      “No,” said Ewan.

      Telea turned to see him sitting up. He said, “I will be better soon. Please wait for me. We will catch up with her.”

      Telea got up and gave him water to drink. His head had cooled, the fever gone.

      Donyan came and unwrapped the bandage.

      “Ouch,” said Ewan.

      “It is still healing,” said Donyan, wrapping clean fabric over the wound and throwing the old one in the fire.

      “We will wait,” said Marrack. “For three more stretches. You must be ready to travel by then.”

      Telea looked at Ewan and couldn’t see how that would be possible. He couldn’t walk, could barely stand. How would he be able to walk enough to follow Nakia in that time? But without him, how would they even know what direction to go?
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      Nakia startled awake at the noise of voices coming down the hallway. She shook her head, trying to wake fully. It wasn’t mealtime yet. She moved to one side of the cell.

      The bolt in the metal door clunked and it swung open. The jailer held a light which blinded her temporarily.

      He said. “These men have come for you.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Prisoners do not ask questions. The Flaming Ruby has released you to them. That should be enough for you.” He sneered at her.

      Nakia followed the men, the jailer behind her. There were three of them. None of them met her eyes and she felt no magic coming from them. They were an escort then.

      Dressed all the same in tan pants and sand colored, hooded capes made of light, flowing material. The hoods were down and the men had the dark brown hair typical of this world. Around their waists were leather belts with sheathed swords. An armed, but not magical escort.

      She followed them through a cramped passageway and up stairs. At the top, she found herself back in the remains of the ruined palace. This had been her sister’s palace. Why was it ruined? Her sister had peacefully given the crown to her son. Had the Flaming Ruby destroyed this place? She tried to get an impression with her magic but all she got were faint traces of anger. Her powers were much diminished.

      A path had been cleared among the rubble and they walked through it to where two more men stood holding the reins of several horses.

      One of her escorts turned to her and asked, “Can you ride?”

      “Yes,” she said. “Where are you taking me?”

      “To the King.”

      She nodded and wondered how to use this to her advantage. One of the men held her stirrup as she swung up into the saddle on a smallish bay mare. Once up, the horse pranced around nervously, clearly wanting to run even though the mare was still covered with sweat from the trip to the ruins.

      Nakia followed as the men rode out onto the sand. She remembered when this place had been a garden. What happened to the water, she wondered.

      Wind swirled around them and she wished for a face scarf as the men wrapped theirs around their nose and mouths. Nakia needed both hands on the reins to control the fiery mare.

      She tried to talk to her escort, but they wouldn’t speak to her and it was hard to hear as the sandstorm wailed around her as if it would tear her apart. The Flaming Ruby was letting her know who was in charge here. That she was in his power. Was that why she couldn’t reach her own power? Was he blocking it somehow?

      Until the end she had always been able to manipulate the Black Opal, mostly with her magic, sometimes with her cunning. The Ruby would be a different matter. Power would get her nowhere, she didn’t have much left anyway. It would take all the guile she could come up with to take over this world. Or even to survive. She felt torn between a need to study the situation to find the best route and the necessity to act quickly.

      When Nakia sent out her thoughts she could feel that Ewan and the woman with him were still alive and hunting her. They wouldn’t stop. She really hadn’t meant for the child to die. It had been an unfortunate accident. He had held no harm for her. Adults, at least were fun to kill. And even more fun to torture. Perhaps she could concoct a deal with the Flaming Ruby. To take over for the King. After all, she and her sister, the former Queen, came from the same bloodline. And it was clear the Ruby felt the King was unfit to rule. Perhaps she could persuade him to put her on the throne instead. Although she wasn’t sure what to do with such a damaged world, but there must be riches here somewhere.

      Being in power in a poor world was better than being powerless anywhere.
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