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Running through the emerald density of the Faraja rainforest was something Azizi had done countless times for leisure. Now, with every root and vine a potential snare of death, the familiar landscape felt utterly alien. He moved with the desperate, panicked energy of a cornered animal, his lungs burning, his mind racing.

"C’mon, just work," Azizi gasped, scrambling to recall the precise verbal and somatic components of a complex illusion spell; a trick he hadn't needed since his apprenticeship.

"He’s over here!" A voice, close enough to send a jolt of adrenaline through him, sliced through the humid air. Azizi was nearly at the border dividing Faraja’s lush territory from Isamby’s arid expanse.

He focused the raw energy building in his core, his eyes squeezed shut with effort. "Chuot dhayr nymt. Tumd vell!" he yelled, the ancient words vibrating with unexpected power. A ripple of heat distorted the air between him and his pursuers. "It worked!"

He burst across the invisible line into Isamby, risking a quick, shuddering glance back. The armed figures he’d once called friends were stumbling, their faces confused and pale, wandering aimlessly on the spot as if navigating a sudden, sheer drop. His hastily woven illusion had conjured an invisible, treacherous chasm between them.

The transition was instant and brutal. Behind him, the damp, vibrant greens of the Faraja rainforest and sister village Bahaya melted into a haze. Before him stretched the vast, merciless sweep of the Isamby plains, a landscape of sun-baked earth and low, spiky scrub. His legs felt like leaden weights, his heart was a frantic drum against his ribs. The illusion wouldn't last; he needed cover.

Isamby was defined by space. Unlike the clustered settlements of Faraja, its buildings were decentralized, its people resilient and hardened by the relentless heat. Scanning the barren expanse, Azizi saw a promising hollow to the south.

He collapsed onto the cracked earth, the dry, brittle grass offering no comfort. He pulled a canteen from his side and greedily gulped the tepid, metallic water. It was barely quenching but kept the panic at bay.

In the distance, a small, isolated dwelling caught his eye. Cautiously, heart still hammering, he crept toward it. It was silent, seemingly deserted. Raising his hand, Azizi focused his psionic energy, twisting the interior locking mechanism with a mental nudge. The latch clicked open.

He moved through the empty rooms like a phantom, checking every corner until he was sure. Only then did he allow himself to collapse onto the floor of the main room, finally processing the nightmare.

Waleed. His closest friend, his rock, was gone. Murdered.

Azizi had been gathering his few belongings when he saw them: several figures in the archaic, ominous armor of the nation of Drenna Horad, using magic to execute Waleed. Waleed was not just an oloru—a spiritual leader—he was a heshima, a master of both psionic and elemental magic. He should not have fallen so easily.

The fact that the assailants used magic was the most terrifying detail. Drenna Horad had been banned ages ago by the rogue god, Nkulu, from ever using magic again. Azizi wondered if The Joining had anything to do with Drenna Horad’s new access to magic. About fifteen years ago, Bani Ala, the world on which Azizi lived, was merged with its sister world of Earth. Elements of both worlds died, but some survived. Could it have been possible that Drenna Horad’s punishment had expired.

"The jabal are real; they are here," Azizi choked out, covering his face with his hands as tears of grief and terror streamed down his cheeks.

The jabal were a whisper, a horror story—rumors that Drenna Horad’s tyrant king had kidnapped oloru from other lands, turning them into mindless, magically potent minions had abounded. Most rational people dismissed it as insane conspiracy.

"How did Drenna Horad do this?"

Seeking counsel from the one person who might know, Azizi crossed his legs, his body instinctively assuming the posture of astral projection. His eyes rolled back into his head, and his body began to levitate a few feet above the dusty floor.

"Nunzi, Y c’ell du iou. Bhaeza, laat ni c’ell," Azizi cried out in the language of pure thought.

Silence. He screamed the mental plea again. Still nothing.

"Nunzi, where are you damn it!" he yelled, desperate to reach his teacher and advisor on the astral plane.

The concentration failed. He fell to the floor in a messy heap, the adrenaline finally crashing, and wept himself into a deep, exhausted sleep.

In the dream, a gentle, familiar light coalesced, forming the figure of Nunzi.

"Azizi, I could not come when you called," Nunzi’s voice echoed in the non-space. "I am but one man."

"Waleed. Do you know what has happened to Waleed?"

"I do. Sadly, the jabal have taken him."

Azizi stood straighter in the dream, wiping spectral tears. "So it was the jabal?"

"A variation of them."

"Malik and Nyala? Waleed’s children? Are they safe?"

"They are," Nunzi confirmed. "They have arrived with another student of mine." Nunzi's expression darkened. "The jabal are created by a virus from the Anwansi, the otherworlders. If we could reverse the virus, we could possibly clear away the disease."

"Can we reverse it?" Azizi asked, hope flickering.

"I am stretched thin. While I monitor your progress, I must simultaneously guide Malik and Nyala, and keep an eye on a developing situation in Sundira. I must entrust this task to you."

"What task?"

"The poisoned humans can be healed. The Waraka Plant in the northern region of the Ishan Desert has potent restorative properties."

"I cannot reach the Ishan Desert alone. I would have to cross through Aturu, then Bahaya, and then into the desert. That is too dangerous."

"I have prepared someone to assist you. She will arrive when you wake up. I believe in you, Azizi."

Apricot-tinted light, filtered to a dusty saffron by the perpetual haze of Isamby, sliced through the thin, hide-covered aperture of the hut and fell directly across Azizi’s face, pulling him abruptly from his deep sleep.

This temporary sanctuary—a dome crafted from sun-baked, spiraled adobe and stitched bison hide—felt impossibly small after his life as Naba (chief) of Faraja. It was nestled against a ridge of crimson-striped sandstone, a desperate, fading mark of civilization in this hostile, magical desert.

Azizi pushed himself up. At thirty-five, the heavy anxiety was evident in the rigidity of his lean frame. He smoothed his neatly trimmed beard and tucked the silver Naba amulet beneath his collar. Five days: from honored leader to hunted fugitive.

He was still grappling with the sheer audacity of the Viroj’s coup, their calculated terror of declaring the oloru and their ase (power) evil, when a sharp rap sounded on the door.

Groggily, he stumbled over and pulled it open. He froze, staring at the woman on the threshold, a woman with his own intense, chocolate-colored eyes and the same regal bone structure.

"Esi?"

She smiled—a cold, practiced gesture—and then her fist slammed into his jaw. The blow was so sudden and powerful it dropped him instantly to his knees, his head ringing.

"Hello, big brother," Esi replied.
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The Isamby Desert was not merely hot; it was a furnace that sought to incinerate the spirit. Heat ripples distorted the horizon, turning the dunes into a shifting oil painting of orange and gold.

Normally, this terrain would be a death sentence. However, Esi had packed the saddlebags of their razorback horses with enchanted ice, a small mercy that kept the beasts—and their riders—from collapsing. The razorbacks chuffed, their scaled hides scraping against the leather tack as they plodded forward. Esi was what some would call an elemental. Her magical expertise was the manipulation of the elements. This made it easy for her to make herself comfortable in extreme conditions.

The physical heat, however, paled in comparison to the frigid silence between the riders.

For twenty years, the chasm between brother and sister had widened, filled with unspoken resentments and old wounds. Azizi gripped his reins, his knuckles white. He was convinced Nunzi had orchestrated this mission as a cruel joke.

"How far is the Osimiri River?" Azizi’s voice cracked, dry as the sand beneath them.

Esi didn't look back. She scanned the horizon, her eyes narrowed against the glare. "A couple of hours. We can camp at the bank."

"That’s tactical suicide," Azizi countered, his tone slipping into the lecture mode he used when he led council meetings in Faraja. "We should camp in the wooded area to the east. Better cover."

Esi rolled her eyes, a gesture so familiar it made Azizi’s teeth ache. She said nothing.

"Is there something you want to say to me, Esi?"

She pulled gently on her reins, slowing her mount. "Azizi... it’s not worth it. No, I have nothing to say to you."

The dismissal struck him harder than an insult. "What does that mean, not worth it?" he shouted.

"Keep your voice down," she hissed, finally turning to glare at him.

"Why? Look around! There is no one here but dust and heat!"

"You truly have no instinct for survival, do you?" Esi whispered harsh and low. "You do not want to draw eyes out here."

Azizi scoffed, straightening his posture. "I am the Naba of Faraja. I have brokered treaties with the warlords of Isamby. I am not afraid of sand."

"Your dealings were with the soft merchants of the South," Esi retorted. "This is the North. The Vashti are not impressed by your silk robes or your titles."

"The Vashti?"

The wind died instantly.

Azizi felt the shift in air pressure before he heard it—a silent scream in the ether. Instinct took over. He threw up a hand, summoning a psionic block. The air shimmered violet just as a dozen blow-darts slammed into the barrier, shattering into splinters.

"Move!" Esi screamed.

She leapt from her saddle, vaulting over her brother’s horse. With a thrust of her palms, she summoned a gale force wind, blasting back three small figures that had erupted from the sand like trapdoor spiders.

"You just had to be loud!" Esi yelled over the howling wind. "Because the world must always hear what the Great Azizi has to say!"
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