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Chapter One

EIGHTEEN DAYS AGO

A man whose posture, rumpled clothes, and scruffy beard gave him the appearance of one much older than his thirty-eight years sat at the main computer console. His ginger hair bore streaks of grey, and the eyeglasses that usually clung to his face now perched precariously on the tip of his nose.

Though he kept a watchful eye on the vast bank of monitors that scanned the sands of the Sahara Desert five hundred miles in every direction, his attention remained primarily fixed on the screen in front of him. His own image filled the screen, staring back at him as he spoke into a tiny microphone. “You're the strongest woman I've ever known, Maeve. Whatever is about to happen, I know you're going to kick ass. Win this game. For humanity.” Then he shut off the recording.

Feeling the sting of fatigue behind his eyes, he removed his glasses and set them on the console. “One down, one to go,” he muttered to himself.

He heard a shuffle of footsteps and turned around to see a young, olive-skinned man in a blue jumpsuit standing in the security office's doorway. A short yet thick beard and mustache covered the bottom half of his face, and his piercing brown eyes were far more alert than they should have been, given the late hour. “Hey, Richard. Mind if I join you?”

Sahara Base had been built decades earlier as an R&D lab for the purpose of exploring propulsion methods that exceeded even supralight capabilities, one of the Terran Confederation's best-kept secrets. Though designed to house several hundred personnel, only ten people lived there now.

Richard waved the man in. “C'mon in, Mahesh. I just made some coffee; help yourself.”

Mahesh sat in the chair opposite Richard. “No thanks, I'll stick to tea. Besides, we packed the synthesizer yesterday, which can only mean you brewed the coffee yourself. And no offense, Richard, but your coffee could strip the paint off a starship.”

“Screw you,” Richard said with a sardonic smile. “Besides, I got just the thing to make it taste better.”

Mahesh gave him a bemused smile. “Drain cleaner?”

Richard opened a nearby drawer and pulled out a small flask, waggling it in front of his friend. “Eighteen-year-old Scotch. 2719 was a very good year.”

“Pass. If I come back to the room with that on my breath, Suri will read me the riot act.”

“Suit yourself.” Richard unscrewed the top of the flask and took a swig, throwing it back with a satisfied exhale. “Is everything prepared?”

“Yes.” Mahesh scooted his chair forward until it rested only a few feet away from Richard's. “Is there any way I can talk you into coming with us?”

Five years before, Earth had been invaded by the Jegg, an insectoid race whose vastly superior technology made short work of the Confederation's defenses. Nine billion people—more than half of humanity—were wiped out. Richard, his wife and son, and the rest of his engineering team escaped subjugation by sealing themselves inside Sahara Base. They'd reasoned that even if the Jegg knew of the base's existence, their small team posed no semblance of a threat, and therefore left them alone.

They were wrong.

Richard's breath hitched at his friend's concern. “Someone has to be here to make sure the Talon gets away safely, to say nothing of activating the base's self-destruct.”

“It doesn't have to be you.”

“Yes, it does.”

“Is that what Banikar said?”

“In so many words.”

Mahesh folded his arms across his chest. “I'm not buying it.”

Richard drew himself up. “Excuse me?”

“This mission has been two years in the making. Have you ever wondered why the rest of us—who have never so much as laid eyes on this mysterious trans-dimensional being who has been influencing your decisions since childhood—follow your instructions without question?”

Richard shrugged. “Because the Jegg have had us farked twelve ways from Sunday since the day they dropped from the sky?”

“Well, there is that, of course. But there's more to it.”

“What are you talking about?”

Mahesh stared at the ground. “People have believed in a higher power for thousands of years, Richard. Whether they call that higher power Jehovah, or Vishnu, or Allah, or Banikar, it doesn't matter. When things are at their most hopeless, sometimes all a person has is his faith.” He raised his head again. “For the last two years, I've watched you feed this team information you couldn't have gotten from any human source.”

Catching sight of Richard's raised eyebrows, Mahesh held his hands out, palms up. “Believe me, things would've gone so much smoother if Banikar had decided to include the entire group in his briefings instead of insisting on appearing to you exclusively. God works in mysterious ways, and for whatever reason, he chose you as his messenger. As a man of faith, it's not my place to question that.”

Richard took another gulp. “But you're a scientist. You're supposed to question everything.”

“Whether I question it or not doesn't matter.” Mahesh smirked. “I'm going to heaven regardless.”

“Sure, rub it in.” Richard rolled his eyes. “Make sure you look for me when you get there. If you don't find me, well … you know where I'll be.”

Mahesh's deep brown eyes bore into his. “I know you're the captain of this metaphorical ship, but that doesn't mean you have to go down with it.”

“I know.” Richard's eyes flicked toward the security monitor to his right, taking in the wide-angle view of the hangar, inside which sat the rebuilt, refurbished, soon-to-depart hulk of the Talon. “But I'm tired, Mahesh. I'm so tired. I lost my whole family to the Jegg: my parents, my brothers, my little sister … all gone.” His hands curled into fists. “After tomorrow, I will never see my wife or son again. And it's probably for the best. When Maeve plays that recording, I don't know what's gonna piss her off more: hearing the truth or that she won't get to kill me herself.”

“You don't know that.”

Richard sneered. “This is Maeve we're talking about, Mahesh. She's Irish and a combat veteran. If there's one thing she's better at than piloting spacecraft, it's holding a grudge.”

Mahesh's face was, as always, infuriatingly calm. “Richard, come with us. The Resistance still needs people like you.”

“The Resistance?” Richard turned his flask over and over in his hand. “It sounds so noble, doesn't it? Like we're a shining example to humanity, who dares to hope that we may gain victory, cast off our vile oppressors, and regain our freedom.” He chuckled. “What horseshit. Humanity doesn't even know we exist. And as for victory? This is it right here.” He gestured again at the Talon on the monitor. “This is mankind's last, very last chance. Either this works, or the next millennium will be exactly like the last five years: watching the Jegg carve up every planet in the Confederation, and unable to do jack about it.”

Mahesh arched an eyebrow. “Well, that doesn't mean you have to be an asshole.”

“I'm not an asshole. I'm from Texas.”

“Not sure those two things are mutually exclusive.”

“Well, that's certainly true.” He downed another gulp from his flask. “You've told the other five what's going to happen?”

Mahesh leaned back in his chair with a heavy sigh. “Yes, everything Banikar told you. In four hours, I'll load the crate with the personal transporters onto the Talon, having removed six of the ten for ourselves. In seven hours, Gaspar will activate both our borrowed Jegg quantigraphic rift drive and the ship's supralight engines for final testing, and Maeve will begin the pre-flight checks. Twenty-one minutes later, the base will come under attack, by which time, the rest of us will have already transported away to Himalaya Base. You'll make sure Davin is on board?”

“Don't worry about that. He goes wherever Gaspar goes.”

Mahesh idly cast his eyes at the monitors, and he lowered his voice to a whisper. “Does Gaspar know what's going to happen to him?”

Richard shook his head. “That would only distract him. We need his entire brain on this, or they'll never make it.”

“Have you recorded the messages?”

Richard turned back to face the console in front of him. “I just did Maeve's. I'm going to do Davin's in a minute.” He sighed. “For years, I've known this moment was coming, and now that it has … I don't know what the fark I'm gonna say.”

“Tell him what he needs to hear,” Mahesh said, standing up. He reached over and put a hand on Richard's shoulder. “Nothing else matters.”

“Is that another one of your pearls of Hindu wisdom?”

“Nope. Metallica.”

“You and that old heavy metal of yours.” Richard stood up and extended his hand. “Thank you. For everything.”

Mahesh took the offered hand, shaking it firmly. “It's been an honor serving with you.”

“Well, it's right you should feel that way,” Richard said with a grim smile.

Mahesh rolled his eyes as he moved toward the door. “Definitely not mutually exclusive.” He gave a brief wave, and then was gone.

Richard listened to his friend's footsteps fade away. He closed the door to the Security Office and resumed his seat in front of the console. He downed one more swig as he gathered his thoughts, and his courage, then pressed the Record button on the screen. One more deep breath, and he began to speak.







Chapter Two

Kelia choked back a sob as she removed her hands from the Stone.

Her heart raced, thumping wildly in her chest. This was not unusual when she consulted Arantha, but it was made worse by the unfathomable horror of her latest vision, the same vision she'd been subjected to repeatedly since returning from the Kaberian Mountains.

Perspiration beading on her brow and acid roiling in her stomach, she lurched across the dusty stone floor and out through the narrow entrance, stumbling as she crossed the threshold. She squinted in the light of the morning sun as her eyes adjusted from the dimness of the cave.

She turned to the right, taking in the view of the Ixtrayu village that had been her people's home for eight centuries. Built directly into the walls of the plateau on either side of the River Ix, it was a sight she'd seen countless times since she was a little girl walking at the side of her mother, Onara. Back then, the sight was welcome, familiar, but with every unhelpful vision she'd had since donning the mantle of Protectress, it felt less and less so. On this day, the comforting babble of the river did nothing to calm her turbulent thoughts.

Rather than cross the nearest bridge to the other side of the river, where her home lay invitingly close at the top of a large stone staircase, she moved down the narrow footpath along the eastern bank toward the Room of Healing. Upon entering, she scanned the spacious room for either of the tribe's two healers. She spotted Sershi near the back wall, watching as the young, willowy woman removed a kettle from over a small fire and filled three mugs with its contents. The spicy fragrance of jingal-root tea filled the air, and Kelia instantly felt her mind quiet.

“Protectress,” Sershi said, her mouth morphing into a tired smile that wasn't reflected in her eyes.

Kelia strode forward, picked up a mug of tea from the table and held it under her nose, closing her eyes as it filled her senses. She took another deep breath before blowing on the tea and taking a cautious sip. She felt the hot liquid slide down her throat, savoring its piquant taste.

“Oh, I needed that.” Kelia took another quenching sip and set the mug back down. “How is your mother doing?”

“Still weak,” Sershi said. “It may be another day before she's up and around. Extracting the hugar's venom from our … guest's body took more out of her than either of us realized.”

“I understand,” Kelia said, casting a glance at several huddled forms sleeping on beds of lyrax pelts on the other side of the room. Davin lay curled up next to his mother, snoring peacefully, his curly red hair spilling over his face. “How are they doing?”

“The woman has improved,” Sershi said, following Kelia's gaze. “She seems to have regained some movement in her extremities. I believe we eradicated all of the poison, but now it's up to her body to rejuvenate itself.”

“There's nothing more you can do?” Kelia glanced at her half-empty mug, wishing its restorative powers would have a similar effect on her friend.

Sershi shook her head. “As you know, we've never had to heal something like this before. We're monitoring her, and I assure you, we'll chronicle every detail in our records in case it ever happens again.”

Kelia nodded. “And Nyla?”

The healer took two steps forward, shifting her gaze to Kelia's thirteen-year-old daughter, lying on a different pallet of furs. “Her heartbeat is strong, and the burns on her palms have healed. Beyond that, she's in Arantha's hands. I'm sorry I don't have more to tell you than that, Protectress.”

Kelia just nodded again.

Sershi's voice became even more tentative. “What are we going to do about the boy?”

Kelia remained silent. It was a good question, and one she didn't have an answer for. Davin was the first male to set foot in the village. Ever. And as such, he couldn't be allowed to roam around unattended. Having spent two days getting to know Davin, she knew him to be an intelligent, personable young man, playful and mischievous at times but a devoted son. Until she could convince her sisters of his good nature, however, he would be considered dangerous, and thus in danger himself. For eight hundred years, her people had looked upon men with suspicion and contempt, only interacting with them when seeking mates on Sojourn.

Additionally, he was from the Above, as was his mother. She only hoped she could get her sisters to understand that their new friends, just like the Ixtrayu, were following a path set forth by Arantha, and it was at that moment in time that those paths were converging. Kelia desperately needed the Council's help in that regard.

“He will stay by his mother's side. Should he wake, tell him I will have their food brought to them. But they are not to leave this room until I say otherwise. Can you keep the more curious of our sisters out, or shall I have Runa assign one of the huntresses to stand guard?”

“That might be wise, Protectress,” Sershi said. “At least until my mother has recovered.”

“I will arrange it right away. No one is to enter but me, Lyala, or the Council. Oh, and Sarja.” Kelia allowed herself a brief smile, remembering Runa's daughter's recent declaration of affection for Nyla. The two had created their very own tradition before Nyla laid her hands on the Stone for the first time, pledging their hearts to each other. But Nyla's first consultation had been too much for her, overwhelming her just as it did to Kelia when she was that age. She silently prayed that her willful daughter would wake soon.

With final glances at Nyla, Maeve, and Davin, she strode from the room.

* * *

From her large chair at the head of the Council Chamber, Kelia sat, spine rigid, as she looked at the three older women facing her.

“We'll try not to keep you long, Protectress,” said Katura, concern etched into her aged but kindly face. “Rumors abound about our mysterious visitors, and our people look to the four of us for explanations.”

“Agreed,” said Eloni, her short, dark hair as elegant as ever. “While I'm thankful the woman's life was saved, hers and the boy's arrival couldn't have been more ill-timed. Thanks to Susarra, emotions have been running high since Vaxi's departure. We need to speak as one voice if we are to subdue the unrest she created.”

Kelia felt a knot form in her stomach at the mention of Vaxi. Despite her best efforts to free the young huntress from the clutches of her domineering grandmother Susarra, she'd failed to do so. Only four days earlier, the vision that sent Kelia to the Kaberian Mountains gave Susarra the perfect opportunity to send Vaxi on Sojourn without Kelia's permission. Now the girl was beyond their reach, and Kelia could only pray she would come to no harm.

“Councilors,” Kelia addressed the triumvirate, “I apologize for keeping secrets from you. I did not tell you about my bond with Maeve because I couldn't discern Arantha's purpose for creating that bond. When I left Maeve, I didn't think I would ever see her again. Believe me, last night's turn of events was as much a surprise to me as it was to you.”

“Let's put that aside for a moment,” said Liana. Though Kelia's aunt had only been on the Council for two days—a replacement that became necessary after Susarra's disobedience came to light—she'd slipped into the role as easily as the white robe she now wore. “Let us instead focus on the circumstances that led you to Share with a woman from the Above.”

“It happened in a moment of weakness,” Kelia confessed, her fingers idly grasping the familiar lump of metal that dangled from the necklace she wore. Featureless and spherical, it had been given to her by her mother right before her death, so Kelia had turned it into a pendant as part of the necklace that Nyla had crafted many years before. “I was fatigued from my journey across the desert. My first meeting with Maeve precipitated a show of force on my part, and using my abilities drained the last drops of my strength. I was at her mercy. She could have killed me if she so desired, but instead she rushed to my aid. Though we did not speak the same language, I knew at that moment that she wasn't my enemy. Her eyes bore no malevolence, only sorrow.”

Kelia took a deep breath, staring at the floor as she relived the memory. “There is something about her, Councilors, something I'm not even sure I can explain. Before I even made my trek to the mountains, Arantha provided me with visions of her. I felt … drawn to her, somehow. Like our meeting was destined, preordained by Arantha, and it was the divine goddess guiding me.”

Katura raised her bony fingers, briefly covering her mouth. “In the cave, she spoke in our language. Was this also a result of the Sharing?”

“It was.” Kelia nodded. “From what I gather, though she and her son are speaking in their native language—she called it 'English'—we are able to hear her in Elystran. And likewise, they can understand us equally well.”

“Remarkable,” said Eloni. “Thank Arantha for providing us with such a gift.”

“There is another factor at play here, which I must now inform you of. At the time of our Sharing, I came to discover she'd already developed Wielding abilities.”

The eyes of the entire Council widened. Eloni let out a gasp.

“Great Arantha,” whispered Liana.

Kelia continued, “Her healing ability manifested itself before they even found the Stone. When I first envisioned Maeve, her back bore many large, deep scars. But because of the Stone, the scars are no longer there. With my guidance, she discovered she could also heal others.” She pulled up the sleeve of her tunic, showing off the upper arm where Maeve's gunshot had grazed her. Only a tiny patch of rough skin remained where the bullet wound had been.

“Soon afterward, we discovered she could communicate with animals. She was able to command my chava with nothing but a word and a gesture.” She recalled the moment when her wide-bodied mount, with whom she'd spent years building a rapport, completely ignored her and ran straight to Maeve. “She also told me she'd used this ability to pacify a pack of lyraxes several nights before.”

She paused, scanning the faces of the Council. “But the biggest surprise came after we found the Stone. I attempted to use my air-Wielding to levitate myself, and just as I felt my strength begin to slip, Maeve … empowered me. Somehow, she added her strength to my own. We floated above the ground like hovering birds.” Kelia smiled at the memory. “It was the most exhilarating moment of my life.”

Of course, this was followed by a brief but passionate kiss between her and Maeve, but she saw no need to inform the Council of this.

“Simply unbelievable,” said Liana, “that Arantha would bestow such power upon a woman not of our world.”

“Agreed,” said Kelia. A sorrowful look crossed her face. “However, we must not fall into the trap of believing we always know the divine goddess's wishes. And as you heard, Maeve has matters of extreme importance to discuss with us when she's recovered. In her brief moments of clarity before sleep claimed her, she told me there was more at stake than just the future of Elystra. I do not know what it could possibly mean, or what our future holds for us.”

This was a lie. Kelia knew exactly what was coming. She'd seen it in her last three consultations. The same terrible, horrible images being shoved into her mind.

The nearby forest, ablaze.

The Ixtrayu croplands, aflame.

The charred, smoking bodies of her sisters, scattered on the ground.

If this is the future, Kelia thought, why does Arantha torment me so? Is it so we may find a way to escape such a fate? Or are we doomed no matter which way we turn?







Chapter Three

A torrent of water roused Rahne from his slumber. The shade of the so-called “Tree of Justice” protected him from the heat of the sun, but exhaustion had taken over several hours before, and he'd lapsed into a fitful sleep.

Whipping his head back and forth to clear several strands of dark hair from his eyes, he squinted up to see Sekker leering at him with no small amount of disgust.

Sekker was by far the fattest man Rahne had ever seen. He was callous, officious, and puffed up on his own sense of self-importance. His favorite boast was that he was a distant cousin to King Morix—a very distant cousin, Rahne reasoned, to be given the title of High Magistrate of an insignificant little coastal town like Larth, where the air perpetually smelled of fish and nothing of consequence ever happened.

“Rise and shine, thief.” An ugly smile formed between his jowls.

Every one of Rahne's muscles ached in protest as he attempted to sit up straight against the tree he'd been manacled to for the last day. Everyone in Larth knew this tree, the tallest in the area. Located in the middle of a large, open meadow a half-mile east of town, it was a common punishment site, where victims of the magistrate's whims were chained, sometimes for days, without food, only yards away from the nearest of several wells nearly full to the brim with fresh water.

With great effort, Rahne dug his boots into the soft grass and pushed himself upright. Now fully awake, he stared up at the magistrate. “Like I told you yesterday during that farce you called a trial, I'm not a thief. That boat belongs to me.”

“Not anymore, it doesn't,” Sekker retorted, throwing the empty bucket on the ground next to the nearby well. “Your boat, or should I say your father's boat, became the property of the crown upon his death.”

Rahne flexed, but his arms had very little range of movement, spread wide as they were against the bark of the tree. “That's a lie! My grandfather built that ship with his own two hands! He passed it down to my father, and as his only living relative, it goes to me! That's what the law says!”

Sekker chortled, his ample belly quivering. “We went over this yesterday. Of course, you were only half-conscious during most of your trial, so I guess that explains your lapse in memory.”

Rahne remembered being struck on the head by one of the local constables on the way into Sekker's office, his punishment for a particularly choice insult about the man's questionable lineage. “What are you talking about?”

Sekker leaned forward, speaking to him as if to a naughty child. “The law states that property can only be transferred to a relative if said relative has reached his nineteenth year. By your own admission, you are only eighteen.”

“I'll be nineteen in ten days.”

“Doesn't matter. You're eighteen now.”

“Fine,” Rahne said through clenched teeth. “Let me go, and in ten days I'll take ownership of my boat.”

“Doesn't work that way, boy,” Sekker said, using the toe of his boot to kick Rahne's heels; not enough to hurt, just enough to annoy. “Your father died with unpaid debts, as you may or may not know. Those debts have come due now that he's journeyed to the Great Veil.”

“What debts?” Rahne asked. “He paid the taxes on the fish he caught for years. It was too much, but he paid it anyway. We barely had enough to get by.”

“Ah, but your father docked his boat at a public pier. I just recently enacted a law regarding a harbor tax that all boatmen must pay, and it seems he neglected to pay the harbor master this additional duty since the law's enactment.”

An increasing sense of helplessness flashed through Rahne. “How much did he owe? At least let me try to pay it back!”

“It's too late for that, I'm afraid. Your father's boat was by far the most valuable thing he owned, and that's already been sold. It only covered about half his debts.”

Rahne felt his stomach clench. “You slimy braga.”

Sekker flashed an evil grin. “You're more than welcome to travel to Talcris and complain to the King. Oh, wait, you can't.” He laughed again.

Fourteen days before, a Barjan captain named Elzor and his army, the six-hundred-strong Elzorath, had laid siege to the capital city of Agrus. It took several days for news to filter down the coast to Larth, the southernmost city in the region. Stories had been told at the local taverns ever since about how Elzor's twin sister Elzaria singlehandedly decimated the Agrusian army. She was a Wielder, the first female in the history of Elystra to wield the power of Arantha.

Rahne could hardly believe his ears when he heard the story about how lightning shot forth from Elzaria's hands, killing or wounding more than two-thirds of Agrus's soldiers, and Elzor's men had scored an easy victory after that. King Morix, the entire royal family, and most of the nobles were dead within days. Everyone expected Elzor to send someone to Larth demanding some token of fealty or tribute, but there had been none.

“Larth's small size puts it beneath the notice of that pernicious whelp who now dares call himself Lord of Agrus. And as the only citizen of Larth with royal blood, that means I can adjust the law how I see fit. Which puts you … well, right where you are now.” He chuckled. “Tomorrow, you will be released into the custody of a local fishmonger, in whose employ you will remain until the rest of your family's debts have been paid.”

“You mean Joor?”

“Ah, you know him?”

“We've met,” Rahne said with a scowl.

“Good. I wouldn't count on getting much downtime during your stint at his shop. Or food. And I'd sleep with one eye open if I were you.” Sekker's bushy eyebrows raised, and his enormous girth seemed to expand even further with his perceived victory.

A faint sound from down the road leading north and slightly inland caught Rahne's attention. Sekker hadn't yet heard it, as he was in the middle of another fit of cackling.

Several men on merychs appeared through a dense copse of trees. As he watched, an entire procession appeared, dozens becoming hundreds, headed right for where he was chained. He realized with a start that the one leading this army could only be Elzor.

After a few moments, Sekker heard the clamor as well and turned to see the heavily-armed mass approaching. A look of horror appeared on his face, and he started to waddle away toward the road to his merych-drawn cart.

Two soldiers in high-quality armor broke away from the rest, spurring their merychs into a full gallop and easily closing the distance between the procession and Sekker. The magistrate had just managed to clamber into the driver's seat of his cart when he found himself facing two large men with swords pointed right at him.

“Stand down,” one of them growled. “Now.”

Though he was twenty yards away, Rahne could see Sekker's face had gone deep crimson. The setting sun glinted off the sweat pouring from the man's plump face. Raising his hands in surrender, he gingerly climbed off the cart.

For almost a minute, no one moved a muscle, like figures in a tableau. Finally, the rest of the procession caught up, and Rahne caught his first good look of the man who had invaded his homeland as he alit from his merych, a powerful-looking black steed with an equally impressive mane. The man was tall, dark-haired and dark-bearded. His eyes were as cold as morning frost, and an air of ruthless authority emanated from him.

Right next to him was a raven-haired beauty clad in a black dress cinched at the waist by a leather belt. This had to be Elzaria, and if he thought Elzor's eyes were icy, they were blazing suns compared to Elzaria's. He'd seen fish with warmer eyes.

Rahne wondered if he'd seen his last sunrise.







Chapter Four

His back against the wall of the Room of Healing, Davin gobbled down the last remnants of his meal. He'd been a little hesitant, this being the first time he'd ever eaten non-synthesized, non-Terran food in his life. He was pleasantly surprised by the taste of what Sershi had called “kova steak”; its rich, hearty flavor danced on his tongue as he chewed, and he could actually feel the strength returning to his limbs.

No wonder the Ixtrayu are so strong if this is what they eat. Could use a little barbecue sauce, though. Maybe some black pepper.

He pushed his plate to the side and scanned the room. Set into the wall of the plateau, this spacious room was set up much like a hospital ward on Earth. Six piles of animal pelts were set up along the floor, three on one side, three on the other. There were no windows; the only light came from an array of candles placed inside lanterns that hung from the ceiling, as well as whatever natural sunlight filtered through the room's only door. He had to hand it to the Ixtrayu; the place was pretty clean. And relaxing.

His hands fell to his waist, where they contacted a series of metallic tubes strung together around his body like a belt. He flipped a switch on one of them and got no response from it. He'd used their four remaining personal transporters in tandem to make the instantaneous jump from the Talon's campsite in the mountains to the Ixtrayu village instantly. The longest of long shots, but he'd had to take the risk.

And it had paid off. His mother was alive.

The PTs, on the other hand? Dead as dinosaurs. With another Stone not far away, it was a God's-honest miracle that they had made it there at all. Whatever energy signature the Stones put out seemed to seriously fark with Jegg technology—of which the PTs were a part—even though the transporters had been assembled by human hands.

He unclipped the PTs and set them on the floor next to the empty plate, his eyes falling on the two sleeping forms in the room. A few yards away, his mother dozed peacefully. Sershi's twice-daily healing treatments since they had purged his mother's body of the hugar's venom had succeeded in restoring her mobility to the point where she could feed herself. However, she was still unsteady on her feet, and couldn't walk more than a few short steps without toppling over. As no one in the tribe's history had ever survived a hugar bite before, they had no prognosis for her recovery.

He rose to his feet, stretched, and walked across the room to catch a glimpse of the other sleeper, stopping halfway there. The girl, who he knew to be Kelia's daughter Nyla, also slept peacefully, her dark hair spilling over her face. From his and his mother's conversations with Kelia in the mountains, he knew she was only a year or so younger than he, and had already developed Wielding abilities similar to Kelia.

What that must be like. To be a teenager and have that kind of power.

He stared at Nyla's face, what he could see of it, and imagined piercing brown eyes behind her closed eyelids. He couldn't gauge her height, covered as she was by the pelts, but envisioned her side-by-side with Kelia, to whom she bore a striking resemblance.

“Um … hello?” came a young, soft voice from the entrance.

A teenage girl stood there, staring at him, her head tilted to one side. She looked to be about the same age as Nyla. She was quite tall, with very tan skin, piercing blue eyes, and long, wavy, chocolate-brown hair that came well past her shoulders. She was dressed in a tight leather tunic that showed off long legs and well-defined arm muscles.

And if that wasn't enough, she was gorgeous. Before the invasion, a girl with that face would have every boy in whatever school she attended following her, their jaws hanging open.

They stood, unmoving, staring, sizing each other up.

“Uh, hi,” he finally said, giving her a friendly wave.

Davin was suddenly struck by the irony of the situation. He'd always considered himself to be confident; as a kid back on Earth, he'd had tons of friends, both boys and girls. He was the kind of person who could talk to, and get along with, anybody. Of course, when the Jegg invaded, he immediately went into hiding with his parents and the rest of the team. He'd been ten years of age when that happened. By the time he'd grown old enough to … appreciate girls, he was living in a hidden base far beneath the sands of the Sahara Desert. The only three females he knew, and would ever see over the next five years, were Suri Patel (who was married), Kacy Weatherby (who was nice and actually quite pretty despite being covered in grease most of the time, but seemed to find his early attempts at masculinity more amusing than impressive), and his mother.

This girl was the first teenager he'd met since becoming one himself. A native girl from a planet on the opposite end of the galaxy.

Time to make a good first impression.

And … nothing.

Then it hit him: this girl, if Kelia's story about the Sojourns was true, had never left her village. Which meant he was the first boy she had ever seen. Ever.

And … still nothing.

Stupid brain.

“May I come in?” she asked, as if permission to enter a room in her village was his to give. At least she was polite.

“Um, sure,” he said, beckoning her in.

She took several steps forward, her eyes flicking between him and Nyla's sleeping form.

“I'm Davin,” he said, wondering if she already knew.

“I am Sarja,” she replied.

Fighting down his rising nerves, he extended his hand to her. She stared at it for a few moments, then moved her eyes back to his face. “Oh, um, sorry,” he said. “On my world, we greet each other by shaking hands.”

She nodded, then reached out her hand. He took it awkwardly, shook it gently, and smiled. “It's nice to meet you, Sarja,” he said.

“It is agreeable to meet you as well, Davin.” She smiled, and he saw her shoulder muscles loosen.

“I didn't think anyone was allowed to just come in here,” he said. “Except for Kelia and the Council. And Runa.”

Her eyes widened. “You've talked to my mother?”

“Runa's your…” He stared at Sarja, and instantly saw the resemblance. Runa had been the one to carry Maeve's body to the cave where the Ixtrayu Stone lay, as he'd lacked the strength to do it himself. “Well, we haven't 'talked' so much. She was there when we arrived.” He smiled. “She might just be the strongest lady I've ever met. And the tallest.”

She tilted her head at him again. “They don't have tall people in The Above?”

“Oh, yes,” he said. “I even heard of one world where the inhabitants grow to fifteen feet high, but I have no idea if it's true or not.”

“That's … interesting,” she said.

As if she'd run out of words, she turned away and sat down on the ground next to Nyla, clasping the comatose girl's hand.

He cast a glance at his mother, who hadn't moved, before sitting down against the wall next to Nyla's bed. “Do you mind if I sit here?”

“I don't mind,” she said, not looking up. “Have you been in here since your mother was healed?”

“Pretty much. Kelia said it would be best that I stay in this room for now.” He shot another glance at his mother. “It's not like I would leave even if I could. Not until my mom has recovered.”

Sarja looked over her shoulder. “How's she doing?”

“She's getting better. The healers think she'll be able to walk out of here in a day or two.”

She smiled. “That is good. Many of my sisters can't wait to meet her.”

“I'm sure.”

“I was in this room when you … um … arrived. I've been coming here every moment I can since,” she nodded her head at Nyla, “this happened.”

“What happened to her?”

She sighed and met his gaze. “When the Protectress came back from the mountains, things were out of control. Councilor Susarra had sent Vaxi on Sojourn behind Kelia's back, and the entire tribe was angry because no daughter has been born here since Nyla.”

He nodded. He'd heard a similar story from Kelia. He had no idea who Vaxi was.

“Ny's been practicing her Wielding so hard lately,” Sarja continued. “She just wanted to help. She thought by touching the Stone, Arantha might reveal things to her that she wasn't revealing to the Protectress. But this is what happened.” He heard a choked sob beneath her words.

His eyes narrowed as Sarja turned back to Nyla, moving several strands of hair away from the girl's face. “I'm sorry,” he said.

“Why?” she asked, again not looking up.

The question threw him off guard. He was about to respond when he realized that though she looked human, she technically wasn't. He had yet to hear of anything that humans and Elystrans didn't have in common, emotionally anyway, but he was the alien in this scenario.

“I just am,” he said. “It sucks when bad things happen to good people.”

She nodded.

He remembered the moment he and his mother discovered they could understand the native language thanks to the telepathic-link-thingy that Kelia had formed with Maeve and, to a lesser extent, with him. He briefly wondered if the word “sucks” had an Elystran translation, but since she didn't return his statement with a quizzical look, he figured it must.

“So, are you two best friends or something?”

“Our whole lives,” she said with a gentle smile. “She became my Promised only two days ago.”

“Your what?”

“My Promised. It's a tradition we created. It means that we promise to choose each other as companions someday.”

His eyebrows went up. “Companions? You mean, like … partners?”

“Yes.”

“As in, 'in love' partners?”

“Yes.”

Davin exhaled, and his mind flashed back to a few days ago when he and his mother had exited the ship only to find a naked Kelia bathing herself in the mountain lake next to where they had landed. Rather than cry out or cover herself up, she'd just stood there, letting them ogle her.

Wow, the women in this tribe aren't exactly shy, are they?

What a great start I'm off to.

Realizing he was staring, he quickly moved his eyes to his shoes. “I'm sure she'll be okay.”

“If Arantha wills it.”

“May I ask you a question?” Davin asked, leaning forward.

“Go ahead.”

“What are people saying out there? I mean, have things settled down at all?”

An almost comical look crossed her face. “Beings from the Above are visiting our village. One of them is male.”

He smirked. “I'll take that as a 'no'. Do you have any idea what's going to happen to us?”

“I do not,” she said, lovingly laying Nyla's hand across her stomach before standing. Davin stood as well. “But Kelia has informed us that you are our friends, and we are to treat you as such.”

“Good to know.”

Runa's imposing frame appeared in the doorway, blocking out most of the external light. “Duma? It's time for your tracking lesson.” Her eyes met Davin's, and she smiled. “Good morning, Davin.”

“Hey,” he said, staring up at her. Damn, she's tall. Wonder if I'll ever get used to that.

“Coming, mama.” Turning to Davin, she added, “I'll be back later. Maybe we can talk again?”

She smiled, and Davin's heart raced at the sight.

Calm down, Davin. This girl is off the market.

“I'd like that. It's been a long time since … since I've had someone my age to talk to.” He caught Runa's frown and wondered if he'd just screwed up royally. “Um, with your mother's permission, of course.”

Runa gestured in the other direction, and Sarja walked past her. “I will think about it.”

She turned to leave, but Davin halted her. “Oh, one more thing?”

“Yes?” Runa said, clearly impatient to get on with her day.

“Is there any chance I could leave this room long enough for a bath or something? I'm pretty sure I smell worse than a chava.” He gave his most disarming grin.

Finally, her face loosened, and a slight smile appeared. “I'll see if I can arrange a few minutes for you to be escorted to the cistern. It probably won't be for a while.” Then she left.

Through the doorway, he watched her depart. In the next room, Sershi did the same, then gave him a polite nod. “Do you need anything else?” the healer asked.

He shook his head and resumed his seat next to his mother.

He was surprised to realize his heart was still racing.

Said heart nearly stopped when an unexpected “Dav?” jolted him out of his hormone-fueled daze.

“Mom!” he cried. Her eyes were open, and staring intently at him. He wondered if she'd heard any—or all—of his conversation with Sarja. “How are you feeling?”

“Much better, thanks,” she said, holding out a hand for him to grasp before hauling her into a sitting position. “How are you doing?”

He grinned. “Well, as the only boy in a five-hundred-mile radius, I guess I can't complain. Our hosts have been nice enough, though I can't say much for the view.” He gestured to the windowless room they now occupied. “You need some water? Food?”

“No, kiddo, what I need to do is talk to Kelia and the Council. I've had my rest, and what I have to say can't wait any longer.”

He leaned back slightly, furrowing his brow. “Is this that horribly important thing you mentioned right after they revived you?”

“Yeah.”

“The same thing that made you wig out and run screaming out of the ship? Before you got bit by that snake?”

Her violet eyes became hooded, and she stared at her lap. “Yeah, Dav, it is.”

“It's that bad?” he asked, his breath hitching.

She nodded ominously. “There isn't a level of 'bad' in the English language to describe just how farking bad this is.”

He gulped. “Shite.”

She reached out with both hands this time. “Come on, kiddo, help me up.”







Chapter Five

Elzor glared down with revulsion at the sweaty mound of jelly quivering before him. He recognized the man's garb as that of a lawgiver, and from his size and complexion, Elzor deduced that he spent most of his leisure time eating.

He didn't know much about the small fishing village of Larth, other than that it was the last bastion of civilization to be found before reaching the southern border of Agrus. It was a welcome sight to him, not because of its splendor, for it certainly had none of that, but because it meant he would soon be leaving this accursed country behind.

He and the now eleven-hundred-strong Elzorath had departed the Castle Tynal two days before. Elzaria's vision had given them much more precise locations for the two mystical Stones he sought. By moving south along the coast, he and his men were able to put some extra distance between themselves and the armies of his enemies, who were surely amassing to move against him at that moment. From this point, they would turn east until the verdant fields and tall nipa trees gave way to the sands of the Praskian Desert.

“M-M-My Lord,” the fat man stuttered, bowing at the waist as far as he could. “Forgive me, I-I-I wasn't expecting you–”

Elzor held his hand up, cutting short the lawgiver's gibbering. “My men and I are passing through. We will be making camp here before we move out in the morning.”

“O-of course, My Lord.” He bowed again. “Wh-whatever you need, My Lord.”

Elzor turned to a large bearded man standing at attention behind him. “Langon, see to it.”

General Langon bowed his head. “Yes, my liege.” He immediately strode off, barking orders at the procession of merychs to set up their camp.

Turning back to the obese man, Elzor pointed at the well. “Is the water in there fresh?”

“Y-Yes, My Lord.”

“Good. Here is what I–” He paused, his eyes flicking over to the young man shackled to the field's one and only tree. Their gaze held for a moment, and Elzor's eyebrows arched. “Would you care to explain this …” He looked expectantly at the lawgiver.

“S-Sekker, My Lord,” the man said, picking up the cue. “I-I am the duly appointed High Magistrate for all of southern Agrus.”

Elzor didn't respond, merely using his head to gesture in the boy's direction.

Sekker swallowed hard. “He-he's nobody, My Lord. Just a common thief. I have taken personal responsibility for supervising his punishment.”

Elzor ambled toward the shackled youth, expecting to see fear in the young man's face. Instead he saw only anger, an emotion with which he was all too familiar. He thought briefly of his own youth, and how he'd focused his own anger into fulfilling his towering ambitions. Just look how far he'd come.

He gestured Sekker over, glaring at him. “How long has he been chained up like this?”

“Since last night, My Lord. I sentenced him to three days' punishment for stealing a boat that did not belong to him.”

The boy rattled his shackles in obvious rage, and Elzor saw that the look of hatred on his face was not directed at Elzor, but at Sekker.

How interesting.

“Is this true?” he asked the boy.

“That boat was mine!” he yelled, practically spitting at Sekker. “You stole it from me, you fat pile of merych dung!”

In the face of the boy's accusation, Sekker found his full voice again. “Pay no heed to his lies, My Lord!”

Elzor shot steely glares at both men, silencing them. “What is your name, boy?” he snapped.

“Rahne.”

There was a time, not so long ago, when Elzor possessed the same contempt for authority that Rahne did. Since the day he and his sister freed themselves from the Mogran mining camp as children, he vowed to rid the world of men like Sekker, jumped-up little money-grubbers given a position of power they neither earned nor deserved. “Tell me what happened, Rahne.”

Sekker padded up to him. “My Lord –”

Elzor jabbed a finger in his direction. “You,” he spat, halting Sekker in his tracks, “do not speak unless addressed. Forget your place again, and I will be forced to remind you.” He cast a glance at Elzaria standing nearby. At his visual cue, his sister strode forward. She smiled at Sekker, whose face turned pasty white as a tiny, crackling ball of blue energy sparked around her fingertips. To Rahne he said, “Go on.”

Within ten seconds of hearing Rahne's story, Elzor grabbed Sekker by the front of his baggy tunic, sending daggers of fury his way. “Is what he says true?”

The rotund man looked like he was about to soil himself. “H-h-he broke the law, My Lord. And as I am the dispenser of law in this town–”

“Is … it … true?” He brought his face close to the quaking man, who could only nod. With a disgusted snarl, Elzor shoved the man away. “Unlock him. Now,” he commanded.

Sekker didn't argue. He produced a key from his pocket and released Rahne from his manacles.

Once freed, Rahne clambered stiffly to his feet, rubbing his sore, reddened wrists. “Thank you,” he said, catching Elzor's gaze. “Um, My Lord.”

Normally, Elzor would have become irate at this rather casual acknowledgment of his title, but on this occasion, he just laughed. To Sekker he said, “You will see to it that this young man gets his boat back. Is that clear?”

“Y-y-yes, My Lord,” he stammered, staring at the ground.

“A fat lot of good that'll do,” Rahne grumbled.

“Watch your tongue, boy,” Elzaria hissed, “or the punishment you've just endured will pale by comparison to what will happen to you next.”

Elzor raised his hand, gesturing for Elzaria to calm herself, but he reinforced her threat. “Let me be clear on one thing, boy: I care nothing for you, your life, or your petty squabble with this man,” he indicated Sekker. “If you want to come out of this without a sword through your gut, you'll speak to me with respect, starting now.”

Rahne dropped his hands to his sides, faced Elzor, and bowed his head. “I'm sorry, My Lord. It won't happen again.”

Elzor nodded. “That's better. Now, explain yourself.”

Rahne gestured at Elzor's army, who had begun setting up their camps for the night. Some erected tents, others watered the merychs, and the rest gathered wood from the line of thick trees down the road for campfires. “From the looks of things, My Lord, you've brought your entire army to Larth. I can only take that to mean you're leaving Agrus.” He pointed at Sekker. “If this braga were to obey you and give me my boat back, I promise, the moment your merychs disappear from sight, he'll just turn around and take it away again. He has the constabulary in his pocket, and I have no one. No mother, no father, no family at all. And even if he didn't, with the taxes this man's raised, everything I earn would go right into his coffers anyway.”

Sekker, suddenly animated, strode forward until he was chest-to-chest with Rahne. “You are a peasant, boy. If you were meant for a greater purpose, you would've been born into it. Such is the way of things.”

A triumphant smile broke out on Rahne's face as he turned to Elzor. “What was it you called Lord Elzor a few minutes ago? A pernicious whelp?”

The blood drained from Sekker's porcine face.

Elzor's hands clenched and unclenched, and his teeth gnashed together. “What?” It came out as a guttural whisper.

“Oh, yes, that's what he said,” Rahne continued, still grinning. “And did you also know that Sekker here is a cousin to King Morix?”

At this, Sekker took a ham-fisted swing at Rahne who quickly ducked underneath it and drove his own fist into the magistrate's ample gut. Sekker staggered back and doubled over, but stayed on his feet.

“Rahne, step away from him,” Elzor said.

Rahne, along with several of the soldiers standing in a half-circle around Elzor, took several paces back. Within seconds, the rotund man was standing on his own.

Somehow sensing his doom, Sekker dropped to his knees. “Please, My Lord! Spare me! I will give you all I –”

Elzor gave Elzaria a knowing nod. Strands of blue lightning shot from her hands, striking Sekker full in the chest. His body shuddered and his arms twitched as his strangulated scream abruptly cut off. His eyes rolled back in their sockets as he lifted his head skyward, no doubt pleading to Arantha for mercy.

But Arantha held no power here. Elzor did.

Elzor's eyes shifted to Rahne, whose jaw dropped open as Sekker's hair, skin, and clothes began to blacken and char. Smoke drifted up from the collar of his tunic, and his hair even caught fire. But no more screams came.

Elzaria retracted her hands, and the lightning disappeared. A cruel smile played over her face as she stepped forward to admire her handiwork.

As they watched, the lifeless husk that had once been Sekker toppled face-first into the grass. Smoke rose from his body up to the clear blue sky, and the foul stench of death rose with it.

Elzor looked appreciatively at Elzaria, who met his gaze with a hollow smile. “I do so love watching you work, sister.”

She gave the slightest of head bows. “A pleasure, my liege.”

“Take a few men into town,” he instructed her. “Have the locals supply us with enough food for every Elzorath. If they object …” He quirked an eyebrow at her.

“Understood, my liege.” She bowed again and strode back to her merych, waving over a contingent of soldiers to accompany her. Within moments, they were galloping down the road on their way to Larth.

Elzor turned to see Rahne, looking ashen as he continued to stare at Sekker's smoking corpse. He half-expected the boy to vomit at the pungent smell of death, but he did not. Of course, if Sekker had been telling the truth, Rahne hadn't eaten in almost a day.

As he stared, his mind flashed back to his own youth. He and Elzaria were only fourteen when they escaped from Mogran, thanks entirely to the Stone they had found. His first thought was to march straight to the home of Viceroy Callis and make him pay for all the torments they endured there, but doing so would have been suicide. Elzaria was powerful but untrained, and though he had some fighting skills, they were pitiful compared to those of the militia. So he joined their ranks, as it was the best way for him to not only develop his skills, but to take care of Elzaria. Each trainer he was assigned to zeroed in on him, determined to break his will at every turn. Every pounding his body took only fueled his drive to overcome, to improve.

By the age of seventeen, he'd become skilled in swordsmanship, archery, and hand-to-hand combat. He'd also earned the respect of his peers, none of whom had any idea that the sister he provided for and had sequestered from the rest of the population would soon become the most powerful weapon on Elystra.

Looking at Rahne now, Elzor saw a lot of himself. Rahne was tall, with a typical fisherman's build: strong arms, leathery skin, and a salty attitude appropriate for those who spent much of their lives at sea.

Elzor approached Rahne, finally standing shoulder to shoulder with him. “Is this the first time you've seen a man die?” He indicated Sekker's body.

“Not in such a manner,” Rahne replied in a hushed tone. “My Lord,” he quickly added.

“Do you deny he had it coming?”

“Not at all. I just wish I could have been the one to do it.”

A smirk curled at the edge of Elzor's mouth, but he quashed it immediately. “You are free to go, Rahne.” He turned to rejoin his men, but he'd only gone a few steps when the boy's next words stopped him in his tracks.

“Take me with you.”

Elzor's smile returned.







Chapter Six

Mizar, the High Mage of Darad, wept bitter tears as he pulled Deegan into a hug, holding him close. The realization that this could be the last time he might ever see his father alive had hit him like a cudgel to the face.

He could hardly believe it had only been two days since returning to the home of the man who'd raised him. All his life, he'd thought his ability to communicate with Arantha through visions, not to mention his power to control the elements, had been a divine gift. Out of thousands of Daradian boys to stand on the Nexus of Arantha in the last century, only he had been granted the powers worthy of the title of High Mage. For forty years, he'd considered this bestowal the highest honor a loyal Daradian subject could achieve, and serving King Armak and his son Aridor had been both fulfilling and worthy of his efforts.

But now, because of Deegan's confession, he knew the truth. His Wielding had not come from Arantha but from his mother, Areca of the Ixtrayu. Since hearing this revelation, his entire outlook on his abilities, his role as High Mage—blag, his entire life—had changed forever.

“Son,” Deegan whispered as they parted, still clutching each other's arms. His mouth hung open as if there were a million words fighting their way to the surface, but nothing came out.

“I will be fine, father,” Mizar said. “I am grateful you have unburdened your soul. Should I not find it in my power to return before you journey to the Great Veil, you may go knowing that, as you have your entire life, you have followed your heart.” He turned to his cousin, a tall, dark-haired man with tanned skin standing nearby. “Kimur, I am grateful to you for accommodating us on such short notice. I trust the coins I left will be sufficient to replace the merych we're forced to take.”

Kimur shook his head, his dark hair swept back by the slight breeze. “More than sufficient, cousin.” He flashed a roguish smile.

A stifled sob from a few yards away caught Mizar's attention. Kimur's wife Mareta had engulfed Vaxi in a farewell hug of her own, planting a loving kiss on the young huntress's cheek. Thanks to Sen's healing and Mareta's maternal ministrations, Vaxi had now recovered from her injuries enough to make the journey from Ghaldyn province to the capital city of Dar.

“Thank you,” he heard Vaxi say as she returned the plump woman's hug. “For everything.”

Mareta disengaged herself, smoothing the wrinkles from the loose-fitting white tunic Vaxi now wore over her kova-leather huntress outfit and straightening the huxa-wood bow she had slung over her shoulder. With the changing of the seasons upon them, cooler temperatures and even rain were expected in the coming days. Warmth, however, was not the tunic's only purpose; it also served to hide the Ixtrayu clothes she wore underneath. “Did you pack all the food I gave you?” she asked, sniffling.

“Yes.” Vaxi gestured at the bags draped over the saddles of the merychs awaiting them. Sen, Mizar's eighteen-year-old apprentice, held all three merychs' reins in his hands, watching her and Mizar's farewells. “If I packed any more, I'd need another merych to carry my additional weight.”

Mareta laughed, sniffling again. She placed a hand on Vaxi's cheek. “May Arantha grant you safe journeys, dear child. Wherever your path may lead you, know that you are always welcome here.”

Vaxi nodded, smiling and giving Mareta's shoulder a squeeze.

“I'm sorry about your chava,” Mareta added. “But Hilly's a good merych. Take care of her, and she'll take care of you.”

Vaxi's face scrunched up briefly, and she sniffed. Her chava, Tig, had died during her pursuit by the Vandans, a fate she would have shared had Mizar and Sen not been there to save her. “I promise I will care for her as if she were my own,” Vaxi said. She then nodded in farewell to Kimur and Deegan, and made her way toward the merychs.

As Mizar watched, Sen wordlessly handed Hilly's reins to Vaxi, who mounted the brindle merych with ease. Sen cast his glance at Mizar, awaiting their departure with a pained expression.

“I must be off,” Mizar said to his family. “It is a two-day ride back to Dar, and we must leave now if we are to reach Thage by nightfall.”

“Safe travels, my son.” Deegan hugged him once again. “May Arantha guide you, and the rest of us, through these dark times.”

After embracing Kimur and Mareta, Mizar mounted his merych, giving one final look back as they cantered down the path to the main road. A sudden fear twisted his gut, making him wonder whether the “dark times” Deegan spoke of were even worse than he'd let on, and if he would ever walk upon the green fields of Ghaldyn province again.

* * *

Not much was said during the first two hours of the journey. Sen chose to ride by himself, about fifty yards ahead of Vaxi and Mizar. The boy appeared to be so lost in his own thoughts, he didn't even look back once during that time.

Hearing Vaxi tell the story of the brutal circumstances that led to the Ixtrayu's formation, Mizar couldn't fault them for their suspicious, isolationist ways. Though his own mother had had no place for him in her life, at least he'd been raised by a good father and a loving family. Sen, however, had not; he'd grown up in a home where he was systematically abused and belittled by his father as punishment for his mother's abandonment. When Sen learned that he, too, was born to an Ixtrayu mother, he'd taken it badly. In the past two days, he'd barely spoken at all.

Mizar let out a heavy sigh. Despite being two years removed from the hostile environment Sen grew up in, it was clear his apprentice hadn't yet purged the demons of his traumatic childhood from his memory. Maybe he never would.

Vaxi cleared her throat. She, too, was watching Sen's back. “Mizar?” she asked tentatively, then quickly added, “Um, High Mage?”

Mizar chuckled. “ 'High Mage' is my title, and etiquette decrees you address me as such when we are within the walls of Castle Randar. However, outside those walls, I prefer that my friends call me by my given name.”

“You consider me a friend?”

“Well, you're certainly not my enemy. And given how much conversing we've done since you woke up, I'm not sure 'acquaintance' fits either.” He quirked an eyebrow. “Would you prefer I address you as 'Huntress'?”

Her face reddened, and she smiled. “No, 'Vaxi' is fine.”

“Vaxi it is.”

Her face became serious. “Is Sen angry with me?”

Mizar looked forward. Sen hadn't turned around or had his merych break stride, so if he'd heard his name mentioned, he hadn't reacted. “I don't believe so.”

“Are you sure? I've tried several times to properly thank him for healing me and to apologize for striking him, but whenever I come near, he just walks away.” Her face fell, and Mizar could tell how much Sen's avoidance hurt her.

“He's a good lad,” Mizar said. “Prior to becoming my apprentice, he had a disturbingly rough life.” He went on to relay the details Sen had only recently told him about his upbringing.

“May I ask you something?” Mizar asked.

“Of course.”

He fixed Vaxi with a questioning stare. “Why do the Ixtrayu give up their male offspring?”

Instead of responding, Vaxi absently ran her fingers through Hilly's long, silvery mane.

When no answer came, Mizar added, “Do you even know why?”

She nodded, almost imperceptibly. “I asked my grandmother once. She told me that if men were allowed to remain within the tribe, once they grew up they would stop taking orders from women.” She finally met his gaze. “She went on two Sojourns, you see; once to Darad and once to Imar. She told me the men she met were exactly as she expected: crass, arrogant, and inflexible. She said 'sons always end up like their fathers'. I think most of the tribe feels the same way.”

Mizar's brow crinkled into a frown. “So it's not just about staying hidden for the Ixtrayu. It's about the rulers of your tribe maintaining control.”

Vaxi whipped her head around, giving him an icy scowl. “I've heard stories that in the kingdoms of men, women are not allowed to lead. They're not permitted to learn how to fight, or even how to read or write. Would you have me believe everything is different now?” She turned away with an angry huff.

Mizar bit his tongue. She did have a valid point. Even in Darad, in his opinion the most civilized of the countries of Elystra, women were still considered lesser beings. There were no female soldiers or guards, and even Aridor's wife, Queen Belena, had very little power in matters of state other than as her husband's trusted adviser.

“I will admit that, for the most part, the rights afforded women are not equal to those of men. However, it would seem that the Ixtrayu have low opinions of all those not of their tribe, regardless of their titles, their lands … or their lack thereof.” He paused, waiting for Vaxi to look his way again. “There are many evil men in this world, yes. You had the misfortune to encounter some of them. But despite what you may think, women are not slaves. Outside the borders of Vanda, anyway.”

She let out a few quick breaths as she placed her left hand over the spot in her side where a Vandan arrow had pierced it. “I only have your word for that,” she muttered.

Mizar rolled his eyes, perturbed by this girl's naiveté and stubbornness. “Vaxi, this is the very first time you've ventured beyond the confines of your territory, is it not?”

She nodded.

“Did you not see how much Kimur and Mareta love each other? Did Mareta seem in any way unhappy with her life?”

After a long pause, Vaxi shook her head.

“Your people do indeed have much to fear from men, child,” he said, “but do not believe for one moment that all men resemble the very, very few your people have made contact with over the centuries. While it's true women are not considered equals, they are not slaves either. Our women are our wives, our mothers, our sisters, our daughters. We love them the same as we do the male members of our family.”

“You love them the same,” Vaxi retorted, “but they are not equal.”

Mizar chuffed out a breath. This conversation could conceivably go on for hours, and they would likely make no progress. “Can I at least convince you that our society, or at least a portion of it, is not nearly as bad as you've been led to believe?”

She met his gaze unblinking. “Arantha has put me on the same path as you for a reason. I don't know what that reason is, but …” She paused. “I will reserve my judgment for when I have seen more of this world.”

Mizar nodded. “That's all I ask. And if I may be so bold, your grandmother is wrong; not all sons turn out like their fathers.” He gestured at Sen. “I would wager all the coin in Castle Randar's coffers that whoever Sen's mother is—and I suspect you know who she is—he takes after her in almost every way. Regardless of the circumstances, I daresay he would have been better off being raised by her. He most certainly would have preferred it.”

Vaxi, once again, remained silent. He wondered if, given enough time, he could break through a lifetime of conditioning and open her eyes.

As morning turned to afternoon, Mizar painted for Vaxi the political picture of the continent. It turned out she knew much about the geography, the industry, and the people of each of the six designated countries, but quickly discovered that the Ixtrayu's knowledge of the current political climate was quite out of date; not surprising, since the cessation of the Sojourns precluded any Ixtrayu from gaining any further knowledge.

With the takeover of Agrus by Elzor, Mizar explained, it was imperative he and Sen resume their translation of the prophecies penned by Merdeen the Sage immediately upon their return. Almost a century before, the third High Mage of Darad had correctly envisioned the existence and influence of the Ixtrayu upon an unsuspecting Elystra. Mizar reasoned there had to be more locked within the scrolls chronicling Merdeen's thoughts—inconveniently written in ancient Elystran—that could shed some light on what Elzor's ultimate goals could be. He had his suspicions about what those goals were, given the gravity of his own visions involving Elzaria and two other, as yet unknown, female Wielders. Even with Vaxi's contributions, there were still too many pieces of the puzzle missing.

The city of Thage lay just past the marked border between Ghaldyn province and the slightly smaller region of Shardyn. Much like Mizar's home province, Shardyn was a land of sprawling farms and ranches, and Thage, home to over ten thousand Daradians, was the center of commerce.

Mizar and Vaxi drew their merychs up to Sen as they crested a high hill and beheld the busy streets of Thage below. It had been many years since Mizar had been to Thage. Spread out in a pattern of concentric rings, the buildings increased in size and sturdiness the further inward they went. The regional governor's home stood in the center hub. The offices and homes of lesser officials and bureaucrats comprised the first ring. The second and busiest ring by far was comprised of the markets, where goods meeting every conceivable want or need could be bought or bartered for. The outermost ring consisted of the homes of the majority of Thage's citizenry.

Sen didn't react as Mizar pulled up alongside him. Finally, for the first time since their brief stop earlier in the day to eat and answer nature's call, he met Mizar's gaze. “What is the plan, Master?” he asked.

Mizar reached into his black High Mage cloak and withdrew a small pouch. Selecting three silver coins from within, he handed them to Sen. “There is an inn on the western side of the third ring called the King's Rest. The owner and I are acquainted. This should cover the boarding cost for the three of us as well as our merychs. There is also a very nice dining area for guests. Get three plates of whatever they're serving today, and we'll meet you there.”

“Yes, Master,” Sen said. He didn't seem as emotionally distraught as before, but he still wouldn't look at Vaxi. Mizar made it a priority to have a chat with the boy about his state of mind at the first opportunity. The work that lay ahead of them was of supreme importance, and he needed all of his apprentice's concentration. That would not happen with a black cloud hovering over him. “Where will you be?”

Mizar cast a quick glance at Vaxi before answering. “We have an errand to run. We won't be long.”

“Yes, Master,” Sen repeated, and then he nudged his merych forward. After a few seconds, Mizar and Vaxi followed.

Mizar noticed Vaxi fidgeting in her saddle. She was gripping the reins considerably tighter than she needed to, and her eyes widened as they descended the hill toward Thage.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“I've … I've never seen so many people in one place before.” She gulped. “It's huge.”

He smiled reassuringly. “Living your whole life in a village with only a few hundred women, I can imagine the sight of a city such as Thage would be daunting. However, I can assure you that the people here are friendly. Be respectful to those you encounter, and for the most part, they will return that respect.”

She nodded. “I will do my best.”

“My title affords me much privilege in places like this,” he continued. “And as such, I don't expect we will have to answer many questions. However, until we reach Dar, I would suggest that we keep your true identity a secret.”

“I understand.”

“For the time being, I will introduce you as my cousin Vaxi, who is accompanying me back to Dar. Can you maintain that deception?”

She nodded, and her posture loosened.

“Do you have any questions for me?” he asked.

“Yes.” She gave him a curious look. “Is there anything I need to do while we're here? And what is this errand we are going on?”

Mizar thought for a moment. “Let me do most of the talking, don't wander off, and you'll be fine.” He grinned. “Oh, and please don't shoot anyone.”

She caught his mirthful expression and smiled too. “I couldn't even if I wanted to. All of my arrows were spent in my fight with the Vandans.”

In an exaggerated motion, he ran his fingers through the four-inch tuft of hair dangling from his chin. “Well, that won't do, will it?”







Chapter Seven

On unsteady legs, Maeve made her way up to the Council Chamber, supported by Davin and Runa. Sershi had objected—doctors really were the same no matter where in the galaxy you went—but this particular conversation Maeve had to have with the Council was long overdue.

It was evening, and all of the day's work in the fields and orchards was complete. Those Ixtrayu not enjoying their evening meal in the dining area stood back as they made their way through the crowd. Maeve tried her best to smile and nod as she passed, hoping to generate an aura of friendliness, and to her delight, several of them returned the gesture.

Two chairs had been set up for her and Davin, in a position where they could face Kelia, whose high-backed seat sat at one end of the room. The three Councilors' chairs were arrayed in a semicircle at the other.

As she sat, Maeve gave thanks that the numbness in her legs was ebbing, giving way to an uncomfortable pins-and-needles sensation when she tried to put weight on them. She thanked Runa for the help up the stairs, and the huntress bowed in acknowledgment before exiting the Chamber.

Maeve scanned the room, which featured a large open-air window that looked out upon the Ixtrayan Plateau, the village, and the river that wound its way through. If she craned her neck, she could see a section of the croplands where several small fields of golden grain awaited the first drops of rain of the season.

“Are you nervous, Mom?” Davin asked.

“A little,” she said. “Giving speeches isn't really my thing. I've taught classes before, of course, but I've always done better by showing, not telling.”

“Remember, I'm here if you want me to jump in.”

“Thanks, Dav, but this feels like something I have to do myself.”

Kelia entered the room, greeting them with a nod and a smile before making her way to her seat. Immediately thereafter, Katura, Eloni, and Liana filed in as well. Their faces were emotionless, but Maeve didn't detect any tension or hostility coming from them.

When all were seated, Kelia spoke. “Before we begin, there are some things I feel I must say, to avoid the kind of … disagreement we had in the mountains.”

Maeve winced, recalling every moment of that conversation. Things had been said, voices had been raised, feelings had been hurt, and Kelia had left the next morning. At the time, Maeve assumed that would be the end of their relationship, but fate, or Arantha possibly, had other plans.

“I accept the fact that we on Elystra are not as advanced as you, and that in many ways we remind you of a time on your world when men and women did not coexist like they do today. The system we have created here, in this Plateau,” she moved her arms in a sweeping gesture, “is far from perfect, as you have stated. However, it is what has kept us alive, happy, and prosperous for eight hundred years.”

Maeve nodded. “I understand.”

“That being said,” Kelia addressed the Council, “based on the last few visions I have had since my return, I must make it known that I believe, with all my heart, that the Ixtrayu are entering a period of transition, of upheaval, and, yes, of great danger.”

Katura's mouth opened in a startled gasp. “Protectress?”

Kelia stood, moving over to the three elderly women. “What I am about to tell you is not to leave this room. I must ask you all to swear an oath to keep this to yourselves.”

The Councilors exchanged several anxious glances, then nodded. As one, they placed their left hands on their sternums and then their right hands over their left. Bowing their heads, they spoke in unison, “My word is my bond, and to Arantha I swear my silence.”

“Thank you, Councilors.” Kelia moved over to the window. In a hushed, almost choked whisper, she said, “I have seen, in my mind's eye, the lands and forests of the Ixtrayu destroyed by fire. I have seen our people, burned almost beyond recognition, littering the fields and paths of our village.”

Dead silence. Maeve saw abject shock on the faces of the Council, and her thoughts drifted inward.

My God. She saw that? Is destruction going to follow me and Davin wherever we go?

Liana was the first to recover her voice, casting a wary glance at Maeve. “How … how does it …” She trailed off, unable to complete the sentence.

“I do not know,” Kelia said. “But of one thing I am convinced: Maeve and Davin are not the harbingers of our doom. Because of the steps Arantha has taken to bring us all together, I believe they are, quite possibly, the force for our salvation.”

Eloni's eyes flicked rapidly from Maeve to Davin and back to Kelia. “But it was a vision, Protectress! A vision of the future! How can we prevent what is destined to be?”

Her face firm and resolute, Kelia replied, “Because she would not show us our own destruction unless there was a way to prevent it. After all that's happened,” she indicated Maeve and Davin, “there must be a way.”

“And if there isn't?” Katura asked.

Kelia planted her feet and straightened her back. “Then we shall die as we've always lived: as free women.”

Maeve cleared her throat and held up her hand, drawing the attention of the others. “When we came to Elystra, it was my first priority to not become embroiled in the politics or the natural development of your world.” She cast a glance at Davin. “But everything's changed now. This is where we're supposed to be.”

“Excuse me … Major?” said Liana, looking in Maeve's direction.

“Please, call me Maeve.”

Liana nodded. “Maeve … when you say 'this is where you're supposed to be', do you mean because of the bond you developed with the Protectress as a result of your Sharing, or of the Wielding abilities you developed because of the Stone you found?”

“Neither. Both of those things were amazing, life-altering even, but I was still fully prepared to leave Elystra with the Stone, as Kelia no doubt told you.”

“She did,” said Katura.

Maeve turned to face Kelia. “After you left, we were packing up our campsite, preparing to leave, when I got a message that changed everything.”

“Mom?” Davin said, surprise evident in his eyes. “What are you talking about? What message?”

Maeve's mind went back to the recorded message left by Richard, her late husband, whom she'd grieved for since they had escaped Earth, leaving him behind. Hearing his message had shattered her world so completely, it nearly drove her insane with rage, confusion, and helplessness. The man she loved had betrayed her. If she told Davin what she learned, it would destroy him. He'd idolized his father since birth, and she could not bear to thrust such horrible revelations upon him.

Then again, Davin already knew something had happened to cause her to run screaming from the ship. And he wouldn't let up until he found out what it was. If she refused to tell him, it would only make him angry with her, and if there was one thing in the universe she couldn't bear, that was it.

She reached over and grasped Davin tightly by the hand. “Dav, what I'm about to tell you is … well, it's the hardest thing I've ever had to say. And I worry that when you hear it, it will do to you what it did to me. I don't want to keep this from you, but I don't want to hurt you either. So I give you the choice: stay and hear it, or go wait outside. Which is it to be?”

He didn't even hesitate. “Mom, I was just a kid when I watched our world get taken away from us. It was terrible, but I got through it because of you and Dad. Are you telling me this is worse than that?”

“Yes.” Her face creased in sadness. “Because this involves your father.”

Davin stood up and crossed to the window, oblivious to the five pairs of eyes watching him. He stared out at nothing in particular, his hands clenching and unclenching as he made up his mind. Maeve was grateful that neither Kelia nor the Council interrupted.

Finally, he turned to face her, and just for a moment, he looked more mature than she ever remembered seeing him. It was as if he'd taken the next step to adulthood right in front of her. “Mom, if he did something bad, I want to know about it. I need to know about it.” He pointed out the window at the village. “This situation we're in … we're knee-deep in shite, but at least we're together. If what Kelia says about what's coming is true, then we can't have this hanging over our heads.”
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