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Prologue


It was a world like our own, in an age lost to time. For millennia, humans co-existed peacefully alongside several orders of enchanted beings, the mystics. Without political division or social hierarchy the world’s five known realms were distinguishable only by terrain and climate, with humans and mystics interspersed freely amongst the vast, organic diversity around them.


Aside from a handful of remote island chains, all dry land was limited to a lone continental spread, traversable from coast-to-coast in five days by fleet horse—a lean, powerful breed known for its unrivaled speed and stamina. Despite the land’s modest breadth, however, it was endowed with a staggering array of territories, from lush, humid rainforests to barren, sun-parched desert.


Comprising the mystics were three distinct orders, each distinguishable by appearance, ability, and nature.


First were the Masdazii, or matter-mystics. Ceaselessly practical in nature, the Masdazii averaged a head taller than the typical human, though they were most easily recognizable by their girth. Their thick, soft bodies and pale, thin, almost translucent skin belied the coarseness of their disposition. All the same, the Masdazii governed the composition and properties for all inanimate objects, from the tallest mountains down to the infinitesimally minute particles within them.


The second mystic tribe was the Lii-jit, or life-mystics. The Lii-jit contrasted rather starkly against the portly, sallow matter-mystics. Their comparatively compact height and lean, muscular bodies left them ideally suited to a highly agile existence. Also differing from the Masdazii was the Lii-jit’s tendency toward impulsiveness and passion. They governed the natural life cycle of all living things, from before birth, through a healthy existence, and into the transition to the next world.


While the life-mystics guided all living things to the next world, on their arrival, they were governed by the final band of mystics, the Ohlinn, or spirit-mystics. The Ohlinn served as a channel between this world and the next, unifying the spirits of all sentient beings whether human or mystic. These tall, slender beings possessed long, dark hair with a streak of silver cascading behind each ear and moved with the grace of a gentle evening breeze.


Together, the three mystic tribes brought order to the world, with each both supporting and relying upon the others.


Overseeing this grand orchestration was a single, all powerful being, the Voduss Grei, more commonly called the Gray Mystic. From a soaring, white, sacred tower, encircled by a jagged volcanic crater deep within the Bray desert, the reigning Gray Mystic sat in quiet contemplation, perpetually in tune with the spiritual and material oscillation of the surrounding world.


When imbalance struck, as tends to happen amidst the machinations of living things, and one domain began overtaking the others, the Gray Mystic would be prompted into action. Silently intuiting his will into his mystic followers, the Gray Mystic would incite whatever response was deemed necessary to avert the crisis and once again restore order. Life, matter, and spirit, in perfect synchronicity.


The noble lineage of the Voduss Grei continued in this manner, uninterrupted for millennia, until the time of Noryssin, the last of the Gray Mystics. For five generations, Noryssin faithfully fulfilled his duty, maintaining and facilitating the balance of all worldly things.


Until a fateful vision spurred Noryssin to unleash a series of catastrophic events, beginning with the destruction of Merrin Ells, an idyllic human village by the sea. It was the first of what came to be known as Noryssin’s Three Betrayals, and it thrust the world into chaos.











CHAPTER ONE


In the distance, a flicker of light burst into the night, followed by the faint rattle of thunder. Standing alone in a grassy field littered with tents, wagons and supply crates, the young man glanced up at the cloud-filled sky and forced a breath into his chest. Composing himself, he wrapped his fingers tightly around the hilt of his still-sheathed sword and resumed his watch.


For twelve long nights Hajassin had assumed the duty of evening sentry, wading slowly through the encampment while the other soldiers slept, ensuring the army’s safety as they traversed the vast and ever-changing landscape, perpetually assured by those around him that they would soon be at their destination.


Hajassin gazed upon the array of canopies around him, illuminated by the light of the camp’s dying central fire. He was surrounded by mercenaries. Warriors. Murderers. The most skilled, ruthless, and loyal fighters from the farthest reaches of the known world. The greatest human army ever assembled.


Hajassin was not like them—that much he knew. The others seemed acutely aware of the fact as well, relegating him to the most menial of chores. Tasks reserved for either the broken-down old soldiers or the uselessly young: cooking, laundering, tending to minor wounds inflicted upon the true warriors during combat training. And night sentry.


Scarcely a month prior, Hajassin had been toiling amidst the drudgery of modest village life when the caravan arrived, searching for fit, passionate recruits. Despite the protests of his mother, his fate was sealed. The allure of participating in a war against a seemingly insurmountable enemy proved too great a temptation to resist. For a young man scarcely beyond the crest of adolescence, it was the promise of glory and adventure. However, the further he ventured from the security of his family and the closer he drew toward the looming specter of war, the more he began to realize he had made a grave mistake.


Far ahead, scarcely visible in the haze of moonlight, was their destination. A thick ridge of black jutting up along the horizon. A vast, towering forest containing countless lives the human army aimed to descend upon at first morning light. The enemy.


A second flash of light lit up the clouds ahead as Hajassin made his way toward the settlement’s outer perimeter, nerves mounting with every step. A rumbling echoed across the sky, louder than before. Hajassin partially unsheathed his sword at the sound, nervously peering over both shoulders. The crisp, static-laced night air filled his nostrils as he glanced up at the sky. It seemed as though the very weather itself were bristling with aggression. Ever since joining the cursed army, nearly every day had been met with some form of anomalous climate issue, from bitter cold winds to droughts, to sudden, torrential downpours.


Reassured that he was still alone, Hajassin ventured forth, further from the light of the settlement’s central fire and toward the posts where the numerous transport and riding animals were kept.


“Almost there,” mouthed the young soldier as he passed the final pair of tents, his heartbeat throbbing loudly in his ear.


He was rapidly approaching the point of no return. Abandoning his post would doubtless be met with swift consequences, while the punishment for attempting to defect from his army on the eve of battle would most assuredly be worse. An unfortunate caveat of joining the great human cause was that there were only two ways of leaving the army: death and victory. Hajassin feared the former and cared not for the bloodshed needed to attain the latter. He just wanted to go home.


He weaved through the rows of resting pack mules and powerful, elegant fleet horses, gently patting their sides as he passed by to keep them calm. For each of the past twelve nights, Hajassin had played his escape over and over in his head. He had even picked out the very fleet horse he planned to take—fast enough to take him far from the army, while small enough to be manageable for a novice rider. Unfortunately, it had taken him the entirety of the past twelve nights to muster both the courage and the desperation to attempt his escape.


But the time had come.


Finding his pre-selected horse, Hajassin thoughtfully loosened the horse’s tether and began leading it from the pack. As he did so, a crash of thunder rolled down from above, this time in near-perfect sync with the flash of lightning. The storm had arrived.


Hajassin placed a hand upon the horse’s back, on the verge of mounting his ride, when another sound emerged from the settlement behind him.


“Soldier,” a voice called out, “I question the value of a sentry who abandons what he has been charged with protecting.”


A wave of dread washed over Hajassin.


“My—my Lord—” he stuttered, his legs growing weak as he slowly turned around.


“Unless, of course, you were merely ripe with enthusiasm over our impending attack,” smirked the figure. “However, as I made clear some time ago, we strike the mystics with the rise of the morning sun, still several hours yet.”


“Lakos—” muttered Hajassin, frozen in place as the figure approached.


“You know you mustn’t leave,” said Lakos, continuing to draw nearer to the frantic young man. “Not now.”


By the light of the dying fire, Hajassin could see that Lakos’s normally tied, blonde, shoulder-length hair now fell messily to the sides of his face. Still, the tussled look did nothing to soften his cold, penetrating stare. And while he had, for the evening, abandoned the tarnished metal armor that typically shielded his chest, his omnipresent longsword still clung loyally to his hip.


“My lord… I’m sorry,” said Hajassin, tears welling in his eyes. “I’m not a soldier. I can’t do this.”


Lakos drew closer still, hands held up acceptingly. “My boy—Hajassin, is it? I appreciate that this is all a lot to take in. We stand on the precipice of greatness. We are, all of us, on the verge of becoming legends. Liberating humans from mystic tyranny. It’s our time to reign. There is no other place in all the known world where an ambitious young human should wish to be.”


“But Lakos, I’m not like you!” cried Hajassin. “I’m just a boy from a simple village. I hold no ill intent toward the mystics.”


Lakos’s eyes lit up. “But don’t you see? You’re exactly like me,” he said. “I, too, was merely a boy from a simple village. I was younger than you when the Gray Mystic Noryssin and his wretched kind saw fit to destroy my home, my world, and my life.” He glanced wistfully up at the night sky. “The night of Noryssin’s Three Betrayals, the sky was alight with stars. Far greater than tonight. But once that mystic demon unleashed his fury upon us, everything changed. Every star above suffocated by a blanket of gray. Of course, you were but a spark in your mother’s eye at the time, but surely you’ve heard the tales.”


Not waiting for a reply, Lakos continued. “The rains, pelting relentlessly down upon us. The rolling seas, battering our homes with waves the size of the sacred tower itself. And then those cursed Masdazii matter-mystics appearing and joining in the massacre.” He looked over to Hajassin, whose gaze had shifted from his accuser to the dark, open field ahead. Taking a step towards the young soldier, Lakos scoffed. “Am I boring you, boy?”


“My lord, not at all,” replied Hajassin, returning his nervous gaze to Lakos. “I know the legend very well.”




“Ha!” burst Lakos. “A legend. Is that all it is to you? A fantasy, kept safely at arm’s length? Might I impress upon you that this is all very real. I feel it as if the past thirty years have been but a heartbeat. The passage of time does not lay its dust upon certain memories. Certain actions. And the consequences of that night plague our kind to this day. And that is exactly why we are charged with this task—why I was chosen by the fates, whoever they may be, to bring the human order to greatness. Why, the villainous Gray Mystic himself knew it was so when he was spurred to attack. And while he succeeded in leaving my cherished home in ruin, he failed to take my life. For no being can alter the course of fate, no matter how greatly he may wish to do so. And as your so-called legend tells, I have spent thirty long years acquiring both the skill and the army to see that future realized.” His eyes softened a touch as he edged closer to the young soldier. “Hajassin, my boy, see this fate realized alongside me and future generations will speak of your legend. This is our fate.”


Hajassin, his hand still resting upon his horse, glanced briefly back to the dark forest ahead.


Taking notice, Lakos grasped the hilt of his longsword, but kept it securely in its sheath. “Listen, boy,” he said sternly. “This discussion is finished. You are a soldier in my army and you will obey my instruction. You will remain with us until we have launched our attack. And then, if you still live, you may return home to your family.”


Hajassin shook his head just as a loud crack of thunder burst out from above. The sudden sound caused his fleet horse to jolt a half-stride forward which, in turn, pulled Hajassin slightly off balance. The jarring sequence also served to rob Hajassin of his inhibitions. Like a tightly coiled spring suddenly released, a torrent of thoughts and fears and frustrations came streaming forth. “I’m sorry—but I can’t. This is wrong. I can’t be a part of decimating an entire mystic order. And why the Ohlinn? The legend says that it was only the Masdazii, the matter-mystics, who supported Noryssin’s siege on Merrin Ells. In fact, I always thought that the Ohlinn spirit-mystics actually came to the aid of Merrin Ells during the attack.” His tirade complete and the dread of consequence now upon him, Hajassin felt his knees grow weak.


“Aid?” Lakos laughed, the rage in his eyes betraying his composure. “Self-preservation, perhaps, but aid—I think not. The Ohlinn happened to reside in the very forest that borders Merrin Ells. When Noryssin and his oafish Masdazii minions were burning, drowning and battering my people, they merely feared that the attack would spill over into the Valla Forest. They confronted the Masdazii not to defend humans, but to ensure that the battle stayed confined to a human village.”


“But is that just cause to decimate their kind?” asked Hajassin, unable to restrain himself.


“The Ohlinn must pay for their selfishness. The Masdazii for their deeds,” Lakos replied.


Hajassin felt his fate grow increasingly dim with every adversarial word, yet he couldn’t stop. “And the Lii-jit? They were not involved whatsoever in Noryssin’s Three Betrayals. And yet if you strive to rid the world of all mystic orders, then they, too, must be eliminated.”


“There is blood on the hands of the life-mystics as well, my boy. Failure to act justly—failure to act at all—is as great a violation of morality as the crime itself. They are all guilty, and the time has come for all mystics to pay the ultimate price. And if you, Hajassin, will not be a part of their justice, then I’m afraid that your battle must end tonight.” Lakos stepped towards Hajassin, who darted back accordingly.


“And where precisely do you plan to go?” asked Lakos calmly. “Your options are few. The only human village within range is Merrin Ells, and I assure you, they would not be welcoming of a defecting soldier.”




Hajassin glanced over toward the forest, and then quickly back to Lakos.


A wide smile stretched across Lakos’s face. “I see. You expect to ride through to the Valla Forest and into the waiting embrace of the Ohlinn. Ha!” He laughed heartily. “Those despised spirit-mystics have shown clearly their ambivalence toward human peril. I can only imagine how they would receive a human soldier diverged from the very army set out to destroy them.”


Lakos then hastened his approach, coming to within five strides of the frightened sentry. “But all of that is quite irrelevant, I’m afraid,” he snarled, “As if you dare alert the Ohlinn to our plans, you had better pray that they protect you from me.”


Hajassin could now see several soldiers exiting their tents, roused by the commotion.


“Get back!” screamed Hajassin, unsheathing his sword and waving it at Lakos, struggling to maintain control over its considerable heft. “Don’t come any closer, I’m warning you!”


Lakos drew nearer, his face cast in cold stone. “I’m afraid we have moved beyond warnings, young soldier. For my men must know that dissent will not be tolerated. I am truly sorry, but you must be made an example of.”


With Lakos almost within arm’s reach, Hajassin stepped back, coming up against the now-liberated horse. Startled, he dropped his sword and glanced behind him. Forced into full commitment of his attempted escape, he turned to his horse and, in one fluid motion, mounted it and took off as quickly as he could toward the ominous forest ahead.


“Stop him!” shouted Lakos, waving the other soldiers to mount their horses and take off in pursuit.


Riding low on his horse as he urged it forward, Hajassin could hear the sound of the other soldiers gaining ground. He also began to feel the first drops of rain spotting against his face as the roars of thunder continued to amplify. Then, as the towering border of trees grew nearer, a bright flash of lightning lit up the terrain ahead. In it, he could see a stationary form directly in front of him, blocking his path to the forest.


Following the lightning strike, the path in front of him once again grew dim, save for a faint glow of blue. Hajassin’s desperation for escape was quickly obscured by confusion over exactly what lay ahead. A second flash of lightning brought instant clarity to the scene. There was a small wagon, led by a strange animal, the silhouette of which he could not decipher, and a lone figure. The being stood tall but crooked and disturbingly thin, with a sphere of blue light swirling in the air above its cupped hands. The blue was also reflected in the eyes of the being, as it stood calmly in his path.


Hajassin was transfixed by the light. He could not look away. Within moments, the sound of his pursuers drowned out into a murmur of white noise. He had also grown oblivious to the faint mist of rain now descending upon the grassy plain. His focus was completely, inescapably, bound to the soft, blue glow and the slender form projecting it.


His ambition to retreat into the Valla Forest slipped from his consciousness. Hajassin slowed his horse, stopping mere strides from the strange figure.


The group of soldiers racing toward him also stopped to observe from a distance what was unfolding, while Lakos continued ahead.


The mysterious figure glanced up to see Lakos draw near, the swirling blue orb above his hands promptly vanishing into nothingness.


“This does not concern you, stranger,” shouted Lakos. “Just continue on your way and leave our business to us.”


“I’m afraid it does concern me,” replied the figure cryptically.


The weathered old soul stood in front of an equally worn rock leopard, so named for its broad, angular gray-black shoulders. Strung across the animal’s shoulders was a round object, roughly the size of a wine barrel, concealed by a tarp and tied tight around the rock leopard’s chest.


The figure’s sapphire eyes burned brightly, framed by a sallow and mottled complexion. His long, fine gray hair bore the faintest suggestion of contrast against the distinctive light streaks that ran across each temple. The faded, frayed cotton garments identified with his kind hung loosely over his depleted frame, billowing in the cool night breeze.


“You are an Ohlinn!” snarled Lakos, unsheathing his sword while still astride his horse.


“Indeed, I am,” replied the figure. “Or at least, was once, long ago.”


Lakos’s eyes burned as he looked down upon the sorry figure. “In that case, I’m afraid I must agree with you. This does concern you, as it does the rest of your kind. For I have been tasked with ridding the world of every living mystic, Ohlinn or otherwise, and it appears that I will be starting with you. After, of course, we dispatch our mutinous young soldier here.”


“Might I suggest an alternate strategy,” replied the figure, slowly reaching into his pocket and revealing a small dagger. He tossed it to the ground by Hajassin’s feet.


Still seemingly lost in a haze, Hajassin slowly knelt down and picked up the dagger.


“You old fool,” laughed Lakos. “The blade will do the boy no good. You do not know who you are dealing with,” he remarked, holding his sword high as he brought his horse toward Hajassin.


The strange old Ohlinn merely grinned as he looked down at the young human, his sapphire eyes seeming to glow brighter still.


Hajassin rose, dagger in hand, and looked up at Lakos with eyes wide and forlorn. Before Lakos could strike the boy down, he watched in disbelief as Hajassin plunged the dagger deep into his own chest, falling to the rain-soaked ground.


Lakos looked to the Ohlinn, speechless.


“I know quite well who you are, Lord Lakos,” said the old mystic. “And I come to tell you that there are more ways to defeat an enemy than simple force.” The frail spirit-mystic knelt down by the boy and retrieved his dagger, wiping it clean against the grass and sliding it into his pocket.


“Who are you, and how do you know who I am?” asked Lakos. “And why are you helping us when we seek to destroy your kind?”


The old Ohlinn’s craggy smile grew wider still. “All answers in due time, my lord. But first, I humbly request entry into your camp. I have traveled across many lands to reach you and my weary bones are in desperate need of warmth. Besides, the longer we stay at the threshold of the Valla Forest, the greater the chance an Ohlinn sentry will grow aware of your presence.”


But Lakos sat firm atop his horse. “I will do no such thing. You know of our presence here and our mission. And I know the devious ways of your kind—you could have already warned the rest of your order using Ohlinn telepathy. I should have already killed you.”


The old Ohlinn laughed, his voice weak and dry. “Lakos, you are all that I expected. However, you have much to learn of Ohlinn ways. But more importantly, I should impress upon you that I am no longer part of the Ohlinn order, and I have not been for quite some time. I spent my life serving another, until his actions thirty years ago left us all in disarray.”


Lakos was dumbfounded. “Gris Hallis,” he finally muttered, still in disbelief. “The fallen Ohlinn.”


For several tense moments Lakos glared down at the old mystic, scrutinizing him while Gris Hallis stood his ground, awaiting a response.


Seeming to fight against his intuition, Lakos finally conceded, waving the old spirit-mystic forward as he turned and led his men back to the settlement.











CHAPTER TWO


Lakos watched as the old Ohlinn leaned over the settlement’s rekindled fire, rubbing the circulation back into his bony shoulders. By this time, the misting rain had dissipated enough to bathe the camp in soft moonlight, as dozens of now-alert soldiers whispered amongst themselves to assess the situation.


“Tell me, old mystic,” asked Lakos, gazing into the fire, “how did you stop that soldier? He took his own life, but somehow, you were controlling him.”


“There is a depth to mystic ability far beyond that your kind have knowledge of,” replied Gris Hallis with a gentle grin. “However, I am here to educate you.”


Lakos was perplexed. “Why did you come to me?”


Gris Hallis’s eyes slowly shut, savoring the warmth. “I’ve been waiting a long time for you.” He grinned. “For Noryssin’s prophecy to come to light.” He suddenly turned from the fire, his eyes now affixed to Lakos, alight with their own sapphire blaze. “Following the siege of Merrin Ells, I watched the world both recover and fall to pieces yet again. With the sacred tower, my home, in ruin, I was forced into lands I had seen only in visions. I saw a world without direction, hope or guidance. I saw bonds between beings forged through the ages suddenly dissolve, and it broke my heart.”


“Your senility paints a touching picture,” sneered Lakos, growing tense. “But the world under Noryssin was far from idyllic. We were prisoners, all of us. Trapped under his ultimate authority. Even you, his… apprentice.” The word bitterly left his lips.


“We were instruments in a grand orchestration,” retorted Gris Hallis. “Noryssin’s role was simply that of the conductor, without whom, our own gifts would be lost in a din of chaos.”


“Chaos is a small price to pay for free will!” shouted Lakos.




Unaffected by the outburst, the old spirit-mystic continued. “Following Noryssin’s betrayals, through this supposed free will, as you call it, the sacred bond between humans and mystics was fractured. The three mystic orders retreated back to their lands of origin—the Masdazii to their maze of cliff side tunnels, the Lii-jit to the Sani-jai rainforest, and the Ohlinn to the safety of the Valla Forest. I saw it all unfolding right before my eyes.”


“And the world was a better place because of it,” spat Lakos.


“On the contrary,” said Gris Hallis. “Without the Gray Mystic’s unifying force, universal balance was lost. Surely you witnessed this happening, the same as I? Lands, long protected by subtly guiding forces, suddenly devastated by an endless string of natural disasters. Dry, desert plains sieged by torrential downpours. Lush, thick forests assaulted by scalding heat waves and battering winds. The world that I so dearly loved had become a disjointed and dangerous place, growing all the more dangerous with each passing day. Of course, I could not expect you, or any other human, to realize that such phenomena were in fact the consequence of a world in chaos. But I assure you, there is no other explanation.”


“That still does not explain why you now stand before the very human destined to destroy your kind.” Lakos moved directly in front of Gris Hallis, staring into his eyes with barely a stride between them. “I shall ask you one final time. Why did you come here?”


“Following the end of the Voduss Grei lineage, I knew it was only a matter of time before the one prophesized by Noryssin would emerge to restore it. Utilizing one of the few remnants of Ohlinn life I still retained, I would meditate for days on end, desperate for a glimpse of the world’s next great leader. And it did not take long for my wish to come true. I saw you, venturing across the realms, absorbing whatever knowledge anyone was willing to pass down to you. You were patient, methodical in your quest, forcing me to do likewise. Over the years, I could see you growing stronger, mastering military strategy, and assimilating volumes of techniques and tricks gleaned from the furthest reaches of the known world. Never before had I seen a human with such conviction, such singularity of purpose. I knew you were the one. And, not surprisingly, so did others. I saw your own following begin, swiftly growing into the impassioned army I now see before me.”


“A romanticized vision if ever there was one,” replied Lakos, “but your flattery falls on deaf ears.” He slowly withdrew his sword and circled the broken-down old mystic. “And so, you’ve been watching me, studying me. Which means that you know who I am, and exactly what I’m capable of. And yet you, whose former master thrust me to this fate, come to me of your own accord. Surely your great insights have intuited that this encounter will not end well for you.”


“It is the actions of my former master that brought me here,” replied Gris Hallis. “When Noryssin betrayed the humans of Merrin Ells, he betrayed us all. He took from me the only life I had ever known. But following that night, when he told me that he had no choice but to destroy the sacred tower as well, I could see the fear in his eyes. He knew that despite his savagery, he had failed to kill the one in his vision. The human who would one day assume his throne. And where he saw despair, I saw hope.”


“How very astute,” said Lakos. “But the fact remains, you were closer to Noryssin than any being. And I am to believe that you are now my ally? I am the chosen one!” he shouted. “I am your master’s nightmare!”


Gris Hallis was not fazed. “I do not deny my origin. I was born Ohlinn and left the security of the Valla Forest as a youth to serve Noryssin, the last of the sacred Voduss Grei, from within the sacred tower,” he declared, solemnly gazing into the flames. “Nor do I deny my dedication to his rule, or my level of involvement in all actions preceding that fateful night. When Noryssin took me from my life with the Ohlinn, it was with the ambition of cultivating a successor. You see, he had ruled the five realms for longer than any Gray Mystic before him. He knew that despite his great power, his time in this world was finite. And so great was his love for the world and all life upon it that he wished to ensure its continued prosperity. I, and I alone, was granted access into the sacred tower, and the great many secrets within it. Groomed as his successor, until he determined that I was unworthy to receive this greatest and ultimate responsibility. By that time, Noryssin looked upon me as a son, trusting me completely to serve as his proxy for all affairs taking place beyond the boundaries of the Inner Realm. But, for reasons never revealed to me, I was eventually deemed unsuitable to succeed him as the next Voduss Grei. At first, I was enraged, of course. Convinced that he had grown senile in his old age, crazed and unwilling to relinquish his power. Surely, I was more than fitting to take his place, to do what he had done. To lead, to create, to rule.” Gris Hallis turned from the fire to face Lakos, his sapphire eyes glistening in the moonlight. “Or so I thought.”


Lakos merely stood and watched the old mystic tell his tale, as the sea of soldiers surrounding him did likewise.


“It took many years and much suffering to realize and accept my place in the universe,” continued Gris Hallis. “Noryssin was right. My dear Lakos, I am no more a leader than you are a humble fisherman. But that does not mean that I am without great power. You seek to govern all that you see, all that exists in this world. The ground beneath us, the birds, fish, mountains, the breeze, the rain, the men. The mystics. My dear Lakos, I come to tell you that the breadth of your future kingdom far exceeds that which you can merely see with your eyes. And I come to tell you that in order to see your fate realized, you must first take this fractured world and once again make it whole. Not to blindly destroy those for whom your hatred burns, but to rebuild what has been destroyed. Is the momentary satisfaction of taking the lives of your enemies not inferior to the undying pleasures of ruling over them? There is a great empire at your fingertips, a world of servants laid out before you. It is true that one must know his enemy in order to defeat him. And the powers of the mystic orders cannot be obtained solely through violence.”


“Neither I nor my men require any assistance from an old wizard,” replied Lakos. “My entire life has been in preparation for the battle we shall soon be engaging in. My men have trained, bled, and sacrificed in anticipation of this moment. If you think that I will cast those years aside to be influenced by you, of all beings, then you severely underestimate both my intelligence and my convictions. My army shall strike the Ohlinn at first light—the dawn of a new age that you shall regrettably not be part of.”


“I came to you on this night to stop you from your attack,” protested Gris Hallis.


Lakos laughed heartily. “You contradictory old fool. First you profess to aid my quest, and now you have the gall to speak of impeding me. However, if nothing else, you have succeeded in justifying the extermination of your kind. All the same, the boldness of your attempt to sway me did not go unnoticed. And so I will show you this one kindness. I suggest that you return to whatever dark shadow you emerged from, Gris Hallis, and allow me to fulfill my destiny. This world has no further use for you.”


“Are you or are you not the subject of Noryssin’s great and ominous vision?” asked Gris Hallis bluntly, taking a step back from the fire. “For the last of the Gray Mystics did not envision the mere destruction of the mystic orders, or even their enslavement. He foresaw the rise of a new ruler—a human ruler—taking his place atop the throne of the Voduss Grei. The king of all known worlds. A god. And if that is the fate that you envision for yourself, then there is but one path to take.” He paused for a moment, the faintest smirk upon his face. “And only I possess the knowledge to take you there.”


Lakos shook his head. “I must admit, old wizard, you paint an intriguing picture. But you make promises that cannot be fulfilled. As appealing as it would be to force the mystics into subservience, I know their kind well enough to know that they would sooner perish than live under human rule. A mortal human cannot assume the throne of the Voduss Grei. It has never been done.”


“It can be done,” said Gris Hallis, “I have a way.”


Lakos paused for a moment, unable to stifle his mounting curiosity. “You have until sunrise to convince me. And if you don’t, then this war—and this world—shall move on without you.”


At that moment, the object concealed on the back of the rock leopard emitted a groan.


Regaining a spryness in his step, Gris Hallis smiled widely as he loped back to his pack animal, grabbed a corner of the tarp, and pulled it to the side.


Lying atop the leopard’s back was a small, muscular figure on its side, curled tightly with its knees to its chest and tightly bound with loop upon loop of rope. It wore dark, well-tailored leather garments stained with blood and a headband of brown and red beads wrapped around messy waves of brown hair that framed a bruised, tan-colored face.


“I must admit, violence does have its place. From time-to-time,” said Gris Hallis, pride thick in his voice.


Lakos cautiously approached the figure, which was barely conscious and obviously in pain.


“A Lii-jit,” he muttered, contempt on his lips. “Life-mystic. No doubt a challenge to catch, I grant you that. But what are we to do with it?” Lakos grasped the small mystic by the hair and abruptly lifted its head. “One life-mystic? One of these blasphemous creatures is of no use to me. I need them all.”


“It starts with one, my lord,” said Hallis. “Moths to a flame.”


Off in the distance, streaks of electricity flickered across the sky, and the faint rumblings of thunder echoed.


A storm was coming.











CHAPTER THREE


“Where… is your father?” asked Thayliss, struggling to hammer a plank of wood over the broad, open, window as the cold rain blew inside, blinding him. His normally shaggy, light-brown hair was soaked, pasted across the side of his face by the relentless gale. His light, loose-fitting cotton garments also clung to his chilled skin, soaked by the blustering torrent.


“I think he’s gone outside again,” replied Leysiia. She dashed around the kitchen, retrieving various fruits as they rolled along the wooden floorboards and placing them into a ram’s hide bag. Suddenly she stopped and turned to face Thayliss—a panicked look in her shimmering sapphire eyes. “He’s been acting strange lately, and he won’t tell me why. Thayliss, I’m worried about him.”


Hastily securing the board in place, Thayliss went to Leysiia, placed a hand against her smooth, alabaster cheek, and gently swept the soaked, gray-streaked hairs back behind her ear. He leaned close and kissed her tenderly.


“I’m sure he’s fine. Your father just wants to keep us safe. He knows what he’s doing. After all, like you always say, your father’s father was the architectural brains behind this entire settlement. Or was it your father’s father’s father?” he asked with a gentle smile. A loud crack of thunder raged overhead. “Nonetheless,” Thayliss conceded, “I’ll tell him he can finish his work after the storm’s let up.”


Leysiia forced a smile and resumed her activity as several wooden bowls rolled from a cabinet and hit the unstable floor.


Thayliss raced from the kitchen, across the main living quarters, and toward the main entrance, feeling his balance wane with every powerful wind gust. With all the fortitude he could muster, Thayliss ventured past the threshold and out into the bursting gales.




“Leonorryn!” he shouted, squinting through the pelting rain. The screaming wind was near deafening, but he thought he detected a response. “Leonorryn, where are you?” he shouted again, this time hearing nothing.


Thayliss steadied his footing and cautiously edged farther from the cabin’s entrance and into the dense thicket one-hundred-and-fifty strides above the ground.


While striking in its ornate carved doorways, arches, and crossbeams, the small wooden treetop cabin was otherwise no different than the fifty or sixty others in the area. Though he could barely see, Thayliss noticed each surrounding abode jostling harshly in the torrents, each home’s residents no doubt huddled together in the central room, praying for the storm to abate. For a brief instant, at the mercy of the elements while far above the forest floor, he cursed that his own family had to be the exception to the rule.


“Thay—liss,” a voice weakly called out.


It was from directly below.


Thayliss reached for a sturdy branch and, holding on with all his might, lowered himself to the branch beneath. While negotiating precarious treetops had become near second nature to him over the years, sometimes he still felt like exactly what he was: a human who, by the grace of the spirits, found himself stuck up a tree. And this was certainly one of those instances.


Squatting on the lower branch, Thayliss could see the underside of the cabin. At the base of the structure was Leonorryn, hammering a small wooden wedge at the convergence of the cabin’s underside and the two thick intersecting branches it rested upon.


“Thayliss,” the old mystic shouted, seemingly glued to the small branch his legs wrapped tightly around. “I just need to stabilize the structure. Go back inside. It’s too dangerous out here!”


It was just as Thayliss had expected. While the old Ohlinn had always been fiercely protective of his family, for the past two days his concern had grown to obsession, though neither Thayliss nor Leysiia knew why. Feeling his grasp slip ever-so-slightly, Thayliss again wrapped his arms around the nearest branch. “The structure is fine. We’re both fine. You need to come inside!” he shouted, knowing the old man well enough to know that it would be of no use.


Leonorryn shook his head and continued his work. “I’m almost finished. Just a few more beams. Now return to Leysiia. You’ll break your neck out here.”


Thayliss wouldn’t relent. “I’m not going anywhere without you!”


Leonorryn paused for a moment before nodding. “You’re right.” He leaped from one branch to another toward Thayliss, seemingly impervious to the pelting rain and wind. Before Thayliss could utter another word, the old mystic was next to him, placing a comforting hand on his shoulder. “Let’s go inside,” he said.


Thayliss was too wet, too exhausted, and too frightened to respond. With the agility of a lemur, Leonorryn sprang up to a higher branch, heading toward the cabin’s entrance.


As Thayliss reached up to grab the branch above, a bolt of lightning struck the massive Valla oak. The giant tree recoiled from the blow, and Thayliss’s foothold was gone. His hand peeled into the bark of the branch above, desperately searching for traction. But there was none.


He felt himself fall, whipped mercilessly by countless branches as he saw his cabin—his life—up above grow ever smaller.











CHAPTER FOUR


“The Valla Forest awaits,” Gris Hallis said, pointing a slender, bony hand through the falling rain toward the dark, ominous thicket ahead.


Lakos called his fleet horse to a stop next to where the old spirit-mystic stood. Behind them, the caravan of rebels and mercenaries seethed in anticipation.


“If this is a trap,” warned Lakos, “my horse will wear your spine around his neck—assuming you have one, of course.”


“My lord,” replied Hallis, “I assure you, I am your ally on this quest. And you forget, my brief time living among the spirit-mystics is but a distant, faded memory. The sacred white tower was my true home. A home to which I dearly wish to return. I want your prophecy realized as much as you do. Once the Ohlinn have fallen and we harness their power, the final two Mystic orders will most assuredly follow suit. But I do respectfully insist that we act swiftly, as the Ohlinn are a most alert breed. Overcautious, suspicious, paranoid. They are as likely to detect our presence, our intent, and vanish as they are to fall into our trap.”


“This is your trap,” sneered Lakos. “And your one opportunity to prove your worth to me. You promise me infinite power, but take heed—should you fail me, you will feel the same cold steel tearing through your heart as your brethren. I wager that the multitude of loyal soldiers now surrounding you would love nothing better than to see that come to light. After all, you profess to deny them the spilling of mystic blood that I had long promised them.”


“Fear not,” said Gris Hallis, “I assure you, before your ambitions are fully realized, there will be a great many opportunities for your men to relish the violence they so desperately crave.”




“Have at it then, wizard,” said Lakos. “Bring me my kingdom.”


“As you wish,” replied Hallis, walking back to the caravan.


One of the larger horses was hitched to a cage wagon, its solid steel bars surrounding the battered Lii-jit. On the floor inside the cage the young life-mystic sat, a ball of muscular tension, breathing heavy, labored puffs of air.


The leather ropes with which he had been bound were now replaced with a lone metal shackle around his left wrist, adjoined to a chain extending outside the mobile prison’s bars. The chain terminated in a large spool mounted on the side of the wagon beside a hand-crank mechanism. At the base and the apex of each corner of the cell was a small, irregular fragment of yellowed stone, eight in all, innocuously affixed to the intersecting wooden crossbeams by thin straps of leather.


“First, my lord, we try this the hard way.” Gris Hallis turned to the seething Lii-jit and grasped the hand crank. “Now, now, my dear life-mystic, it is time for you to lend a helping hand.”


Gris Hallis began slowly turning the crank. With each revolution, the chain attached to the Lii-jit’s left arm grew increasingly taut. Within moments, the furious, frightened life-mystic was being dragged across the floor of the wagon toward Gris Hallis. With one final crank, the mystic’s left arm was pulled between the wagon’s bars, outstretched to its maximum in front of Gris Hallis’s eager, glowing eyes.


The small figure writhed in protest, fighting to liberate its arm as it jutted out vulnerably from the wagon and into the rainy night.


Gris Hallis turned to Lakos and slowly withdrew a slender, curved blade from his pocket, scarcely thinner or longer than the willowy hands that wielded it. “They say determining the age of a Lii-jit is next to impossible. That after childhood, the musculature takes on such a gradual progression so as to lead some to believe that these little fellows are in fact immortal. But just as their silence does not mean they cannot speak, an imperceptible aging process does not preclude death. Or injury.”


Lakos grew restless. “You’ve proved a scholarly point. Now let’s have it.”


Gris Hallis retained his composure, clearly delighting in the moment. “You see, from my lifetime of experience, I could ascertain that what we have here is a young adolescent male. And herein lies the paradox. As a mystic of any order grows into old age, his powers dissipate. However, it may also be—”


“And what of the mystic elders, and their supposed power?” interjected Lakos.


Gris Hallis nodded gently. “It is true that mystic elders once proved the exception to this rule. However, following the dissolution of the Voduss Grei, the designation of elder is little more than a figurehead. A thinly veiled declaration of senility.” The old Ohlinn cleared his throat and continued. “Now, accompanying the enhanced strength and vigor of a mature, adult mystic is increased wisdom and, with it, an understanding of the fragility of life. As such, despite whatever strength or gifts he may possess, an adult mystic is inherently more receptive to gentle methods of persuasion. Meanwhile, a younger mystic—” He jarred the chain still farther, causing noticeable pain on the face of the Lii-jit. “—such as the one we have here, may be too young to appreciate fully the danger he is in. As such, compliance dwindles. He is, however, at an age brimming with unbridled mystical power. Power that we now require.”


“The point, wizard!” shouted Lakos, unsheathing his sword.


“The point is this,” Gris Hallis replied. “Lii-jit, life-mystic, bring the Ohlinn to me!”


He quickly brought the blade down against the captive mystic’s exposed forearm, severing the Lii-jit’s hand completely at the wrist. The wounded mystic shrieked, recoiling to the opposite end of the cage and cowering in the corner, now liberated from the chain.


Lakos quickly looked to the forest and surveyed the dim night sky. The harsh winds and descending sheets of rain were all he saw.


“Nothing. The miserable creature did nothing. I told you that mystic witchcraft pales in comparison to human weaponry. You see, Gris Hallis, a sword is always as sharp as you keep it. Whereas a mind, such as yours, will invariably dull in time. My army will proceed into the forest as planned—without you.”


Lakos signaled to several of his guards, who began closing in on where Gris Hallis stood, blood in their eyes.


“Wait—please,” begged Gris Hallis, pointing back toward the cage. “The demonstration is not yet complete. You see, in a stubborn adolescent life-mystic, persuasion by force will always fail. For reasons soon to become self-evident.”


Inside the cage, the disfigured Lii-jit began waving his right hand slowly across the stump of his left wrist, mouthing a silent incantation. Within moments, the bloodied terminus at the end of his forearm began to glow, brightening until it lit up the entirety of the cage around him. Lakos, Gris Hallis, and the surrounding soldiers all strained to watch what was unfolding. Then, even more swiftly than it emerged, the brilliant light vanished, retreating back into its source at the base of the Liijit’s left wrist, where a new, perfectly formed hand now flexed.


“This, my lord, is why simple force will not get you the power and retribution you seek,” said Gris Hallis. “And now for the easy way.”


Gris Hallis once again moved closer to the cage and thrust his curved dagger inside it. This time, however, he brought the blade in contact with the small, yellowed stone fastened to the nearest corner of the cell. Muttering a brief prayer of his own, Gris Hallis sent a pulse of energy through his blade and into the stone, quickly retracting his arm and stepping several strides back.




The yellow stone crackled to life as tiny veins of white light surged chaotically across its surface in all directions. Then, an almost imperceptibly thin band of light burst from that stone to one adjacent, in turn igniting that stone with the same electric life. Quicker and quicker, from stone-to-stone the electricity traveled, until the inside of the wood and steel cage became layered with a perfect, pulsing electrical inner frame.
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