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Chapter 1

The Tower of Shal stood tall, quiet, and lonely under a veil of snow and a slate gray sky. Light no longer emanated from its pointed peak, the first physical sign that the Hyperfold no longer communed with Odium of the Dark. That tower had formed the bridge between the Xenomind and Rakhim Shal’s abomination. Now, that the Hyperfold was gone, the Tower served no purpose.

But far to the south, Odium still lurked. Perhaps the Hyperfold had been destroyed, but doing so had only delayed the inevitable. The battle for Earth had still to be fought.

We flew our dragons through Hyperborea’s decaying towers, between which the wind howled, carrying with it shards of ice and snow. The despondent streets and alleys had never looked bleaker, nor more sinister, than in the gloom of this winter morning.

Though the resplendent, ichor-woven clothing made for me by the Sea was warm enough, my face and ears were stinging with the first bite of winter. We were soon soaring over the snow-wrapped forest west of the city, above the Highbridge leading to the Thought Dome, which rose above the bridge’s terminus. Its color was faded and anemic, where before it had glowed.

Before the Thought Dome’s entrance stood Shara and Isa’s tent, its veneer buffeted by the wind. Isaru and I’s time in the Hyperfold had only taken minutes for us. For them, however, it had been several weeks. A pile of firewood had been stacked against the tent’s side, while only ashes of an old cookfire remained in front of it.

The four of us landed our dragons between the camp and the Thought Dome’s entrance. I walked ahead while the rest followed behind. I stared at it a moment before reaching out in an attempt to feel its power. I had to make sure it was truly gone.

But all I felt was a gaping emptiness, deeper than even that of a reversion. It gnawed at me from within. Was something still inside, causing that feeling?

“It’s dead, now,” Shara said. “Has been since yesterday.”

Isa’s piping voice sounded jarring, given the circumstances. “We saw the light go out as it happened.”

I turned my head toward them. “I have to make sure. This’ll only take a couple of minutes.”

Silence met these words. They probably thought I was being stubborn. That I didn’t believe them.

Well, let them believe that. I didn’t want to take any chances.

Shara, seeming to understand, gave a nod of acceptance, though her green eyes were worried. “All right. I’ll wait out here, if you don’t mind.”

“Me, too,” Isa said, wrapping her thick, winter cloak around her tighter. “Might get a blaze going if it’s going to be awhile.”

“This shouldn’t take long,” I said.

“I’ll have a look, too,” Isaru said, coming forward. Though his face was resolute, I could detect a trace of fear behind his gray eyes. “If that’s all right.”

I gave a slow nod. To tell the truth, I was relieved he was coming. Surely, he felt that emptiness, just as I did. That should have been all the answer I needed, but I had come this far. I wanted to see what our sacrifices had bought us.

This is where Isandru died, I thought. This is where Mia died. This is where Alex . . .

No. I had to believe he was still alive. If he wasn’t . . .

I stopped cold. My thought, or hers? I pushed the thought down. Better to get this over with quickly.

Such was my hesitation that Isaru went ahead of me. He reached the Thought Dome’s outer, permeable barrier first, holding up a hand and pushing himself through. He slipped beyond the sheer surface. I followed him through easily enough, trading the frigid winter air of Ragnarok Crater for the sterile coolness of the Dome’s interior.

Once inside, I was struck by two things; the darkness, and the silence. The barrier blocked all sounds from outside, while in the center, there was no nova of light released by the Hyperfold’s Point of Origin. Nothing could be seen save the dull, milky glow of the walkway. The silence was absolute, deeper than mere quiet. It was the quiet of space, of nonexistence. It felt as if any sound would only be swallowed by that silence.

It would only take minutes to go mad in such a place.

A phantasm of Shal’s emaciated form appeared before my eyes, his eyes dark and hollow pits, his open mouth a toothless maw. I would have screamed, but the sound was choked from within. Something was pressing down on my chest, making it difficult to breathe, all the while my heart pounded like a fist within me.

This place was but a taste of where Shal was now: the dark void beyond the Hyperfold, unconnected to any reality, where even death itself could bring no relief.

Isaru pulled me by the hand. When we got back outside, the cold air of the Crater had never felt more welcome.




* * *




Back outside, I was shocked by a world of life and color. Green pine, spruce, and old oaks bare of leaves were laden with fresh-fallen snow. The clouds above were parting, revealing a deep blue sky. Even the towers of the broken city had an eerie beauty in their ruinous state.

Anything could be beautiful after that darkness.

“See what you needed to?” Shara asked.

I suppressed a shudder. “I wish I could unsee it.”

Shara nodded sympathetically, seeming to wait for me to say more.

“The Hyperfold’s dead,” I said. “Of that, I’m sure beyond a doubt.”

Perhaps it was beyond dead. Isa watched me from behind the flame she had started, despite my earlier admonition that we wouldn’t be staying long. Isa embraced Isaru, neither of them speaking a word. I held my hands to the fire, grateful for any sort of warmth.

Isaru was the one to break the silence that had settled over all of us. “The Hyperfold is not a part of me anymore, but I still feel its echoes. I’m thinking I shouldn’t have gone in there. Not with the wounds of my former slavery still fresh.”

The Hyperfold had taken and used Isaru, and through Rakhim Shal, had made him do horrible things against his gentle nature. Things that couldn’t be undone. Isa hugged him tighter, though Isaru seemed numb to it.

“The fight goes on,” I said. “We’ve done so much, but the battle is only beginning. Odium has had a month to be on the move. When we get back, we’ll find things changed.”

And likely not for the good. I kept that thought to myself, though.

Shara came to stand beside me, looking into the fire. “I’m almost afraid of what we’re going to find.”

“Almost?” Isaru asked. “I’m terrified.”

I thought of how perilously close Odium’s host had been to Sylva when we left the south. Doubtless, he’d assaulted the city by now. And Sylva wasn’t far from Kalear, where my parents were, along with the Sphere Priests, Sanctum-dwellers, refugees, and the people who called that place home.

How many people were in danger of falling to Odium? How many had already fallen? My skin went cold at the thought that everything might be gone when we returned. That we might even be the only ones left alive.

This realization only gave me a new sense of urgency. “We should find food and get going. With luck, we can make it to Haven two days from now.”

“We still have the food Shara and I gathered,” Isa said. “Should be enough to make the journey and then some.”

“We should eat now, then. Enough to last us until dinner tonight. Put on a warm stew, if you have the stuff for it.”

Isa nodded and set to work. While the dragons flew off to find their own food, she threw in forage from the forest below, along with some venison she must have already hunted. Within the hour, the stew was boiling hot. Thankfully, it cooled quickly once taken off the flame. We passed the pot until the whole thing was gone.

Isa doused the flame with some nearby snow just as the dragons returned, settling on the edge of the bridge in a row to make ready for departure. It was almost noon now, but all of us, dragons included, were well-fed and ready for the long journey south.


























Chapter 2

We made good progress, flying high and over the southern Ragnawall, and then over the Plains of Decay well into the evening, which was clear of fog for the first time in months. When the mountains at last rose in the distance, their snowy slopes were lit by a canopy of stars and full moon. The cold was really starting to settle in. I was wearing every piece of clothing I had over my ichor-woven robe, and thankfully, my hair was long enough to cover my ears, offering some protection from the wind. When I sensed the dragons reaching the point of exhaustion, I asked Flame to make camp in a hidden mountain vale below us, which seemed to have plenty of trees for cover.

Once dismounted, the dragons flew off to look for food while we gathered wood for our own dinner. Before long, a strong blaze was burning while a pot of stew simmered over the flames.

We ate quickly, the dragons returning a short time after. I slept longer and more soundly than I had in a long time, safe in the knowledge that the Hyperfold could no longer haunt my dreams.

I woke to the sight of early morning snowfall. The fire was still going strong, someone having tended to it during the night. I slept another hour and then roused everyone, after which we ate the previous night’s leftovers.

After dousing the flames with snow, we mounted the dragons and began the last leg of our journey, which would hopefully be warmer. If all went well, we would be in Haven late tonight.




* * *




To my great relief, Haven didn’t look any different from the air. My greatest fear was seeing the tree burned or dismembered, a husk of its former self. Instead, in defiance to Odium and his swarm, Haventree glowed beautifully in the night, as it had every night for the past two centuries, while the walls of the Grand Canyon shone with the luminescence of the xen coating it. Several Askaleen dragons patrolled the air above the tree, their screams piercing the night as they caught sight of our approach.

I directed Flame to land on the High Veranda outside the palace. I was so exhausted and stiff from the cold ride that I almost collapsed on the planks below instead of gracefully sliding off. We stretched our limbs and rubbed our hands together, welcoming the relative warmth of more southern lands and lower altitudes.

Despite the patrolling dragons’ earlier cries, no one exited the palace to receive us.

“It’s quiet,” Shara said.

“A lot might have changed in the past month,” I said. “Be ready for anything.”

I wasn’t sure what “anything” might entail, but it was better to be careful.

The doors of Haven Palace opened, revealing none other than Fiona, still fully dressed and awake, even at this hour. Her face was tired and worn, and despite the one month since we’d seen her, she appeared years older. All the same, her face brightened with a smile. Her guards rushed to keep pace, their black armor clanking as they did so.

She threw her arms around me first. “You’re alive! I’ve had such terrible dreams that I was sure it was over.”

“It’s not over yet,” I said.

“Everyone’s here,” she said, backing away. “Some good news at last!”

She hugged the others and began crying as she embraced Isaru.

Up close, I could see just how strained her features were. Deep shadows underlined her gray eyes, while small wrinkles crinkled the corners of them. Like us, she’d been through things, too, things that might have been just as hard as what we’d been through.

More people filed out of the palace, the lead man being Elder Arminius, who was flanked by several Seekers bearing the flame of the Augur Sect on their sashes. The Chief Elder gave a formal bow as he lowered his head. “Welcome back, Anna. Welcome, all of you. Your arrival is none too soon.”

“It’s good to see you, Chief Elder,” I said. “Truly.”

With the greetings out of the way, Fiona settled down to business. “Well, tell us. Is it truly gone? There have been reports that the northern fogs are lifting.”

I nodded. “Yes. It’s done. Rakhim Shal is gone, and so is the Hyperfold. All the people he’d trapped there have returned to the Xenofold, as it should be. Including Elder Isandru and Mia.”

Fiona closed her eyes in relief and permitted herself a small smile. “At last. Despite everything that’s happening, I feel hope for the first time in weeks.”

“What’s been happening here?” Isa asked.

“Too much for me to bear alone,” Fiona said. “The Elders have been helpful – more than helpful – but I’ve been so busy running the Two Kingdoms, and every day, the options for their preservation become fewer.”

Before I could ask her to elaborate, we were interrupted by a young, dark-haired man running up from the inner ramp built into the trunk of the tree, who wore the black armor and red cape of an officer of the Annajen army. He raised a hand to his heart in salute. “My Queen. Lord Harrow has arrived.”

Fiona nodded. “Good, perfect timing. Bring him to the Palace at once.”

The man nodded. “He’s at the Roots now and shall be here in a few minutes.”

“Excellent. You may return to your duties.”

The man bowed and walked swiftly away.

“Queen?” I asked.

Fiona’s lips tightened at the question. “Uncle Arius has fallen. We . . . lost the Siege of Sylva two weeks ago. The King of the Makai died in the final defense.”

The news was like a stab to my heart. I had hoped Sylva would still be there, but perhaps that was too much to ask. It had pretty much already been under assault when we left for Ragnarok Crater.

“Fiona . . .” I began. “I’m so sorry.”

“He fought bravely,” Fiona said. “And refused to let his men die alone. Not all could escape the fires of the siege. Indeed, most couldn’t.” She swallowed as she steeled herself to continue. “Thousands dead. Anything Sylva or further south now belongs to Odium. The Radaskim have been there ever since, gathering their power, waiting to push north.”

“Waiting for what?” Shara asked. “How’s Kalear? Does it still stand?”

Fiona nodded. “Yes, it does. As I said before, Odium and his creatures haven’t moved a mile north of Sylva, as far as our scouts report.”

Elder Arminius cleared his throat. “With King Arius’ passing, Fiona is now de facto head of both remaining Elekai kingdoms. King Arius’ closest heir is not of age, so the Elder Council has unanimously voted to give Fiona of House Annajen full rights to both kingdoms, not knowing the fate of King Isaru.”

Isaru nodded. “That’s as it should be. Though I wasn’t in control of myself at the time, I’ve lost all rights to the kingship. Whatever I need to do to abdicate my claim in favor of my cousin, I’m ready and willing.”

Everyone was quiet at these words, some perhaps being shocked. It was not often that a king laid down his birthright, but knowing Isaru, I knew he never wanted the power. Besides, a change in leadership at such a pivotal time could prove disastrous.

“Sylva . . . gone,” Isa said. “I just can’t believe it.”

“Some of their troops have joined us, including the Dragonriders wise enough to flee and fight another day,” Fiona said. “Their numbers have been added to the Annajen Dragonriders. More still chose to die defending their home, refusing to abandon their king. I loved my Uncle Arius, but I can’t forgive the decision he made. How many thousands lost their lives because he refused to abandon his seat?” She shook her head. “But I must leave that in the past, however difficult it is.”

“I thought ending the Hyperfold would end Odium too, somehow,” Shara said. “I guess that was just wishful thinking.”

“He can no longer use the Hyperfold as a source of power,” I said. “But he is powerful in his own right. Odium is an old Xenomind, and the form he’s chosen to take is physically powerful. With the Hyperfold’s dissolution, however, we won’t have to watch our backs to the north and can fully focus on Odium and the south. Which means saving Kalear. What progress has been made on that front?”

“I gave Lord Harrow orders to extricate the garrison from Kalear,” Fiona said. “Along with any refugees, and to bring them here. However, I never received confirmation of that order, and Lord Harrow’s army has been on the march here ever since, having now just arrived.”

“How could he ignore you?” Shara asked, her mouth twisting in distaste. “That’s low.”

“I don’t think he’s ignoring me,” Fiona said, her eyes troubled. “Odium controls the skies, except around Haven.” She paused. “I’m afraid the greatest possibility is that my message never arrived, confirmed by the fact that we haven’t heard word from Kalear since the fall of Sylva.”

“How do we know they’re still alive?” Isaru asked, bluntly.

“I’ve dreamed of them,” Fiona said. “There is great fear to the south. But so far as I can tell, they are still alive. Desperate, but alive.”

“We have to rescue them!” Isa said.

“I agree,” Fiona said. “But our Dragonriders can’t hope to match Odium’s host in the air. Perhaps with your dragons, Shanti, we can do something. But they won’t follow anyone except you, and they’re still trying to regroup after the Battle of Sylva.”

“Where are they?” I asked.

“Most of them are in the forest north of here,” she said. “But the Elder Dragons that survived the first battle at Dragonspire are still missing.”

“Any news of where they are?” I asked.

“No one knows.” Fiona heaved a tired sigh. “There have been reports of them heading north, but no one knows their actual location.”

Back to Ragnarok Crater, maybe. “Any word from Pallos?” I asked. “What about the Odin?”

“Just before the attack, he managed to repair the ship enough to try to fly toward Shenshi,” Fiona said. “Whether he actually made it, I can’t say.”

“What makes you think he wouldn’t?” Shara asked.

“He himself seemed skeptical that Odin could make the entire journey,” Fiona said. “And the skies were rife with Radaskim dragons. I’d like to think he made it, though. I’ve tried to Call him, but the distance is too great, and he may not know how to answer that call.”

Pallos was one of us now, and Elekai in the full sense of the word. If he was in trouble, we’d need to help him, just as he had helped us.

“There is a lot to do, but I can tell that all of you are cold and tired,” Fiona said. “And probably hungry and in need of refreshment.”

“Yes, to everything,” Isa said.

“I can wait for Lord Harrow out here,” Elder Arminius offered. “I’ll bring him myself once he arrives.”

Fiona nodded. “That works, Elder Arminius. Thank you.”

She motioned us to follow her into Haven Palace.


























Chapter 3

It was well past midnight by the time we settled down for a hastily assembled meal of meat, cheese, and bread. All of us scarfed it down while Fiona caught us up on everything that had happened.

“There are thousands of refugees gathered south of the canyon,” Fiona said. “General Tertullian has entrenched himself about ten miles from here.”

“What’s he doing here?” I asked. “Is he going to help us?”

Fiona gave a bitter laugh. “If only. He claims there have been no orders from Nova Roma authorizing him to suspend military actions here. So, he’s only fortifying his position.”

“Military actions?” Shara asked, incredulous. “Against us?”

Fiona heaved a sigh. “Who knows? Whatever the case, it seems he’s just looking out for himself.”

“How many men does he have?” I asked.

“We estimate forty thousand,” Fiona said. “We can’t challenge his men on the ground, not without grievous losses. So, he’s taken the liberty of gathering and controlling a lot of the harvest. People will start going hungry if nothing is done.”

“As long as there haven’t been any hostilities yet, there’s still hope he’ll work with us,” I said.

“More than that, it’s necessary for him to commit to Haven’s defense,” Fiona said. “There’s no way for him to withdraw back to Nova; Odium’s host stands in his way. And we need his legions, ballistae, and cannons to fight the crawlers and dragons.”

“What does he want, exactly?” Shara asked. “He must be holding out for a reason.”

“I haven’t gotten much out of him, but he wants guarantees that we’ll cede much of the Southern Wild to him, especially the parts that border the Gulf. The Emperor has long had a goal of connecting the Empire’s homelands to its northern colonies east of the Red Mountains, but some Makai territory stands in the way.”

“What do the Makai stand to lose if they give that up?” I asked.

“Everything, apparently,” Fiona said, in a sarcastic manner. “Many of the Makai nobles would see any cessation of territory to the Novans as the greatest humiliation imaginable, worse apparently than all of our deaths at the hands of the Radaskim. Worse, if I give in to the Novans too quickly, I lose the support of the Makai. You’d think they’d be grateful we’re allowing them to stay here, sleeping in our quarters and eating our food. The Makai Dragonriders have threatened to not help us if any of the Novans’ demands are met.” She ran a hand through her hair. “Larre, which the Novans still occupy, would itself be turned over as well.”

“That’s almost half their territory,” Isa said. “I can understand them being upset.”

I saw that, too, but what was that compared to all of us dying to Odium? It was hard to believe that there were people quibbling over whose land was whose when Odium was on the move.

I forced myself to remain calm. “Anything else Tertullian is asking for?”

“Aside from a yearly tribute to be delivered to the Imperial Palace at Nova Roma by the first of each year, no,” Fiona said drily. “He doesn’t want much at all.” She sighed. “I’m sorry. It’s a very stressful situation, and one that seems to have no solution that makes everyone at least somewhat happy. I think Odium’s lack of movement is starting to make a lot of people complacent. Some are even thinking that he just means to stay there.” She shook her head.

“Well, at least you won’t have to deal with this alone anymore,” I said. “We’re all here to help.”

I wanted nothing more than to immediately set out and save my parents, but I saw now that this would have to be taken care of first. Word would soon reach Tertullian that I’d returned, and he’d be expecting to enter talks, probably immediately. An army of forty thousand men stealing all the food wasn’t something I could just ignore. The threat had to be neutralized as soon as humanly possible, and without violence.

Negotiations with Tertullian, I saw, would have to be opened before I set out with the dragons to save Kalear.

But before we could discuss the matter of the Novans further, Elder Arminius appeared at the entrance to the inner courtyard, with Lord Harrow in tow. The general’s face was grave and narrow, while his thin mouth was turned down in his characteristic, perpetual frown. As they both approached, Harrow’s eyes widened upon seeing Isaru, his sworn king, sitting next to Fiona, the new monarch. There was a moment of confusion in his features, as if he didn’t know who to address first. He only spared me a short glance, and ended up deciding to give Fiona a small bow, with hand over heart, and was about to turn to Isaru to do the same, when Fiona impatiently cleared her throat, which brought his back straight up.

“My Queen,” he said, his voice graceful and his eyes low, “I await your pleasure.”

“We want news of the garrison at Kalear,” Fiona said. “Did you receive my orders to get them out?”

Lord Harrow raised his cunning brown eyes to meet Fiona’s. “From you, my queen, we’ve heard not a word. My only orders were to withdraw when the threat seemed too great, given to me by the previous king.” Harrow looked at Isaru briefly, and then back at Fiona “The garrison gave a great cheer at my departure, and appeared as hale and as strong as it ever had. Indeed, not a single arrow was loosed by our men, in accordance to King Isaru’s – err, the former king Isaru’s, orders, and there was no loss of life on either side.”

Lord Harrow related this all coolly and mechanically. Though he hid it well, I could still see the confusion painted on his face. Fiona was the unquestioned ruling authority of the Two Kingdoms, and who he had been summoned by, and yet his former king was here, a king who was rumored to have gone mad after abandoning his troops at the siege of Colonia. He had also surrendered his dragons to Elekim, the very same Elekim that Isaru had proclaimed a false prophet. It must have been jarring to see us on the same side with no real explanation.

“You did do as I ordered, Lord Harrow,” Isaru said. “And I thank you for your loyalty. Fiona is now the undisputed monarch of all lands belonging to the Annajen and the Makai.” He looked at him seriously. “I trust that you’ll join all of us in uniting behind her.”

Unsure of how to respond, Lord Harrow elected to give a bow. “As you wish. I stand ready to serve the kingdoms, however best I may.”

“However, I meant every word I said to the army outside Colonia,” Isaru continued. “I have no doubt you’ve heard that conversation by now, or at the very least, a rumor of it.”

“I’ve heard a version of it,” Lord Harrow said cautiously. “But I don’t know if it’s actually the truth.”

“What’s the version you heard?” Isaru asked.

Lord Harrow looked at me, and wasn’t completely successful at hiding his distaste. “That you believe this girl is Annara Reborn, and you ceded the authority vested in you and your line, and gave it to her.”

“And you don’t believe that she is Anna Reborn?” Isaru asked.

Lord Harrow shook his head. “With all due respect, I remain skeptical. This girl, who calls herself Shanti, has said you have given yourself to madness.” He looked at him pointedly. “Talking to you now, however, you don’t seem mad at all, but if you still insist she is Annara Reborn, then I can only conclude that this madness has not completely passed.”

“I see,” Isaru said. “I can understand how that might be confusing. You deserve a full explanation.”

Lord Harrow continued. “You told me that this girl,” he nodded toward me, “is your father’s murderer. If she is Annara Reborn, then she could not have done this.” Harrow’s icy glare was uncomfortable, even if I wasn’t the focus of it. “That begs the question, my liege. Who is King Taris’ murderer? Are the rumors true, rumors which I’ve closed my ears to, out of loyalty to you?”

All were fair questions, but how to explain them? Would Lord Harrow even accept the explanation when he had so much difficulty believing who I was?

“During my short time as king,” Isaru began, “I was possessed by Odium. The very same who is attacking us now. But because of Shanti, I no longer am possessed. I am my former self.”

“The murderer,” Lord Harrow said, almost desperately. “I must know who killed him. Because if it was you . . .”

Harrow trailed off, his neutral mask completely gone. It was clear from his twitching brow and intense gaze that he was in inner turmoil.

“Yes,” Isaru said. “It was me, and at the same time, it wasn’t me.”

“Because of your . . . possession.”

Isaru nodded. “Though such things are not unheard of, they are uncommon in our world. I understand if you find it difficult to believe . . .”

“I do.”

“It is the truth,” I said. “We destroyed the Hyperfold, along with the man who controlled it, Rakhim Shal. That man used Odium’s powers to control Isaru, the same way an Elekai can tether a dragon and control it. During the time of his possession, Isaru could not control his actions. The actions you saw were Rakhim’s, who sought to conquer the Red Wild in Odium’s name.”

Isaru nodded. “Despite the fact I know none of this is my fault, I still feel responsibility for it. I cannot bring my father back, Lord Harrow, as much as I want that. Even so, I don’t expect people to understand. Because I don’t expect this to be understood by people at large, I’ve given all my power to Elekim, and defer to my cousin as the rightful ruler of the Two Kingdoms.”

Harrow was quiet for a long while as he considered all this. Elder Arminius watched from the side, his hands hidden within the sleeves of his robe. It wasn’t clear from Harrow’s face whether he understood the explanation.

“You’re right about one thing,” Lord Harrow said, at last. “I could never follow such a king. I cannot make sense of any of this, to be quite honest, and feel as if I’m out of my depth.”

“Fiona has related to me all the particulars,” Elder Arminius said. “Perhaps you can meet with me and the other Elders. We can answer any questions you might have.”

“It seems as if everyone has come to the same conclusion,” Lord Harrow said. “I feel as if I’m the one given to madness, as if this is all some outlandish dream.”

“You aren’t mad, Lord Harrow,” Fiona said. “You’re just trying to survive, like the rest of us. I apologize if you feel these things have been kept from you, but this isn’t exactly something that can be explained in a letter, and as you said before, none of mine even reached you. It’s impossible to put a puzzle together when you’re missing the key pieces. Even we don’t have all those pieces yet.” She looked at the Chief Elder. “I like the idea of you filling him in after this meeting, Elder Arminius.” She looked back at Lord Harrow. “Perhaps when you’ve listened to him in full and have had a day or two to think things over, you’ll be better equipped to decide whether or not we’re telling the truth.”

Lord Harrow swallowed; the lump in his scrawny, wrinkled neck was almost comically big. “Perhaps so, my Queen. Is there something else you require of me in the meantime?”

“Yes. Though you may not be fully convinced of Isaru’s explanation, nor Shanti’s identity as Anna Reborn and Elekim of the Elekai, I will ask you to conduct the rest of this audience as if you believe those things are true. Because all of us here do. Can you do at least that?”

It was a moment, but Lord Harrow swallowed. “I shall do whatever my Queen requires of me.”

Fiona nodded. “Good. I understand that you were under orders from the former king to return with your army . . . what were the conditions of that order again, Lord Harrow?”

“That if I judged the army to be in any sort of grave danger, I was to abandon the siege at once and withdraw immediately to Haven, unless given another order by my liege.”

“And I take it you judged the Radaskim host to be such a danger?”

Lord Harrow nodded. “Yes, Queen Fiona. Most assuredly.”

Fiona nodded toward me, which I took as my cue. Lord Harrow looked at me, equal parts interest and skepticism.

“I need you to turn your army back around and march south for Kalear.”

I watched to judge his reaction, and from a widening of his eyes, I saw that he hadn’t expected that. I could tell from the twisting of his lips that even pretending I was Anna was a struggle. “Of course, I’ll do whatever is required. But . . . why, if I might ask?”

“To rescue the garrison you left behind.”

Lord Harrow’s face blanched. Seeing the stares from everyone else, he recognized that this was an order he couldn’t disobey.

“I will get my troops ready as soon as you wish, but they are weary from a forced march already. To tell them that they have to go back, right into the jaws of doom . . .”

“They traveled some one hundred fifty miles in three weeks, did they not, Lord Harrow?” Fiona asked.

He nodded to affirm this was true.

She seemed to do some mental calculation before resuming. “That is an average of seven or eight miles a day, is it not?”

Lord Harrow cleared his throat. “It is, Queen Fiona.”

“They are to set out tomorrow,” I said.

He frowned. “Surely, the Radaskim will have reached Kalear by now. I have four thousand men under my command. These are my men, with families and homes . . . why commit them to death and destruction?”

“Because there are people trapped in Kalear right now,” I said. “My own parents are there, and besides the civilians, there are good soldiers and Seekers, along with those under their care, that have committed themselves to my cause. But don’t worry. You’re not being sent to engage the Radaskim directly, and if all goes well, you won’t even see the Radaskim swarm.”

“What do you mean?” Lord Harrow asked.

“I’m going to go on ahead to Kalear with the dragons, as soon as I’m done talking to General Tertullian tomorrow morning,” I said. “Hopefully we can put up enough of a fight to get the garrison out safely. You mentioned a forced march. How fast can you get your men to Kalear, if they were to pack light?”

“It’s difficult to say. The effect on their morale will be great, since I promised them rest here.”

“Find a way to keep their morale up, then,” I said. “Men and women’s lives are on the line in Kalear. They are to perform escort duty for the garrison, who can never hope to make it to Haven otherwise.”

He nodded. Even he had to recognize the sense of that.

“More than that,” I continued, “your job is to escort any refugees you meet on the way to Haven. Your troops are protection against the crawlers, which I know are running rampant in Makai lands by now. You’re to escort whatever refugees you find to safety and restore order however and whenever you can. But your priority is the garrison at Kalear, many of whom are Seekers that can greatly aid us in the coming battles.” I watched him; for once, he seemed to be listening and taking me seriously. “Are your orders understood?”

He glanced once at Fiona to confirm, and judging by her steely gaze, he couldn’t look at her for long. “Clearly understood, Lady Shanti.”

“March south with all speed,” Fiona said. “Take the time to rest for the night. You have a long day ahead of you tomorrow.”

Elder Arminius leaned over to Lord Harrow. “Let’s go outside to talk.”

Gray-faced, Lord Harrow withdrew with Elder Arminius, until it was just the five of us left. Shara and Isa watched thoughtfully, neither having said a word the entire time.


























Chapter 4

Once Lord Harrow and Elder Arminius had left the room, Fiona slouched in her Silverwood throne with a sigh. “I’m getting tired of this queen business.”

“Well, you seem to be doing well at it,” I said.

“Please,” Fiona said. “I’d rather hear the opposite, that way people would want me replaced.”

“It’s that bad, huh?” Shara asked.

Fiona sighed again. “You have no idea. Let’s just say I’m relieved all of you are back. I was beginning to lose hope after a couple of weeks.”

I didn’t blame her, and I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to be responsible for not just one, but two kingdoms, all while not knowing whether she’d have to face the coming storm alone.

“You’re not alone anymore,” I said. 

I felt as if I should say more, but I was so exhausted that I couldn’t think straight.

Seeing my state, Fiona straightened in her seat. “All of you are obviously tired. And so am I, for that matter. Let’s get some rest and then we’ll pick up again tomorrow morning.”

She escorted us to some guest bedrooms. As soon as she showed me to my room, I went right for the bed. As soon as my head hit the pillow, I was fast asleep.




* * *




I awoke to sunlight filtering through the eastward-facing window. My first instinct was to keep sleeping – I was still so exhausted. But the thought of my parents not being able to sleep in peace, and remembering the plight of the people at Kalear, was all I needed to get up. Before I could even set myself to saving Kalear, however, I needed to meet General Tertullian. There simply wasn’t any time for sleep.

I spent a few minutes trying to calm my anxieties so that I could face the day clear-headed. I sat on my bed, crossed my legs, and centered myself on Silence, reaching for the Xenofold and letting its placating, yet invigorating, presence sharpen my senses. I felt the life of the Red Wild stirring all around me, detected the presence of people in the city, felt their fears as if they were my own, undermining my original goal of trying to calm myself.

I let go of Silence and stepped out of my room. The empty corridor curved the entire way around the tree trunk, even exiting at points onto outside verandas and balconies that were part of Haven Palace. I went to the central courtyard, thinking that if anyone were to be up at this hour, it was probably Fiona.

When I entered the courtyard, filled with its trees, circulating stream, and small stone bridges, I saw that my instinct was correct. She sat in conference with what was left of the Elder Council: Elder Lian, Elder Draeus, and Elder Arminius. All of them turned as I approached, while Fiona’s brow was furrowed in thought, or perhaps worry.

Without preamble, Elder Arminius addressed me. “We sent a courier last night to General Tertullian, stating that you had returned and were willing to parley. We’ve just received his reply.” He nodded toward a letter sitting on the shared table. “He’s willing to meet with you this morning around 9:00. His camp is about half an hour from here, as the dragon flies.”

I picked up the letter and scanned it, but it conveyed no information other than what Elder Arminius had just told me.

“And what time is it now?” I asked.

“Nearly eight,” Fiona said. “I’ll be present at the meeting as well. You can also bring the others, if you wish.”

“I’d planned on it,” I said. “But I also plan on going straight to Kalear as soon as this meeting is over. Lord Harrow is already on his way?”

“His troops departed earlier this morning,” Judge Lian said.

I nodded. “Good.”

“Though I’ll be with you with the General, I won’t be joining you for Kalear,” Fiona said. “Too much to do here.”

“I understand,” I said. “The rest of us can handle it.”

“I wish I could say the same for myself,” she said. “In truth, what you’re doing sounds like a vacation compared to what I have to deal with.”

After a moment of quiet, Elder Arminius touched her arm. “Queen Fiona, we Elders can quite take care of the affairs of the city today after your meeting with Tertullian. You’ve been going nonstop ever since your ascension.”

“I can handle it, Elder,” Fiona said.

“Take the day off,” I said, coming to Arminius’ support. “You’re exhausted.”

Fiona sniffed. “As if you aren’t.” Her face softened. “I’m sorry. It’s just . . .” She paused. “Perhaps you’re right.”

“We understand,” Shara said. “If I were in your shoes, I’m pretty sure I would have killed someone by now.”

Fiona didn’t laugh at the joke. “I may have already done that since my ascension, more than once. Though not willingly.” She brooded for a moment. “What should I do with myself? I don’t have the luxury of taking a day off.” Fiona looked at me seriously. “I would come with you to Kalear, if you’ll have me.”

“That’s not taking a day off,” I said.

“If you leave me here, then I definitely wouldn’t be taking any time off,” Fiona said. “Something would require my attention.” She stood up and smoothed her dress. “Coming with you, though . . . that would force me to stop thinking about administrating the Two Kingdoms for the first time in weeks.”

I looked to Arminius to see his thoughts, but he was looking at me, probably to see mine. Maybe it wasn’t a bad idea.

“If you think that’s best, then I have no problem with it.”

“It’s decided,” Fiona said, not waiting for anyone else’s possible protests. “If we’re heading to General Tertullian’s camp, we should go now.”

It would take time to go gather the dragons, too. “We should be back in a few days, Elder Arminius.”

“The Elder Council will continue enacting Queen Fiona’s programs,” he said. “Ballistae in the trees, fortifications on the Southern Rim, food and tents for the refugees . . .”

“Are you sure everything will be okay without me?” Fiona asked.

“Yes,” Elder Arminius said. “Suffice it to say, I have decades of experience administrating and serving as advisor to great lords and great men. If my hands aren’t capable, then no one’s are.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said. “Let’s pack up and head out.” My stomach growled in protest. “But first, something to eat.”




* * *




After I had gathered everyone and we had a quick meal, we exited the palace onto the High Veranda. The winter air was crisp and cool. The day seemed idyllic, with a deep blue sky visible above the high canyon walls. It was hard to believe that just a couple of hundred miles south, the land was in turmoil.

Our dragons were ready and waiting for us in front of the palace. Once we were all mounted, I directed Flame into the sky. He obliged, and soon we were all rising on the cool breeze, as the Elders stood to see us off. The wind rushed past my face as we shot upward. Flame seemed to sense my urgency, and very quickly we were cresting the northern rim of the Grand Canyon, revealing a wide vista of pink-tinted trees. Half of the taller trees, mostly Silverwoods, contained buildings and bridges like Haven’s structures, some even holding entire towns. Fallow fields spread between the trees.

All was silent as we flew north, save the wind rushing past our faces. I reached out with Silence to pinpoint the exact location of the dragons that had once been Isaru’s Mindless swarm, but were now part of my army. I felt their presence not ten miles away, northwest of Haven where the last of the fields and villages ended.

We were there within a few minutes. Though I felt we were right on top of the dragons, I couldn’t see a sign of them. I realized they must be in the trees.

I’m here, I said, directing my thought outwards, so that any dragon around could hear. Elekim has returned.

The still morning was broken by dozens of dragon cries, so loud that my bones started to rattle. They shot out of the trees as if of one mind, flying directly toward us.

Shara shouted something, but it was completely lost to the din. The dragons began circling around us, their movements creating a great wind that pummeled me. I clutched Flame more tightly with my legs, as more and more dragons joined the procession in a display of power. They swirled around us, faster and faster, getting so close that I could almost touch them, a blur of pink and black scales, glowing white eyes, and enormous, billowing wings. Despite all this, our dragons remained as calm as ever, flapping their wings slowly to maintain altitude and not budging an inch in any direction.

I’ve returned, I said to the swirling mass of dragons. Will you fight with me?

The dragon swarm cried out again, but thankfully, their cries didn’t last as long this time. My ears were ringing.

Follow me, then, I said. We’re going south to rescue some of our own. I need your help.

To let them know just what they were dealing with, I opened myself up, letting well over two hundred of these fierce creatures see my innermost thoughts and fears. I showed them my parents, trapped in the castle, the hundreds of lives that were at stake, and a vision of hundreds of black dragons controlled by Odium leveling the castle to the ground.

The dragon army became incredibly quiet, though the noise from the beating of their wings was still great.  All eyes were on me as they broke off their circle and fell into line behind me.

Let’s go, Flame, I said. To the Novan camp.

Flame gave a cry of assent as he dove sharply. I gripped him tightly, my stomach seeming to rise to my throat. He banked sharply to the left and righted himself quickly before I could lose my balance.

The others followed, Shara and Isa screaming in either terror or exhilaration as their own dragons’ movements mirrored my own.

And behind my friends flew the dragons, over two hundred strong, hungry for battle.


























Chapter 5

The Novan war camp became visible on the horizon not twenty minutes later, situated on a rise above a wide field which gave it a commanding view of the surrounding land. It contained four square walls, the area within large and filled with rows of tents numbering in the hundreds. Several wooden buildings had been built within, including various stables housing the Novan cavalry. Wide swathes of local timber had already been felled, while a ditch lined with stakes had been dug deep into the xen outside the wall itself.

When Fiona had said the General had entrenched his army here, I hadn’t imagined it would be to this extent. He and his army had only been here a few weeks. Given more time, I wouldn’t be surprised if the fortifications became even more intricate.

Outside the walls and trenches, hundreds more tents and lean-tos had been haphazardly set up. These were shabbier than the Novan kind within, so it was hard to imagine they belonged to them. Maybe they belonged to refugees and camp followers. An army of forty thousand men was a city, and as with any city, it required services. The tents of the camp followers clung to the fort like a parasite.

As we neared, I could make out the finer details of the fortifications: ballistae set up in high turrets and spaced at regular intervals, and even several cannons pointing at forty-five-degree angles into the sky, clearly meant to stop an assault of dragons.

It didn’t take long for the camp to react to our presence. Even as high as we were in the air, I could hear bugles sounding the alarm, while the people in the exterior camp swarmed as they ran for cover. Ballistae and cannons wheeled and pitched in our direction, still far out of range to do any damage, but close enough to warn us off. Unbelievably fast, legionaries in red armor and towering shields mustered within the camp, in staging grounds situated at regular intervals within the tents. These staging rounds funneled the soldiers into a large, central area, where they could be deployed to wherever needed.

In all, from the time they had sighted us to the time they were ready to fight, had all happened in less than a minute. I couldn’t help but be a bit impressed.

Obviously, we couldn’t go any nearer. My goal wasn’t to attack the Novans, but to get them to stand down at the least, and hopefully, to even help us. I directed Flame to glide down toward the ground, landing at the periphery of the exterior camps, far out of range of their artillery. I was the first one on the ground, about half a mile from the western gates of the camp. About half the dragons flying with me also landed, forming a line three deep, while the other half remained airborne to patrol, still out of range of the camp’s artillery.

There, we waited for a response from General Tertullian.




* * *




We didn’t have to wait long. A hundred mailed horses, upon which sat fully armored knights with lances pointed skyward, thundered forward on monstrous black destriers. Behind the knights were more horsemen, lesser armored but bearing short bows, who raised small horns to their mouths and bugled a marching tune. All the horses came to a standstill, arranging themselves into three neat rows, just as the dragons were in three rows. Upon completing their trumpeting, the smaller horses gracefully danced backward, forming a walkway where the General galloped on his own warhorse at full speed, flanked by several other armored and caped men.

I got my first sight of him. He was black-haired with gray temples, and his many wrinkles seemed to be more earned from sun exposure than age. His arms were hairy enough to belong to a bear. He wore a steel breastplate, gauntlets, greaves, and bore a gladius on one side and a long-barreled pistol on the other.

He gave a grim smile and raised a hand in greeting. His dark brown eyes coolly surveyed the dragons behind me, and if he was impressed by them, he gave no sign.

“Greetings,” he called. “Let us step down and talk face to face, so that neither of us have the advantage. Annara, I presume?”

I nodded and slid off my dragon. My friends dismounted theirs, too, and walked up to join me.

“Queen Fiona,” General Tertullian said, giving a slight bow in Fiona’s direction. “It is an honor to speak to you directly once again.”

“I hope our talks can be more productive this time,” she said.

Tertullian’s eyes seemed amused. “I hope for that too, Queen Fiona. Very much so.”

Fiona ignored his slight smirk. “This is Anna, leader of the free Elekai people, to whom I am subordinate as Queen of the Kingdoms of the Annajen and Makai. She is Annara Returned and Elekim of the Elekai.”

Tertullian’s eyes widened slightly at this, but he duly turned his attention to me. “An impressive resume for one so young. What are you? Sixteen?”

“I’m far older than you realize, General Tertullian,” I said, referring to when Anna was born, not myself. “I was there in the days when Nova Roma was new to this world. I even knew your first emperor, Augustus, and helped found the city of Colonia in the First Century. And I was there during the Ragnarok War, when all could have been lost had it not been for the bravery of heroes now worshipped as gods.” I eyed him hard. “With your help, I’m hoping to save the world a second time.”

“I see,” General Tertullian said, somewhat amused.

“Let me tell you how it will be,” I said. “The Radaskim swarm will be here within weeks, if not days. If we don’t work together, then we will both perish. That is an undeniable fact. Odium of the Dark, Lord of the Radaskim, would be glad if we weren’t working together. It only makes his job easier. Better yet, he would have us at each other’s throats while he watches from a safe distance.”

At this point, Tertullian’s eyes turned to Isaru. “And though I’ve never seen him in person, this must be none other than King Isaru.” He cleared his throat. “The former king, and my former ally.”

Isaru nodded. “Yes. I, too, have surrendered my authority to Anna. We must all unite behind her if we are to stand a chance.”

Tertullian’s eyes smoldered as they stared down Isaru. “I expected to be feasting within Haven’s halls after a successful conquest of the Makai. Because of your disappearance, I have been forced to entrench myself here.”

“The war is over,” Isaru said. “And the person you were dealing with wasn’t me, General Tertullian. I was possessed by Odium, who our true war is against. It was because of that possession that I sought to conquer the Red Wild, that I entered into an alliance with Emperor Titus.”

General Tertullian grunted. “I was brought here under false pretenses, then.”

“You were,” Isaru said. “For that, I’m sorry. However, it’s Odium you should blame, not me. The possession occurred through an accident that would take too long to explain, since we are flying south today to save the garrison at Kalear.”

“So, this force of dragons was not meant to intimidate me.”

I shook my head. “No. We’ve come here to formally end the war between our countries so that we might work together to ensure our mutual survival.”

Tertullian frowned at this. “So, now that I’ve established myself here, you are extremely keen on having peace.”

“We did not provoke this war,” Fiona said, heatedly. “Don’t you hear what we’re telling you? Odium possessed Isaru, something that is possible when speaking of Elekai and Radaskim. He is the one who lured you and your army here to its own destruction.”

Tertullian’s lips tightened, clearly not trusting any of this.

Fiona went on. “The Makai city of Sylva fell two weeks ago, and what Makai are left are fleeing to Haven. The Makai kingdom was never yours to take. And they’re coming for Haven next, but before they get to Haven, they will find your camp.” She nodded toward the outer defenses. “If you think that is enough to stop Odium’s numbers, then you will find out differently soon enough.”

“Of course, we know of the troubles to the south,” General Tertullian said. “Though you have told me about Odium many times in your letters, I don’t know how much of it to believe. It could all be a story designed to lure me and my men out into the open field, to be prey for your dragons.”

“The time for petty squabbles is over,” I said. “We need your men, General Tertullian, and we need food and supplies.”

I didn’t mention the fact that most of the food and supplies were stolen from the Elekai. Tertullian gave no answer.

“With your men,” I continued, “we have a hope of holding Haven. Without it . . . we will surely fall. Both of us.”

“If all this is true, then what is preventing me from withdrawing my men and marching them south to Mexico, in the defense of Emperor Titus, as it should be?”

I did my best to remain calm. “Perhaps that’s as it should be, but you and I both know that’s not possible. You are cut off, and as soon as you are too far to be helped, Odium will strike, and do so without mercy. That’s why we must work together if you’re ever to have a hope of seeing home again.”

Tertullian frowned, perhaps realizing, for the first time, the situation he was actually in.

“I’m sorry you were drawn here,” I said. “I know you were following the orders of your Emperor. The facts are simple, and I think you can see that. There’s no point in arguing about who should get what.”

“An end to the war that’s barely even begun,” Tertullian mused. “So, you are surrendering?”

I almost laughed at that. “There’s no winning and losing here. The only loss that matters is losing to Odium. When that’s over, then we can discuss other, less important matters.”

Tertullian grunted a laugh. “And what would that look like, Anna?

“I don’t know,” I said. “Sharing the food you’ve hoarded in your camp while redeploying your men in defense of Haven would be a start.”

“The Elekai are our traditional enemies,” Tertullian said. “I could never convince my men to do such.”

“You mean, they wouldn’t obey a direct order from you?” I asked.

Tertullian shrugged, not really having an answer for that.

“It’s not unreasonable to think that in the interest of preservation, old rivalries can be set aside,” I said.

“It’s a nice thought,” Tertullian said. “Unfortunately, I have much to lose from a formal alliance with the Elekai.”

“You didn’t think so when you entered into an alliance with me two months ago,” Isaru said.

Tertullian smiled grimly. “Yes. There was that. I suppose exceptions can be made.”

“I don’t have much time to stay,” I said. “I’ve said my part, and now must be on my way south. That will give you a few days to decide.”

“Very well,” Tertullian said. “Unfortunately, I do not see an alliance between our countries as profitable, even in the short-term. I cannot disobey a direct order from my emperor, unless I wish for my head to be separated from my neck.”

“That’s a great plan if you’d rather die between a dragon’s jaws,” Shara muttered.

Tertullian’s face reddened, and his knights stirred uneasily. Shara looked nonplussed. I was a bit annoyed, because the comment could do nothing to help us. Worse, the comment didn’t specify whether the dragon was Radaskim, or ours.

But Tertullian chuckled, as if Shara’s insult were a great joke. “It is a risk I’ll have to take. Unless we have further business?”

I shook my head. “Good luck, Tertullian. There’s only one right answer here. I hope you have the courage to find it.”

“I’ve enjoyed this talk,” he said. “It’s been . . . entertaining. I truly hope it isn’t our last.”

He clicked at his horse, turning it around. As soon as he did this, his knights did the same as one unit, their steel armor gleaming in the morning sun. Trumpets sounded once again as the Novan train returned to the walls from which they came.

“That went about how I thought it would,” Fiona said.

“It was a conversation that needed to happen,” Isaru said. “He knows now where we stand, and who leads the Elekai people.”

“Is there a way we can contact the emperor?” Isa asked. “See if he can give permission for Tertullian to help us?” Isa asked.

From her tone of voice, I could tell that even she thought this would be worse than useless. It was an excuse on Tertullian’s part, a way to deflect responsibility. He had no real intention of helping us.

“Let’s go,” I said. “I won’t waste any more time here.”


























Chapter 6

Within minutes, we were flying south with the dragons toward Kalear. The distance would only take a few hours to cross. The dragons flew lower than Odin would have, and it was much easier to make out the details of the land below. We were over the heart of the Xenoplain, following the line of the Pilgrimage Road, which was thronged with thousands upon thousands of refugees fleeing north, almost all of which cowered for cover at the sight of our dragons. There was nothing to be done about that, but maybe some of them would realize who we were once we had passed.

Morning passed into afternoon, and the roads grew emptier, the fields, houses, and towns fewer, and the terrain rougher, covered with forests and hills. Smoke rose from various points in the distance, tinging the air with an acrid aroma. The horizon was gray, lost to fog or smoke, and the land seemed to lay in darkness despite the brightness of the sun above.

The land turns foul, Flame said.

Is it the fires, or something else?

There was a pause as Flame considered his answer. It is the flames. But beneath the flames . . . something worse. There’s something in Odium’s army doing this, clouding the skies.

A reversion?

Something else, Flame said. It is bile to my soul.

I wanted to ask more but was distracted by an alarming sight. Upon a high hill stood a wooden-walled town, not unlike Northold or Kalear, reduced to a smoking heap of ruins, out of which still poured smoke from smoldering coals. I could see crawlers scuttling on the ground between collapsed wooden buildings, their high screeches sounding in alarm upon seeing us.

If Odium doesn’t know of our coming, I said, allowing everyone to read my thoughts, he knows now.

We should be close to Kalear, Isaru said.

Close enough, I hope.

Within a few minutes, the mountains in the distance closed in, and within the haze covering them, I could see the outline of the Stronghold, looking incredibly small with distance. The town lay at its foot, lost to the trees and smog. It was hard to tell from where we were, but the walls looked intact and the town whole. There was no reason to think anything had happened. Yet.

As we closed in, the air became more difficult to breathe, and warmer, though there was no evidence of fires in the town south of the Stronghold. Looking down, the buildings looked all but abandoned. No one was in the streets, though doors and windows were opened, and many of them broken. Random debris, furniture, and rubble was strewn along the streets, as if people had been in a rush to escape, but unable to take everything.

But the Stronghold itself stood at the end of the main road, its gates closed, its towers seemingly empty. Something didn’t seem right, and my heart fell.

Stay back, I called toward the other dragons.

I let the rest of my friends follow me on their own dragons over the wall.




* * *




The entire inner courtyard was filled with people and campfires. The fruit trees had been felled by this point, likely for firewood. Shouts and screams filled the air as people rushed for cover.

I only had a few moments to make myself known before Flame became the target of ballistae and crossbow bolts.

So, I directed Flame to land in front of a contingent of Sphere Priests, who were readying themselves for battle with swords drawn.

Flame landed and I slid off, all in one motion, landing nimbly in front of them. They stared at me dumbly for a moment before recognition registered on their faces.

At last, one of them broke into a laugh and shouted, “Anna returns!”

I turned around, so all could see and recognize me, while my friends circled up above. Others took up the shout, and slowly but surely, others joined in. What had been abject terror a minute before had become praise and adulation.

“Where are my parents?” I asked.

“In the keep, my lady,” a random man said. “By the gods, she’s returned!”

He reached to touch the hem of my cloak. I backed away as others crowded around me, some crying for joy.

“Excuse me,” I said, pushing my way through the crowds.

At this point, spaces were cleared, which allowed the rest of my friends to land. Isaru landed neatly beside me, hopping off Falling Star in a graceful motion. Several stepped back, apparently recognizing him, and he quickly joined me in my attempt to get to the wooden doors.

Those doors promptly opened, revealing my parents standing there and gazing out at the five dragons resting in their courtyard. But before they could do anything else, I was shouting at them above the din of the crowd.

“Mom! Dad!”

They seemed to hear me, but to not pinpoint where I was. I was rushing forward, and in a moment, they saw me. They ran out the doors in my direction.

I was just a few feet away from embracing them when the screams of multiple dragons filled the air. Out of instinct, I turned up to see several of the dragons from my army circling the air above. Something was wrong. I could feel it.

My parents each threw their arms around me, but I had to untangle myself.

“Something’s wrong,” I said.

“They massacred the town,” my father said. “We could only save a few within our walls before we were forced to bar the gates. The crawlers . . .”

Trumpets sounded an alarm. Soldiers and white-clad priests manned the walls and towers, pointing upward into the air with what few ballistae they possessed.

“They’re back,” my father said.

“Get everyone who can’t fight inside,” I said. “If the battle above goes well, we have to leave Kalear.”

I left them with that as Isaru and I ran back to our dragons.


























Chapter 7

As soon as I was mounted, I urged Flame into the air. I rose above the walls and turned Flame in the direction of the disturbance.

Dozens of black dragons streamed from behind one of the mountains rising behind the Stronghold, and more were appearing all the time. I felt dread rise in my heart. Just how many would there be? Was it better to attack now, or to wait until we had a better idea of what we were dealing with?

I reached for the Xenofold. Its power was weaker here, near the source of Odium’s reversion, but it was still present. There was still hope we could turn them back.

Stay with me, I said, making sure all the dragons heard, along with my friends. Fight with me. We can win this if we stick together.

Around me, the others remained seated on their dragons, nodding to show that they understood.

The black dragons ahead fanned out, forming a single line while flying high into the air.

We needed to not let the Radaskim get above us. Up! Fly with all your strength!

Flame screeched his assent, flapping his wings with steady strength. I looked behind me, to see that the two hundred dragons at my command were doing the same, their eyes glowing in the afternoon darkness. Ahead of us flew what appeared to be an equal force of dragons. At long last, no more dragons were appearing from the other side of the mountain.

All was eerily silent. The only sound was the gusting of the wind and the collective flapping of dragons’ wings. There were no screams or battle cries. Only the calm before the inevitable storm.

Of Odium, there was no sign or feeling.

There was a change in the ranks of the Radaskim ahead. The flanks of their formation widened, and the dragons in the middle followed those on the edges until two separate contingents, one flying to our left and one to our right, each remaining a hundred feet or so below us. They no longer were attempting to get above us.

I opened myself to the group consciousness. The Elekai dragons I commanded were ready and eager, but they were tiring fast. They had flown all morning with hardly a rest. But I knew the opposing dragons were likely just as tired.

Stop the ascent, I said. Wait for them to fly under us.

At once, the dragons stopped climbing into the air. I watched as the Radaskim approached, flying not directly under us, but to either side. We had to attack, and soon, or they would reach the Stronghold.

That was when I got an idea.

Flame’s voice entered my mind. Elekim?

Let them pass, I said. Then follow them.

It wasn’t much, but having the Stronghold firing their ballistae and crossbows into the approaching Radaskim might thin their numbers enough to give us an edge, however slight. But at the same time, that meant risking lives in the Stronghold itself, not to mention the lives of my parents.

I decided to take the chance. They had survived one attack already; they could weather another one for a short time.

All right, I said, once the final dragon had passed. Follow them.

Strangely, it seemed as if the Radaskim didn’t even notice that we were above them. They gave no sign that they saw us following, not changing their direction in the slightest; they still made directly for the Stronghold. The only sign that they might have seen us was in the splitting of their forces a few minutes ago, but already the two sides had rejoined as a single force.

Did they want us to follow them? Caution wasn’t an option; people would die if we allowed those dragons to go uncontested.

Now, Flame. Catch them!

Flame roared his assent, leading the charge. Shara and Fiona flew on my either side, only a few feet behind me. Both had their swords drawn, holding them two-handed while clenching tightly to their saddles.

I did the same, feeling as if I myself were flying. I was so close to the last of the Radaskim dragons, about fifty feet above the opposing host. The frontrunners of that swarm were nearly at the walls of the Stronghold. Already, bolts were flying from the towers, some of which were finding their marks.

Flame dove, too quick for the bulky Radaska at the end of the swarm. His long claws extended until they landed directly on the dragon’s spiky back. The Radaska screamed as Flame’s claws dug in. The Radaska’s long neck coiled upward, snapping at Flame’s neck, which was just out of range. I reached for Silence, needing the focus to slash with my blade, cutting along the side of the Radaska’s neck. The cut wasn’t deep, due to the thickness of the dragon’s scales, but it was still deep enough for purple blood to leak out. The Radaska screamed as Flame dealt the final blow, chomping deeply on the Radaska’s neck. Flame pushed off the dragon with his claws, sending it spiraling to the forested hillside below.

Flame veered himself upward, just grazing the tops of the trees where the bulky Radaska had fallen. Now pointing toward the sky, I was given a view of the madness above. Hundreds of dragons swarmed in and out of each other, the air filled with their piercing cries. There was no longer any sign of my friends. Though it was hard to tell one side from the other just from looking, I still somehow knew which dragons were friend and foe. The two swarms clashed, a chaos of claws, wings, and shrieks.

There was no telling which side was winning. All I knew was whichever side came out alive would be far less numerous. I feared for my friends, knowing that with two equal forces, one or more of them dying was a huge possibility. I had to do everything in my power to stop that.

At that moment in the madness, I remembered the awesome power Alex had displayed in Hyperborea, how he had tethered dozens of dragons all at once, rendering them useless. Now that I had inherited his powers as Elekim, perhaps I was capable of the same.

I deepened my connection to the Xenofold, probing the opposing side for weakness. The minds of the enemy dragons were empty, empty of all but one thing: Odium.

From their hundreds of eyes, it seemed as if he were staring out.

You’re not here, I said. You’re hundreds of miles away.

I realized Odium was here, at least his presence. He could see, yes. But he could do nothing to shore up the power of this swarm, to protect them from any weaknesses of the mind.

Around me, the mayhem continued. We were above the Stronghold now. Radaskim swooped down into the courtyard below, taking aim with their claws for the squadrons of pikemen and crossbowmen set up to defend against them from below. Meanwhile, our own dragons engaged them from above. Several Radaskim, and at least one of our own, had fallen into the courtyard. Ballistae from the towers shot at anything that tried to attack them.

I was focusing my attention on just how to tether the minds of a good part of the swarm when Flame was attacked from above. He swerved to the side, causing me to nearly drop my sword. As he righted himself, I hurried to sheathe it; in this place, I was just as likely to hurt myself as the enemy with it drawn.

Focus, I thought. But focus proved difficult in these conditions. All I could do was go deeper into Silence, draw more of the Xenofold’s power into myself. I felt a tension in the air, as if lightning were about to strike. Everything slowed, until the dragons’ wings beating around me seemed to be going half the speed they had been before.

There it is, I thought.

My intense focus homed in on three Radaskim dragons close to me, who seemed to sense the shift in balance. All turned from their various paths toward Flame and me. Somehow, they knew the importance of stopping me before something tipped the balance for good.

Similarly, I knew how important it was to stop them.

I reached out toward all three, finding that their minds were hostile, doing everything they could to throw me off. Grabbing hold of their minds was like trying to grab hold of the wind, or trying to tame three wild, bucking horses at the same time. Though it hurt to do so, I let the Xenofold flow through me in a torrent of power, battering down all resistance. The Radaskim still flew toward me in an unyielding dive, and only when I was completely confident that I held them, I opened my eyes to see them flying around and falling by my side.

Now, other Radaskim were attacking me, apparently seeing the threat I posed, while the three dragons I had tethered fought to defend me. I focused my energy on each dragon, one by one, taking control and focusing on the next. More joined my side, until a sphere of a dozen or so dragons surrounded me.

At that moment, as if of one mind, the Radaskim host broke, flying through our ranks and fleeing in the direction they had first come. The Elekai dragons around me gave chase, skirmishing at their rear. Of the nearly two hundred Radaskim that had appeared from around the mountains, perhaps two thirds of those were left. They had decided to cut their losses early.

I flew away from the dragons I had turned. I didn’t have the power to hold them forever, nor could I drive Odium from their minds completely. The other Elekai dragons gathered around, and once I got to a safe distance, I released my hold on Silence, before the energy required to hold the bonds could drain me. There were screams as the Radaskim were instantly set upon and killed. They didn’t stand a chance as they crashed into the ground below.

I watched as the remaining Radaskim force circled around the mountain from where they had come. I waited until they were completely gone and out of sight.

I called the Elekai dragons giving chase to come back, knowing how exhausted they were. The last thing I wanted was for them to run into reinforcements and get ambushed.

I directed Flame to return to the Stronghold.




* * *




When Flame landed in the courtyard, I was instantly surrounded by soldiers, all asking me the same question.

“Are they gone? Did we beat them back?”

“For now,” I answered. “Where are my parents?”

“In the keep, Lady Annara,” one of the men said.

I was halfway to the doors when they opened, and both of my parents walked out. By now, my friends were landing in the courtyard. It seemed as if all of us had made it out alive, thankfully. The battle had been as short as it had been furious. I felt completely drained. It was an effort just to stand. I had expended myself more than I realized.

My parents, as if sensing my weakness, rushed forward. My father grabbed hold of me before I could fall, while my mother called for someone to get a chair.

Once I was seated and all my friends gathered around me, Isa broke the silence.

“What happened? Why did they retreat?”

“Shanti was starting to turn some of the dragons,” Shara said. “I guess they decided to get out while the getting was good.”

I nodded. “I was going to tether a few more, but they started to flee. I didn’t have the power to truly convert them, unfortunately.”

“Do you think you could have, though?” Isaru asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “Just doing that took a lot out of me. Odium is guarding their minds, somehow. I don’t think I can permanently change these dragons. If I can, then it will take far more power from the Xenofold.”

“They have a weakness, at least,” Fiona said.

Something told me that the mere act of tethering had only been possible because Odium was not nearby. As the dragons distanced themselves from him, the more vulnerable they became to mental attacks. This group of Radaskim had been sent to finish off Kalear. We had arrived just in time.

That explained why they had ignored us at first, to only single-mindedly attack the fortress. That was what they had been directed to do, and probably didn’t even have the mental capacity for individual choice. They blindly followed the orders of the master, making up in numbers what they lacked in intelligence. If Odium had expected that we would be here to contest him, I had no doubt things would have turned out differently.

 “We’ve got to get everyone out of here,” I said to my parents. “That’s the reason we came in the first place. I don’t know when, but Odium will surely send another force here to finish the job. Our window to get everyone out won’t last forever.”

At this point, a few more people joined the circle: Seekers Aela, Deanna, and Amalia. The latter had caught the last bit of what I said.

“It won’t take long to get everyone going,” she said. “We’ve ordered everyone to gather their important possessions, so all we have to do is give the signal and we’re gone.”

“Good,” I said, thankful that these Seekers were here to impart their leadership. “Lord Harrow is on the march south, so with luck, we can meet halfway between here and Haven. And hopefully, what we have here, plus the dragons I’ve brought, will be enough to keep everyone safe until then.”

“So, I guess this is the end of the Resistance,” Deanna said, eyeing Isaru. “I can tell you’re no longer the same.”

“Welcome back, Isaru,” Aela said.

He gave a nod of recognition but said nothing otherwise.

“Let’s get moving,” I said. “There will be time for talk on the road.”

Everyone hurried to carry out my orders. Within ten minutes, the first people were leaving the gates, with Elekai dragons patrolling the skies above.


























Chapter 8

On the road north, the light failed a couple of hours earlier than it should have. The sky was gray with smoke from the burning of fields and local towns, only one of which we passed. It was unclear whether the Radaskim somehow set them aflame, or if the people did it themselves, either purposefully or by accident. Broken furniture and discarded possessions were strewn through the street, while windows were shattered from looters that had long since left. There were several dead bodies, already bloated, some torn and shredded from crawlers and carrion. Some of the corpses were burnt. I kept my eyes forward, knowing that this was only the start of the devastation. The Stronghold was an island of order in a sea of chaos and death. There were no live signs of crawlers yet, but every few minutes there was evidence of their passage.

The smell of smoke didn’t dissipate throughout the afternoon. Whatever supplies could be scrounged were picked up quickly and added to the train. The Seekers and all the garrison capable of bearing arms protected those who couldn’t. The Seekers and their charges led the vanguard, while the Sphere Priests and their protégés protected the rear, since that was where an attack was most likely to take place. And of course, the dragons circled the sky above, and would give warning long before crawlers or opposing air forces ever appeared.

At least, that was the hope.

The eyes of the women and children were filled with fear, and the faces of the men guarding them fought to remain brave in the face of what seemed a hopeless situation. Those men bore pikes and crossbows; while every man carried a decent weapon, few had armor or chainmail that could protect them against a crawlers’ sharp mandibles, serrated legs, or lashing tail. Eyes often looked upwards in fear at our dragons, despite their being on our side. The dragons above should have given them comfort, but the people still didn’t trust them.

As far as me and my friends, we rode on some horses in the center of the baggage train or flew above to patrol with the dragons. That first day, I rode with my parents, catching up on everything that happened with them, and they with me. Though I couldn’t stomach the thought of them having to bear all the trials of the Stronghold, both being besieged by Harrow’s army and assaulted by the dragons and crawlers, I was beyond grateful that they had weathered the storm. Twenty people had died in the Stronghold’s defense, and compared to the several hundred it had been guarding, I supposed I should have been thankful that so many had escaped alive.

When we were several miles away, as the road took us over a high hill with a commanding view of the surrounding forests and hilly countryside, I turned to take one last look at the dark keep, its high walls having shadowed, smoky mountains rising behind them. Parts of the abandoned town were still visible in the gathering darkness of evening, where smoke joined the shadows to create a nearly impenetrable veil.  Within days, if not sooner, all this land would be claimed by Odium and the Radaskim, and there was absolutely nothing I could do to stop that. I had no illusions.  All I could do was try to make the defense as strong as possible, in a place that favored us.

That was obviously Haven. The Grand Canyon was over a mile deep and served as an impassable barrier. The only way for Odium to get his minions across at any decent speed was through Haven, and so long as Haven stood, people would have a safe harbor to resist him, even if he circumvented it and pushed further north.

But I knew Odium wouldn’t do that. The tree city was a symbol of hope, and our losing it would completely crush the spirit of the Elekai. Even if it served no purpose other than that, Odium would seek to destroy it.

For that reason, we would have to gather everything there. Every available soldier capable of bearing arms would need to be enlisted in its defense. But having enough men and dragons for the inevitable clash meant abandoning the great majority of the Red Wild to Odium, practically all the parts that were heavily populated. Taking a battle on the Xenoplain would be suicide for our troops. As outnumbered as we were, we would be quickly surrounded and overwhelmed. I tried not to think about all the people who would die by that decision, a decision I hadn’t even informed my friends or the Elders about yet. What would they think of such a sacrifice for the sake of victory?

It was horrible. Too horrible for words.

My parents watched the Stronghold from beside me as the rearguard mounted the hill, as the Sphere Priests began to pass, many of them nodding at me or acknowledging me with a salute. The very last to pass was High Priest Markas, who stood to watch the Stronghold with me and my parents as the rest of the train departed north.

“That’s the last of them,” he said. “Now it’s time for us to say our goodbyes to this place.”

“We hardly knew it,” my mother said. “It was home only for a short while.”

“And it may still be,” my father said. “If all this isn’t for nothing.”

“It’s not for nothing,” I said. “I’m in this to win.”

I clenched a fist, imagining it was large enough to crush Odium’s skull in a single move. If only it were that easy.




* * *




A cold rain fell that night as we made our first camp, and that rain continued on and off throughout the next day. The people marched on, cold and shivering, the dragons above always kept vigil in the gathering haze. Much of the road was overgrown with xen, meaning it was spongy and wet. Boots were soaked as feet churned up a cold, endless slosh, only adding to the misery.

Three days passed like this. The fourth day, the sun came out, adding a little warmth to the cold air. Other refugees on the road joined our train, and soldiers knocked on doors while passing through towns to order people to evacuate, bringing whatever food and supplies they could carry. All pack animals were requisitioned for our use; if they remained here, they would only die anyway. There was no rhyme or reason to the destruction; sometimes, we passed dead towns and villages, while others were very much alive, some not even fully knowing the horror that was going on just a few miles south of them. All were evacuated, all were told that they would die if they stayed.

Of course, some people decided to stay despite everything, not wanting to abandon their homes. These unfortunate fools thought that their small militias, hunting bows, and family heirloom spears would be enough. There was talk of using carts as barricades, of setting up sharpened stakes facing south, that these two things would be enough to hold off Odium’s swarm of dragons and crawlers. No matter how earnest our attempts to persuade these stubborn people, it was never enough, and in the end, we were forced to move on and leave them. My heart broke when one such man claimed that he and his family had lived here for generations, and wouldn’t move on for anything, even if it really was the Second Darkness. I couldn’t bear to look at his wife and children as the idiot smiled foolishly.

We continued, each day passing even more towns, some abandoned and some not. In one of them, the bodies of crawler and man alike lay sprawled on the road. There was no sign of anyone inside the buildings, no sound but the wind accompanied by the stench of decaying bodies.

By the sixth day, everyone was on half rations. Lord Harrow’s army was a day’s march away and had been instructed to gather as many provisions as possible along the way. We had only to walk thirty more miles to meet him, and the people could be escorted by him the rest of the way to Haven.

I was beginning to count ourselves lucky that we had gotten so far without being attacked. The thought came too soon, for they did attack the day before we were due to meet Harrow’s force.




* * *




The screeches of the Elekai dragons above warned us long before we ever saw the first crawlers. The screams of women and the crying of children added to the alarm, and in accordance to the previous plan, they were ushered to the center of the road while the men formed a line on either side, pikes pointed out. Ballistae on wheels were turned and pointed at the trees, each of the priceless machines guarded by a squad of pikemen and crossbowmen.

I called for Flame, and within moments, he was descending toward the road. I hopped on and took to the air as my friends did the same with their dragons. Because of the trees, the dragons would have a hard time engaging the crawlers until they broke out of cover, which told me that this attack had been planned and this location was intentional. As I took high to the air, I reached out with Silence, seeing if there were any Radaskim dragons joining this ambush. For now, though, I felt nothing, and I couldn’t see any approaching dragons coming from any direction.

The attack seems to be on the ground only, I said, to the dragons around me. Leave a few up here to watch the skies, while the rest of you kill anything that comes out of those woods!

Without waiting to see my orders carried out, I turned Flame back toward the road, flying above the soldiers to make sure all was ready for whatever was coming. The line of men was thin, and the long train of refugees and supplies had to be defended at every point. This was helped as the non-combatants began to condense toward the center. As they did so, the lines themselves could concentrate.

There wouldn’t be enough time to make the lines strong enough, though. People were going to die tonight. That would be unavoidable. The only controllable factor was just how many.

At long last, something burst out of the tree line. Screams filled the air as one, and then, two crawlers scuttled toward the eastern line. As if that were a signal, the eastern side of the road suddenly became a chaos of crawlers, dozens charging from the trees all at once and crashing headlong into the eastern formation, while the western side was left completely untouched.

Down! I said to Flame.

Flame dropped into the fray, screeching as he extended his long claws to grab a crawler engaged with a pikeman, sending it flying across the road and into a tree on the other side. Several crawlers leaped into the air toward Flame with alarming speed, snapping their mandibles at his legs. He narrowly dodged as he flapped his wings to gain altitude, then swooped around for another pass. This time, however, the crawlers were facing him and ready to intercept.

Find another spot to attack, I said. And get me on the ground so I can help!

Flame roared, veering right to land me on a spot that was relatively clear of fighting.

Almost as soon as Flame took to the air again, I was engaged from behind. I turned and unsheathed Katan just in time to parry the slashing of a crawler’s leg. It stood right in front of me, its three glowing white eyes boring right into mine. Its mandibles twitched, opening and closing, as it pushed forward aggressively. Too aggressively. I assumed Treeform, grasping onto Silence by second nature, letting it direct my movements and completely abandoning my conscious mind. The crawler hesitated, as if aware of the balance shift. I didn’t give it time to reconsider as I rushed forward, knocking back its head with my blade and causing it to screech and avert its eyes.

Quick as a snake, I reached out to touch its head, right on its flesh were its chitinous armor didn’t cover it. I delved into its mind and felt its panic at the invasion.

Elekim needs you, I said. Kneel.

The panic became docility, and meekly, the crawler knelt and lowered its head, making a strange chortling sound in its throat.

I crawled on its back, and keeping its mind tethered to mine, ordered it forward,

Kill anything threatening the people, I said. Fight for Elekim with a ferocity you’ve never known.

The crawler gave a bloodcurdling screech as it bounded forward and pounced on an unwitting Radaskim crawler. It viciously slashed it with its pointed scorpion tail, then stabbed it with its blade-like legs. It was no sooner done before it was bounding for the next target, leaping madly while I held on for dear life. Its legs came down and stabbed right through its next victim’s plating with a sickening crunch, the impaled crawler screeching terribly.

At last, some of the Radaskim crawlers were wising up, and two broke off from the line of pikes to attack me on the turned crawler. The pikemen, suddenly free of having to defend themselves, cried out and charged bravely forward as the turned crawler held off the attackers. It held off long enough for the pikemen to reach the crawlers, whose backs were now turned to them. They drove the points of their weapons home between the crawlers’ plating and into their underbellies, stabbing again and again while my own crawler gored them from the front.

But the fight had taken its toll. I could feel my crawler weakening, its movements slowing. I dismounted and ordered it to attack another crawler that was about to gore a prone soldier. As the two crawlers fought one another, I released the tether. The two crawlers fought, giving time for the soldier to escape.

In the lull of the battle, I scanned for where I could best help. I saw Fiona fighting a crawler with a group of soldiers trying to hold the line. I ran forward to give my assistance. While the crawler was busy fighting the group, I engaged from behind and stabbed it deeply between its plating. It gave a hoarse screech as it was set upon on all sides.

From above, the Elekai dragons attacked relentlessly, diving and swooping and crashing against the crawlers, sowing chaos in their formations. But in other areas, the battle was not going as well. Men were speared by the crawlers’ pointed legs, screaming as they fell, while entire limbs were dislodged from the lightning strikes of their tails.

Two crawlers charged past the crumbling line of soldiers, right toward a ring of carts behind which the women and children were sheltering. I ran forward, Fiona and the soldiers around me joining. We reached the crawlers just as they began battering at the crude fortifications.

“Form a line!” I shouted. “Pikes out!”

The soldiers extended their pikes, stabbing at the crawlers and pushing them back from the noncombatants.

But more were sneaking through the lines all the time. Dragons were slaughtering them from above, but not fast enough. What fighters were left were now gathering around the cart, in the middle of which were hundreds of refugees, all crying, screaming, and praying in equal amounts.

It was now a question of holding them off long enough for the dragons to kill the rest.

Fiona and I fought side by side, our movements synchronized perfectly from sharing a bond to the Xenofold. Her actions were my own, and my actions were hers. At some point, Isaru joined us, and then Shara and Isa, their enhanced connections to the Xenofold I had given them at the Sea of Creation being put to the test of the first time. We became a machine of death, all of us obeying the directives of the infinitely more intelligent Xenofold. We were the five fingers of its hand, and we moved as one unit, swarming and destroying any crawlers that dared challenge us.

At some point, the crawlers shifted their focus from trying to kill us in a last-ditch attempt to maul anyone caught outside the formation of pikes. But relieved of the pressure, we could press the attack, slicing into the crawlers from the rear as they pushed futilely against the carts and the pikemen protecting them.

The monsters began to break. The twang of crossbows and ballistae further decimated the ones fleeing into the forest, most of which were attacked from above by furious Elekai dragons.

And then, what few crawlers were still fighting, as if given a single order at the same time, turned and fled in a streaming mass. A few more were felled as they were pierced by ballistae and crossbow bolts, but the majority made it past the dragons and scuttled into the safety of the woods.

I let go of Silence and slumped against a box that had formed part of the interior barricade. I closed my eyes, the utter exhaustion of the battle hitting me all at once.


























Chapter 9

I was out for a few minutes before Shara revived me. Despite my weakness, despite my thirst and hunger, there was work to do and dozens of dead to bury while the dragons above kept watch. Too many of those dead were women and children, mostly from those who couldn’t make it inside the barricade in time. I watched as the bodies were lowered into the ground by grim-faced men, many of them weeping inconsolably. How many widows and widowers were made tonight, how many orphans? Any number more than zero was too many. Though this was a victory, it certainly didn’t feel like it. Odium had the numbers to spare, and each of his minions was nothing more than an automaton in his swarm.

After the burials, we had to push on. Camping when we were so close to Harrow’s troops had been a huge mistake. I had pitied the people’s exhaustion, had taken their safety for granted and had been lulled into a false sense of security. How many had died because of my stupidity?

I wallowed on such thoughts as we marched north, as the night gave way to a grim, gray dawn. People hobbled forward, many wounded, more just exhausted. It was hard to look at their thin, drawn faces, to see the toll the lack of food had taken. It was harder still to imagine any more dying, though more surely would, from wounds sustained in the skirmish.

Progress was slow, but the morning at least brightened. We were within hours of connecting to Lord Harrow’s army. I ran up and down the column, shouting encouragement of how close we were, and the promise of a warm meal and safe beds. The people began moving faster. About an hour later, we ran into the first of Lord Harrow’s outriders, about twenty armored knights, the sight of which inspired the people to walk even more quickly, faster even than our first day of travel.  The outriders escorted us the rest of the way until we reached the camp.

The forest came to an end, and in the distance was the sight of Harrow’s camp, hundreds of tents laid out on top of a wide hill with stakes embedded into the xen, pointing south. It irked me a bit that they had set up camp rather than hurry south to join us and ensure our safety. We were about a hundred miles from Haven here, so we had made almost as good time as they had, laden with women, children, and wagons.

My friends and I walked at the head of the column, where Lord Harrow’s personal guard awaited us, along with the man himself. He watched impassively as we approached. He dismounted and handed his reins to a waiting soldier. He gave three small bows; one to me, then one to Fiona, and the final one to Isaru.

“Well-met,” Lord Harrow said. “I sent a contingent of cavalry to harry the crawlers as soon as I received word of the attack. Alas, they arrived too late, but have orders to pursue the crawlers until the southern end of the Xenoplain. I hope this is to your satisfaction.”

“Your men seem comfortable,” I said, looking at the faces of his honor guard. “Well-rested. Well-fed.”

Harrow’s thin lips tightened into a tense smile. “I assure you, my men are anything but rested. You gave me a tall order. It hasn’t been easy securing and convincing the locals to abandon their homes. After all, the war hasn’t reached this far yet. All said, however, as many as fifty thousand refugees now march north toward Haven, and the men I’ve left behind are ensuring that we catch the stragglers, creating a wide net to make sure we don’t miss a man, woman, or child north of this spot.” He nodded back toward the camp. “I’ve entrenched myself here, as this town, Adnora, is a meeting place of many roads, and will serve as a decent central command to oversee the evacuation of thousands of people.”

After hearing all this, I thought that perhaps I had misjudged him. “That’s good news. How many fighting men have been armed?”

“About two thousand, all of which have been levied into my forces. Most have stayed on behind to help with the evacuation. We have food and water; I’m certain you and your people must be hungry.”

“They are,” I said. “They need to be fed and given a warm fire as soon as possible. Many of them are hungry and cold, not to mention frightened.”

“Of that, I have no doubt,” Lord Harrow said. “Already, my captains are taking care of it.”

I could see that this was the case. With striking efficiency, the people and carts were being ushered toward the shelter of the tents behind the stakes. many were shedding tears of relief and gratitude.

“Perhaps we should go to my command tent,” Lord Harrow said. “It’s warm, and I’ve been waiting for your arrival to sup. Over meat and bread, we can catch up.”

My stomach growled at the prospect of food. And it looked as if things were being taken from my hands, at least for the moment. “That sounds good.”

We followed Harrow and his bodyguards up the road. A ten-minute walk brought us to a large white tent. Harrow himself held open the flap while we walked in.

As promised, the interior of the tent was warm and dry, and a most welcome sight was the presence of food, already set, on a large wooden table. There was roasted chicken, fresh-baked bread, potatoes, and greens, along with pitchers of watered wine, foaming beer, and plain water.

It seemed wrong to eat so richly while others would be getting meaner fare, but the others didn’t seem to be thinking of that. Shara rushed forward with Isa right on her heels, each taking a piece of bread before I could say anything.

“Guys . . .”

Fiona and I just watched as Isaru walked forward, making no qualms about breaking off a drumstick. He looked at me, shrugged, and tore into it.

“Nothing like food after a battle,” Lord Harrow said, smiling approvingly and showing teeth for the first time I could remember. “Help yourselves. You’ve won a victory today and should celebrate.”

“We buried dozens of our people today,” I said. “Women and children among them. If that was victory, then I never want to taste defeat.”

Harrow looked at me seriously. “Yes, dozens died. But how many were saved? Hundreds, perhaps even thousands in the days to come. It is easy to dwell on our defeats, and difficult to remember victories.” He paused as he considered. “I’ve heard reports of you shoring up the breaking line at just the right moment. As foolish as it was brave. But the men will like that sort of thing. The story will give them courage. A man who is willing to fight for his troops, or a woman I should say, will be just as willing to do the same for you.”

“I just did what had to be done,” I said.

“Ah,” Harrow said. “That you did. I’m too old for such things today. My place is to sit in this tent, and yes, to watch. My arms can’t swing a blade as hard as they did in the old days, when King Taris was still a boy and I had just entered into my inheritance at Fallwood.” Noticing that I was eyeing the food, Lord Harrow gestured toward it. “Eat. You are surely famished.”

He was right in that. The next half hour was spent eating while Lord Harrow gave an account of everything that had happened on his way south. As he had mentioned before, thousands had been saved after being forced to evacuate to Haven, and more would be arriving there by the day. He had also sent orders to every town on the Xenoplain to evacuate to Haven posthaste, and to send all levies at once to Haven, if they had not already done so.

But he saved the most important bit of news for last. “I carry a message from the Elders. Shortly after you left, an envoy arrived from Colonia.”

“An envoy?” I asked. “Concerning what?”

“The Grand Pontifex has invited you to Colonia to honor you,” Harrow said, with an ironic smile. “At least, that’s their words. They wish to form an alliance and to hold a feast in your honor, should you accept.”

“A feast?” I asked. I couldn’t help but laugh. “You know, they tried to kill me once?”

“I’d heard,” Harrow said. “I would be very careful, were I you.”

“I smell a trap,” Shara said.

The others around the table were nodding.

“I doubt they wish to honor me,” I said. “They hate all that is Elekai.” I paused, considering. “At the same time, we didn’t leave them off in a good place. They agreed to work with us out of fear of our dragons. I want to make sure they understand the importance of this fight, and I want them to understand that there’s good faith on our end.”

“And theirs,” Shara pointed out.

“Yes,” I said. “And theirs. Though they’re our enemies, Odium is the greater enemy, to the point where perhaps even they can see that. Their Dragonguard nearly numbers the Dragonriders of the Annajen. If all of us work together, we would have close to five hundred dragon riders, in addition to the two hundred free dragons we have right now. If the Elder Dragons were ever to join us on the field, we’d have almost a thousand. Perhaps enough to compete with Odium.”

Harrow nodded, conceding that point. “That’s more dragons than any army has ever had.”

“Something tells me the Radaskim have that much, if not more,” I said.

“So, you’re going to go?” Shara asked.

I didn’t have to think long about it. “Yes. I won’t be going alone, of course. I’ll take the dragons, and I’ll take all of you.”

“Still not enough,” Lord Harrow said. “Take half of my guard. I’ll give you twenty-five of my best men.”

“Will those men be comfortable flying on dragons?” I asked.

Harrow had a chuckle at that. “These are the bravest men from Woodfall. They would be honored to accompany Annara Reborn and will die in your protection.”

He was treating me as if he truly believed I was Anna. It was hard to tell if he was doing so of his own accord, or simply because Fiona had ordered him to, who was standing right in front of him.

I wasn’t hesitant at all about returning to Colonia. In some strange way, it still felt like home. However, I was a bit unsure about bringing along twenty-five soldiers I didn’t know, even if I was surer of Lord Harrow’s loyalties now than ever before.

“Take the men,” Fiona said, vouching for him. “Surrounded by the Colonian forces, you will be glad to have them.”

“I’ll have the dragons,” I said.

“But dragons won’t help you if there’s going to be a feast,” Shara said. “Banquets are always held within the Red Bastion. Dragons will not be able to reach you there.”

“They wouldn’t think to try anything,” I said. “If anything were to happen to me, the dragons would attack the city.”

“Could you really order the dragons to attack the city of your birth?” Shara asked. “I know I couldn’t. And the Colonians might be willing to bet you wouldn’t do the same. They would remain safe in their fortress while the people outside were slaughtered. The walls of the Bastion alone hold almost a hundred ballistae, and Colonian crossbowmen are famed for their discipline and accuracy.”

All were good points, but they wouldn’t stop me from going. It wouldn’t get me the dragons I needed, and I knew having more dragons than Odium would be pivotal in winning the war.

Fiona seemed to read my thoughts. “We will stand by you, whatever decision you make. But perhaps more time is needed, or more assurances made . . .”

“Is there time for that, though?” I asked. “Odium’s army is already rampaging the southern Xenoplain. We know that his crawlers have reached this far north. My guess is that within days, even this part of the plain will be abandoned. We don’t have the men to defend at every point, and the only way we can get more men is by going to Colonia and hearing what they have to offer.”

“At least have the condition that the banquet be held outside,” Fiona said. “Where dragons can be of help.”

“The Colonian Dragonguard could also be of help in that situation,” Shara said. “We would outnumber them, if not by much.”

“It’s a risk,” I said. “And I don’t want to insult them by assuming they’ve invited me in bad faith. I want to project strength, not weakness.”

“Remember that discretion is the better part of valor,” Harrow said. “You would be right to doubt them.”

All of them looked at me. The only ones who hadn’t given their opinions were Isaru and Isa.

“Isaru?”

“I stand by whatever you decide,” he said. “I don’t think they’re trying to trick you, but I think you need to be careful in case they are. Which I trust you will be.”

“Isa?”

She shook her head, her eyes worried. “I think it’s a trap.”

So, of everyone, Isaru was the only one to think it wasn’t a trap, and even he had urged caution. Of course, I would be careful. The Colonians would have to be stupid to try anything when I had my dragons, when they were already so weak.

In the end, though, I decided to go with my gut, even if it went against the grain. “I agree that we need to be careful. But we need to do something to put them off balance. I can’t meet them on their terms.”

“What do you have in mind?” Shara asked.

“No sending a message back,” I said. “That would take too long. If we’re to get their help, we must have their help now.” I looked at everyone around the table. “Tomorrow morning, we take half the dragons and fly straight to Colonia and leave the rest here. No announcement. No feast. None of that stuff. We have a candid discussion with the Grand Pontifex about the logistics of them joining us in this war.”

“And if he doesn’t like that you’ve showed up unannounced with a hundred dragons?” Lord Harrow asked.

He probably wouldn’t like that, but the last thing I wanted was to be predictable.

“Think of it as a bargaining tool,” I said. “Leverage.”

“I see,” Lord Harrow said. “Well, it’s as good a plan as any. Tomorrow, I’ll ensure an orderly withdrawal to the Grand Canyon begins. Odium’s movements worry me greatly, and the speed of his crawlers might find us surrounded in this open country if we don’t get a move on soon.”

“Then withdraw as quickly as you can,” I said, standing. “We have a lot of preparation for tomorrow.”

“Both of us do, my lady,” Lord Harrow said. “I only urge that you be very careful. Something about this doesn’t sit right with me, but that’s just an old man’s opinion.”

I nodded. “I’ve dealt with Colonians all my life, Lord Harrow. What’s one more time?”

“I hope it’ll be as easy as you think,” Lord Harrow said, though his voice sounded as if he didn’t think it would be at all. “If you’re ready to retire, I can have some men escort you to a tent I have prepared for you and your friends. I can wake you if there’s anything that needs your attention.”


























Chapter 10

Once all of us were settled into the tent, we began to make our plans for the next day. Shara was extremely candid on what she thought.

“I think you’re making a huge mistake.”

Everyone watched for my reaction. Shara was staring hard at me, her eyes challenging.

“And what would you have me do?” I asked.

“Don’t go,” she said. “You may have grown up in Colonia, just like me. But I’ve worked with them, Shanti. The Hunters are the closest thing to pure evil that I’ve ever known, besides Odium himself. And your old friend, Hunter Valance, now has a seat on the Council of Nine. Ultimately, it would have been the Council making this decision to invite you, since the Grand Pontifex Valerian is too infirm to do much these days.”

“I want to give them an opportunity to help,” I said. “I don’t think they would betray me if I brought the dragons.”

“I think you’re wrong,” Shara said. “But I hope you’re not, because I know you feel like you can’t turn down the possibility of more troops and dragons. Just don’t get surprised when your hand gets caught in the honey pot.”

“We’re going,” I said, glad that none of them could see my cheeks color in the darkness. “It’s decided. Despite our differences, their people should have the opportunity to fight for their survival, just like we do. Maybe this is an opportunity to heal the rift that’s lasted for generations. Maybe there’s something to the Prophecy, that the Elekai would return to Colonia someday. I’d like to see that come true.”

“We don’t even know if there is a Prophecy anymore,” Fiona said.

I still found myself hoping that there was and believing in its existence. Something in my bones told me that I needed to go to Colonia, and that it wasn’t just about securing their soldiers or dragons.

“I can’t explain why I’m willing to risk myself, and not to mention all of you,” I said. “I just know it’s important.”

Shara sighed, thinking for a second about how to respond. “I don’t agree with you. But I’ll stand beside you all the same. My only advice is to be ready for anything.”

“We’ll be careful,” I said. “Remember, I was the one they were going to execute, simply for being an Elekai. I’ll never forget that, even if they were to prove themselves in the coming war.”

“That’s good,” Shara said. “That’s all I ask. And if something doesn’t feel right about it, don’t be afraid to call things off and get out of there. All of us support you, whatever your decision.”

“If I may,” Isa said, joining in from where she was seated on her cot. “What’s our plan in case things go south? What if we are invited into the Red Bastion, and are unable to get out easily?”

It was a good question, and Shara had said that all official feasts took place within it. “We’ll be in the same room as the Council of Nine, not to mention the Grand Pontifex. If they try to do anything to us, we’ll have ourselves and Lord Harrow’s men to defend ourselves. None of them would risk their necks in that situation. It would be suicide. And killing guests at the negotiation table seems something even the Covenant wouldn’t do.”

I watched Isaru, the only one who had been mostly quiet. He sat on his cot, staring at the ground and seeming to be rather pensive. At last, he looked up and gave his opinion. “I’m ready for anything. I can never forgive the Covenant for what they did to you. All the same, I see the importance of this meeting. I can’t find anything wrong in what you’re saying, Shanti. I’m just thinking of how this can turn against us, and how to protect you in case it does.” He looked back at the ground. “I just find myself wondering what Elder Isandru would do in this situation.”

All of us went quiet at that. He was gone, now, and we could no longer get the benefit of his wisdom. Not without entering the Xenofold, at least, and that wasn’t in the cards for now. What would he have suggested in this situation? For some reason, I had the feeling that he wouldn’t have known, either, but he would have had something wise to say.

“That’s impossible to know,” Shara said, quietly. “For now, we have to hold our own council.”

 “I agree with Shara,” I said. “At least, in that. We have to trust ourselves. And I have to trust myself. Perhaps it’s a waste of time. Perhaps it’s worse than a waste of time. But when the Radaskim reach Haven, I don’t want a lack of dragons or men to be the reason why we lost, because I lacked the courage to make the harder choice.” I paused. “I could never forgive myself for that.”

“Then to Colonia we go,” Shara said.

After that, we settled down to sleep. Despite my exhaustion, I couldn’t stop my thoughts and fears running through my mind. Floating in the darkness of my mind was Hunter Valance’s narrow, cruel face and cold blue eyes. I reached for Silence, pushing all my fears into it, but was only somewhat successful at dispelling the visions.

When I finally fell asleep, I was still connected to the Xenofold.




* * *




When I woke, it was still dark, and I was far from rested. My body ached and protested at getting up; despite the discomfort of my cot, it felt like a feather bed, as exhausted as I was.

But waking up, especially when I didn’t want to, was something I had trained myself to do by now. I stirred myself, throwing on my thick cloak and reaching for the Xenofold to invigorate me. I stepped outside, feeling the cold but also not feeling it, so deep I was in my meditation. I went through several sequences of Treeform, followed by Flame, and finally followed by Wind. By the time I returned the tent, I was warmed up and dawn was thirty minutes from breaking in the east. I was awake, alert, and ready for a bite and some coffee. Some fires were already burning from soldiers cooking their breakfasts. The smell of what seemed like biscuits in the air was tantalizing.

I woke the others. Without a word, everyone dressed and packed their things. When everyone was ready, we went into the crisp winter air, where I spied Lord Harrow speaking to some of his officers outside his command tent.

When we approached, the others parted and made way while Harrow addressed us. “Up early, I see. We were talking about the withdrawal today. If all goes well, within the hour none will know we’ve been here, and by noon we’ll be five miles up the road.”

“I hope so,” I said. “We were wondering where we could get some breakfast before heading on our own way.”

“There’s food inside the tent. Help yourselves.”

“Thank you,” I said.

As the others went inside the tent, Fiona and I remained outside with Harrow.

“Any word on the Radaskim?” she asked.

Harrow shook his head. “All’s been quiet through the night. Not even the scouts have found anything. Our position here is well-placed; we couldn’t be dislodged unless a sizeable force came.”

“Be ready for anything,” I said. “Odium’s dragons could be just hours away.”

“We have done everything we can to prepare. Thankfully, if his dragons are coming, we’ll know ahead of time.”

“It’ll have to be enough,” I said. “How long until you reach Haven?”

“Laden as we are, and with the influx of refugees, it will be slower going than our march south. I think we will catch sight of Haventree within the week, assuming no difficulties.”

I had to hope that was the case. “Make all the speed you can, Lord Harrow. I know there are women and children, not to mention the elderly. Do whatever must be done to get them there safely.”

I didn’t know what else to add. Harrow was more well-versed in the moving of armies and supplies than I was. I tried to push the thought out of my mind that everything I was saying was dreadfully obvious.

“I suggest you eat, Lady Anna,” he said. “You have a long journey ahead of you. And if I don’t see you before you depart, then I wish you the very best of luck.”

I nodded. “You, too. Before going in the tent, I have one more thing to say. I appreciate how difficult it must be to listen to me, especially if you don’t believe me about who I am. But I’m glad you’re doing it, if only for Queen Fiona’s sake.”

Lord Harrow’s posture stiffened, and it was a moment before he found the appropriate response. “I thank you for that. It isn’t easy. Then again, nothing is easy these days, and I think the question of who should rightfully be leading the Elekai will become small indeed compared to our mutual survival.” He gave a small smile. “It would be better if all were united under a single person, even if that person was of doubtful ability, than for the Elekai people to be split into two factions under able rulers. That’s my opinion.”

I nodded, knowing that that was the best I was going to get out of him for now. “I hope I can prove myself to you, Lord Harrow. You deserve a leader who knows what they’re doing.”

He gave a stiff smile and held the tent flap open for me. I ducked inside and made my way to the long table filled with food for Lord Harrow and his officers. There was toasted bread and butter, hard-boiled eggs, oatmeal, along with an assortment of autumn fruits. There was also hot tea and coffee.

We sat and ate together quickly. By the time we left the tent, the sun was cresting over the forest to the east. I donned another layer of clothing. If anything, it felt as if it had gotten even colder, despite being further south than Haven. The wind could be sharp here on the Xenoplain, as there was nothing to stop it from passing through.

We called our dragons, and they arrived quickly. Flame settled in front of me gracefully, his snorts clouding the air with fog. All of us hurried to mount, tying our packs to the dragons’ saddles. Some soldiers had gathered to see us off, waving as our dragons pushed off the ground and took flight.

We were well on our way when I realized something important had slipped all our minds. The guards Lord Harrow had promised us never volunteered themselves. I smiled. The dragons would have to be our guards, and in my mind, that was more than enough.




* * *




The flight to Colonia took less time than I thought. Within a few hours, we were nearly out of the Red Wild, flying high over the dense, nearly impenetrable Selvan that had served as a barrier between the Elekai and the Covenant for generations. Thirty minutes later saw us leaving the Wild for good, trading the thick tangle of pink-tinted trees for the browns and reds of desert sand, interspersed with rocky outcrops, cliffs, mesas, and buttes. The Colorado River flowed beneath us, serving as the path that would lead us to Colonia itself.

About a hundred dragons followed closely behind. The desert went on for another couple of hours before the city could be discerned in the distance. There was not a trace of a cloud in the clear blue sky. They would catch sight of us soon, if they hadn’t already.

As we were getting close, I realized that having all the dragons fly toward the city was a bad idea, especially considering that they weren’t expecting our arrival.

I connected my mind with all the dragons around me. Hang back for now. If I need you, then I’ll call.

Though none of the dragons responded with words, I felt their assent, and received the image that they would be resting on a nearby mesa that was probably a ten-minute flight from the city. I knew the dragons needed to be fresh, and that they couldn’t just circle the city for hours on end in case something happened. They would be fatigued, and if and there was a battle, they would fight the poorer for it.

The others looked at me questioningly at the dragons being left behind, but they must have seen from my face that it was part of the plan. Shara didn’t seem happy about it, but no words or thoughts passed between us.

It was just the five of us as we approached the high red wall of the city. We passed over several suburbs, including what I recognized to be the Red Cathedral facing Silver Square, at the head of Silver Bridge, the southernmost crossing leading into the city.

As we flew closer, I could hear trumpets blaring an alarm. We flew high above the wall, where ballistae would be no threat. Already, I could see a stream of the Dragonguard approaching from the direction of the Red Bastion with lances extended, as if to do battle.

I didn’t intend for there to be any sort of fighting. I reached out with Silence to tether the lead dragon of the front rider, who I assumed to be the one in command, and quickly and easily had him under my control. The rider’s lance fell as he tried to regain control of his steed. Likewise, two more dragons fell under my control. Similarly, these riders lowered their lances and fought to regain control of their mounts. These dragons were much easier to take over than the Radaskim, and unlike the Radaskim, they were completely Mindless, meaning they could be turned to our side for good, when the time came for it.

We passed the riders, keeping a wide berth as they offered no further challenge. Several shouted at us, furiously pulling at their dragons’ reins. But it did no good.

In this way, the Red Bastion approached. We flew high above the walls. Several ballistae bolts fired, but they missed wide, as our dragons dove downward. Crossbowmen contingents had already formed, all pointing their weapons toward us.

Up! I thought.

At once, all our dragons banked away, before the crossbows could do any damage.

As soon as our dragons steadied themselves, Isaru’s voice entered my mind. They didn’t expect this.

We were facing the direction of the Colonian Dragonriders once again.

Let me take care of this, I said to everyone.

I directed the lead Dragonguard’s dragon to fly alongside me. The rider looked at me, with a shocked and angry expression that seemed to ask if I was the one doing this. He looked to be in his thirties, with a trim beard and bright blue eyes. Before he could ask me anything, I addressed him.

“Get the Grand Pontifex,” I said. “Tell them Anna has arrived and to not shoot us down!”

The rider nodded, and I let go of his dragon’s mind. His mount screamed as he turned back in the direction of the Red Bastion.

I rejoined the others. Now, we waited.


























Chapter 11

We circled the courtyard of the Red Bastion for the next fifteen minutes before several red-garbed figures exited from the interior of the building, with trumpets blaring their arrival with a triumphant trill.

The others followed me as I angled Flame downward. As I drew close, there were no discernible threats. No crossbows firing, no ballistae bolts loosing. Some of the pikemen pulled back to make space for our landing.

Once Flame was on the ground, several dozen white-robed priests stood behind the less numerous red-robed ones, of which there were nine. One of those faces I would recognize anywhere, even without its characteristic sneer. Hunter Valance seemed to hold no malice for me now. Since we had last met, he had been raised to the Council of Nine, and was now High Priest of the Hunters, one of the nine sects of priests that formed Colonia’s ruling class. Several other stiff-standing, red-robed men, mostly white-haired, old, and wrinkled, stood beside him, all their faces staring at me placidly, almost meekly, with hands folded within their red robes.

I signaled for the others to dismount. As soon as my feet touched the stones below, the trumpets blasted their welcome once again, nearly drowning me in a wall of sound that echoed off the high ramparts of the Red Bastion.

At this moment, all the priests, red and white, parted in the middle to reveal the wide-open entryway. Upon the threshold was a sedan chair, propped up by four young men, bearing the Grand Pontifex of the Colonian Covenant. Even with distance, I could tell that he was even fatter than the last time I’d seen him. Lying on his side, his prodigious gut nearly spilled over the edge of the sedan, while the muscled men bearing him strained under the weight. His blue eyes seemed to bulge out of his bald, liver-spotted head.

The chair approached, and all bowed low as he passed, with hands over hearts to show their utmost reverence, High Priest Valance included. A contingent of pikemen followed closely behind, fanning out as they neared us to form a line between us and the priests. The red-robed High Priests fell in behind the soldiers, following the Grand Pontifex until all stood in front of us, with the Grand Pontifex and his chair in the middle and the red High Priests on his either side.

Pontifex Valerian struggled to sit upright, and only barely succeeded at doing so. “Welcome, Annara of the Elekai.” His voice rasped, as all three of his chins wobbled. A sly smile covered his face, but there was so much fat that it was hard to discern any expression at all on his features. “Be welcome here. The Goddess Returns to Colonia, as prophesied!”

A great cheer rose in the air, and the trumpets bugled victoriously. The High Priests clapped soberly, even Hunter Valance, whose artificial smile I did not trust. And yet, all of them were clapping and cheering, as if I really were the return of the goddess, as if they hadn’t been shooting at me just fifteen minutes before.

Valerian waited for the applause to die down, which didn’t take long, as Valerian raised a hand to signal he wished to speak more. “You’ve come, I presume, to take part in the celebration? Colonia stands ready to join you, Annara, to push back the dark Radaskim, Odium, as discussed in our last meeting.”

“I’m glad to hear that, Grand Pontifex,” I said. “Though I’m surprised just how willing you are to help, given how that last meeting went.”

He roared with laughter. “Alas, alas,” he said, with a wheeze, “you cannot blame us for that after the destruction caused by your dragons. If you had but returned our letter, we would have had your celebration feast ready for you, but such as it is, we are scrambling to prepare a fete worthy of your personage.”

“There is no need for that,” I said. “The Radaskim are bearing down on us. I can’t say when they’ll reach Haven, but it could be in as little as a week. We need your men and your dragons, Grand Pontifex. We need them as soon as you’re able to provide them, and energy applied to anything else is just energy wasted.”

Valerian looked at me appraisingly. “Ah, yes. I see.” For the first time, he seemed to be hesitant. Clearly, providing feasts and fetes was his area of expertise.

“Now is the time to make good on your words,” I said, deciding to continue. “I very much appreciate the welcome I’ve received here, and the recognition you have for my name. Now I draw on the power of that name, and that recognition, and will receive your oaths of loyalty now, as well as command of the city.” I forced a smile. “Such befits a goddess, does it not?”

“Of course, of course,” the Grand Pontifex said, somewhat testily. “Colonia stands ready to help.”

“We need all the Dragonguard to reinforce Haven as quickly as they can fly,” I said. “And all the men you can spare. Leave only a small garrison here to hold the city. It’s Haven that Odium is after. How many men can you send, and how fast can you get them there?”

The Grand Pontifex chuckled. “Hasty, aren’t we? Well, yes. We will need to discuss this in greater detail. These talks will take a long time, as there are many interested parties and Colonia is not ruled by one man alone, as often as I wish that were the case.” The Pontifex chuckled again. “Within, say, thirty minutes, a first course can be begun, and after that, the discourse.”

“First course?” I asked. “I don’t care about any banquet. I just want to settle this here and now, as quickly as possible.”

“I agree with you, Annara, very much so,” Valerian said. “Alas, would that it worked that way. I fear that this is the only way we can move forward. The High Priests will have concerns, concerns which even I cannot, as Grand Pontifex, allay.”

I noticed then that several of the High Priests, Valance included, were looking at Shara, which made sense, since she had once been a Hunter and was bound to be recognized.

It was Shara who spoke next, leaning close to me to speak quietly. “If you want my advice, call your dragons here, sooner rather than later.”

“I assure you, Annara has nothing to fear from us,” Valerian said, seeming to guess Shara’s words. “It is our wish that the negotiations be protected and hidden from those who are our enemies, who might even be present here.”

I saw from the Pontifex’s bulging, blue eyes that he truly believed this. I resisted the urge to look at Valance.

“You walk in there, you might never come out alive,” Shara said.

I made my decision right then and there. I reached out for the dragons outside Colonia.

Come near the city. We’re going inside.

I felt the dragons’ unease, but didn’t hold the connection long enough to listen to their protests.

I nodded toward the Bastion. “Lead on. But just know there’s a force of dragons outside that your Dragonguard can never hope to match.”

Grand Pontifex Valerian bowed graciously. “We wouldn’t think of harming a hair on your head, Holy Goddess.” He clicked at his sedan bearers, as if they were nothing more than horses. They lifted him up and bore him back to the Bastion as the trumpets took up their triumphant call once again.

The High Priests fell in behind him, and none other than Valance gestured me forward to follow them. As we did so, I couldn’t help but feel that we were following monsters back into their lair. As we passed the crowd, most of them smiling and cheering, their faces were genuine. They could very well have believed that I was their promised goddess returned to life, to save them from the end of the world. At least that much was the truth, if nothing else.

All the same, I couldn’t help but feel foreboding as I passed the threshold into the cavernous Red Bastion, like I was being swallowed by a colossal beast.


























Chapter 12

The last time I stepped foot in the Bastion was after I had left the Sanctum with Isaru with Anna’s sword in my hand, on a mission to rescue my parents who had been imprisoned in its lower dungeons. It was months later, and it looked the same, though more crowded than before. But still, that crowd was tiny in comparison to the gargantuan entrance hall, multiple stories high, all made from thick red stones. The floor was an intricate mosaic of the desert sun, and red banners bearing the crook and sword of the Covenant hung down from the red stone ceiling, so high up that the light of the bright braziers and sconces couldn’t reach it. The dozens of tapestries hanging from the walls did nothing to dim the sound of echoing feet and armor as we advanced across the floor, toward a wide arch that led deeper into the complex.

Careful here, Isaru’s said, his voice entering my mind.

I nodded slowly, to show him I understood that I had my guard up.

I felt for the dragons still outside. Flame and the others were still sitting patiently outside, watching their surroundings with uneasy eyes. I concentrated until I could clearly see what Flame saw. Only a nervous few guards had been set to watch over them, with crossbows handy and not quite pointed at them. I felt the dragons’ anger at those weapons; I knew with one word from me, those men would die.

No deaths today, I thought to myself. Not unless we’re forced.

We passed through the entry hall and into another hall, not quite as large but still cavernous by any standard. Long rows of tables had been set up, with red tablecloths, candles, and all decked with silver plates, all shining from the firelight as if recently polished. I wondered how they had found the time.

The Grand Pontifex in front of us waved his hand impatiently, and at once, his bearers lowered his sedan to the floor. He drew a deep breath before heaving himself up on his two, fat legs. He paused to collect himself, his breaths heavy, as his bearers held him steady to make sure he didn’t fall. He nodded once he judged himself to be steady enough, and his bearers backed away, their heads lowered.

Valerian gestured for us to follow him to the high table. There, we were seated next to him and his twice as wide chair made from iron and covered generously with pillows. The rest of the red-robed High Priests sat at the same table while the white-robed ones occupied the lower tables. I was only three places away from Hunter Valance, though he didn’t glance my way once. People talked in low, solemn voices as an army of liveried servants scurried in with trays to serve the first course. Looking around, it didn’t seem as if any of the soldiers had followed us in. All the important priests that ran the city had been gathered in a single place.

Wine was poured in my cup without my asking. The last thing I wanted to do was drink it; it seemed to be inviting death. Before I could say anything, a young boy approached, dressed in fancy livery. He reached for the cup, took a sip, and backed away, joining the rest of the servants in their duties.

“What was that for?” I asked.

“He is your taster,” Pontifex Valerian said, matter-of-factly. “I have one myself. A gesture of our good faith.”

As good as his word, a young man approached the table, and without saying a word or even looking at the Grand Pontifex, took a sip of his drink. Even with the display, I couldn’t bring myself to drink my own. I wanted to be sharp and ready for anything.

After a short pause, the first course was served. I picked at it (after my taster had once again had a few bites of each of the items), wondering all the while when the real discussions would begin. The Grand Pontifex dug into his food with gusto, hardly seeming to taste it. Nor did he wait for the rest of the table to be served.

The Grand Pontifex, already finished with his plate, had his cleared up. Almost instantly, the other plates at the high table were being swiped away by the wait staff, regardless whether the person had finished. Already, the second course was set, a small cut of ham with rice and greens.

The Pontifex worked single-mindedly clearing the next course as if it were a racecourse. As soon as the food entered his mouth, his fork was back on the plate, spearing yet more food into his great maw, more expertly wielded than a Seeker with a blade. If anyone cared to eat, then they had to keep pace. I realized that no one was keeping track, so I didn’t even have to eat. Everyone was focusing on getting a bite or two in before the food was swiped away by the waiting staff.

Not two minutes had passed since the second course was served that it was taken away, and replaced by a dessert, a rich chocolate cake. Into this dish, the Pontifex dove in the most happily of all. Unlike the other dishes, he ate slowly, luxuriating, as rich chocolate crumbs and icing fell from his chins and stained his rich, red cloak.

At last, the lunchtime feast was done, and the Grand Pontifex leaned back in his oversized chair, heaving a satisfied sigh.

“I can’t think on an empty stomach,” he said. “With that squared away, I think it’s time we got down to business.” He half-turned toward me. “My priests will be happy to discuss the terms with you.”

“Not you yourself?” I asked.

He chuckled and whispered conspiratorially. “I’m more of a figurehead. The real work is done by the Council.”

I saw now that the High Priests were already standing, and some of them were already in front of the table, all looking at me with hollow, solemn eyes. The Grand Pontifex, not seeming to understand that lunch was over, was grabbing at the untouched plate of the High Priest who had been sitting next to him. It was all I could do to hide my shock.

“This way, Shanti Roshar,” Hunter Valance said, seeming to read my surprise. With him addressing me so directly, I was on my guard, by instinct reaching for Silence.

We followed the High Priests through the banquet hall, leaving the Grand Pontifex to continue his gorging. We were led into an interior room, much smaller than the banquet hall . . . a room, I noticed, which only had one entrance. It was only us and the priests, however. None of the guards had followed us inside. They had left us with our weapons, while only Valance and one of the other priests had any weapons at all, both of which were swords.

For a long moment, there was only silence: us five staring across at the nine, all old men, except for Valance, all seeming rather unhappy to be there.

At last, the oldest of the nine spoke, his voice hard and unyielding. He was also one of the two that had a weapon. “There will be no alliance between the Elekai and the Holy Annaran Covenant. Not now. Not ever.”

“Then why invite us here?” I asked. “To kill us?”

“No,” Valance said, stepping forward. “We won’t kill you.”

“That will not be our pleasure,” the old man said.

The man gave a nod, and at that moment, the door behind us was slammed shut.

Flame! I called. Get the dragons here now!

In my mind, I felt his alarm. Though he himself didn’t move, as guarded as he was, he would get the message out to the other dragons.

All of us drew our swords, but Hunter Valance and the so-far unnamed priests made no action to draw their own.

“We demand restitution for the destruction you unleashed upon our city,” the lead priest said. “You are not leaving this room until guarantees are made. Until you agree to give us Shara Laen and one other of your choice as a hostage. To ensure your goodwill.”

“That won’t be happening,” I said. “We have to work together. You want restitutions? Fine, we will do whatever you want to make up for what the dragons did. But you know as well as I that those dragons were Mindless at the time. If anything, you should be thanking me for saving this city!”

“Isaru of the Elekai brought the dragons here the first time,” the old priest said. “And he ordered the destruction of the city. Hundreds died.”

“And thousands would have died if she had not come to stop them!” Shara said. “But why don’t any of you come out and say it?”

“Come out and say what?” Valance asked dangerously.

“Colonia will not help us, and for one simple reason,” she said. “You’ve aligned yourselves with Odium.”

From the long silence that followed, and the shock on their faces, I could see that Shara had guessed right. The only question now was what would happen.




* * *




“How little you know, Elekai,” Valance said, after a long and uncomfortable silence.

“Sounds to me like she did know,” Isaru said.

“If you’ve aligned yourself with Odium,” I said, “you have made a grave mistake. One which you should seek to undo immediately.”

There was a long quiet. It seemed as if they were considering what to do, whether to come clean or deny the fact.

When the oldest of the priests spoke, it seemed they were choosing the former option.

“Resistance against him is pointless,” he said. “We have . . . seen his armies. Thousands, not hundreds, of dragons, and tens of thousands of crawlers. No force in the world can stand against him. Those who submit now will be treated kindlier.” He looked at me, his eyes calculating. “Some may even be treated with great privilege, should they join him early enough.”

“I guess that includes you,” I said. “What did he promise you if you drew me here and offered him my head?”

To that, this yet unnamed priest made no response.

“It was a bit foolish to lock yourselves in here with us,” I said.

“Do you really think we would do such a thing unless we knew we had the upper hand?” Valance asked. “Lower your weapons and surrender them to us, before anyone gets hurt. We’ve invited you in here because even now, after how long you’ve resisted, Odium would hear your pleas for mercy, and will go lighter on you if you don’t defy him.”

“We won’t be doing that,” I said, not even hesitating. At the same time, though, I saw the value of prolonging this conversation for as long as possible to give our dragons time to arrive. “What did you really think would happen by inviting us here?”

The old priest shrugged. “Some of us believed you might see reason, once we laid out what you were against. Thousands of dragons, Elekim. Tens of thousands of crawlers. Even if you were to gather all our forces, even if the Shen withdrew from their holes, and even if Nova aligned with us. Even if all the Eastern Kingdoms came with their banners and knights and were able to, by some miracle, set aside their petty squabbles . . . even such a force wouldn’t be half of what Odium has.” His face became pleading. “Please, Elekim. Consider. There can be no victory against him. He has shown us what the future holds for those who submit now. We will have a place within his Xenofold.”

“And you believe him?” I asked. “Odium would keep you there, yes, but not in a place of honor. The only way out is fighting against him.”

“The pact has been made,” the lead priest said, solemnly. “We are his, now. The Hunters have always been his, in one way or another, though we knew not what power they were tapping into at the time.”

Shara nodded. “I never made the connection. Not until now. The power of the Hunters came from the Hyperfold. But with Odium here, they have another power to tap into.”

“And one far more powerful than anything you can realize,” Valance said, his eyes beginning to glow. “Such power! It is only for those who are brave enough to wield it.”

“Surrendering out of fear doesn’t sound brave to me,” I said.

“No,” Valance said. “Wisdom and bravery are often opposed. And strangely, the brave choice is often the one that listens to wisdom, when rash deeds seem more glorious.”

“I don’t buy that,” I said.

“Then you leave us no choice,” Valance said. “Submit now.”

I drew my blade, and so did all my friends. I stared them down, as long as I dared, before giving my answer.

“Never.”

Valance did not wait a moment longer to make his move. My friends around me cried out. Before I could realize what was going on, both Valance and the older priest were advancing on me, their swords drawn. In my mind, I felt a curious pressure, something threatening to take me over that made it difficult to move. I pushed back with my mind and was suddenly freed of its grip. But a quick glance at my friends revealed that they were bound by that same force, and despite their increased powers given to them by the Sea of Creation, they had been unable to break free. They stood still as statues, their faces locked in permanent expressions of shock.

So, this had been their guarantee. Odium was here, possessing all of them. It wasn’t just the High Priests I was dealing with. I never could have imagined such a thing.

But for now, I was free, and not even their combined powers could paralyze me. Valance blinked in surprise, as if unbelieving of that. Whatever the case, it was one against nine now, with Valance and the oldest priest having drawn their swords, while the others held onto long, curved knives previously hidden beneath their robes.

I deepened my connection to the Xenofold and watched as Valance and the priest approached, their movements seeming to be slower than usual within the hold of Silence. I saw immediately that the older priest would reach me first, and he struck quickly and powerfully, despite his frail appearance. I parried his first thrust, while stepping aside to avoid Valance’s own blade, which whistled through the air where my head had once been. The first priest was now trying to kill Shara, whose face was a frozen mask of terror. The other High Priests, all with eerie, whitened eyes now, were advancing slowly to attack the others, none of which had been able to break from their internal prisons.

I saw that there was no way I could physically stop all of them. I had seconds. I pushed back in the only way I knew how. I battered Valance away quickly with my sword to gain some space. Once he was on the backfoot, I deepened my focus, committing every bit of my energy and concentration to drawing more power from the Xenofold. I couldn’t worry about blacking out; either we survived this, or we didn’t, and I needed every bit of strength I could get.

The Xenofold’s power was a torrent flowing through me, a river of fire I could barely control. All my hairs stood on end, while Valance and the other sword-bearing High Priest hung back, hesitating for the first time.

The power demanded to be released. I screamed as I lashed out at the other priests, some of whom were deadly close to killing my friends. The psychic energy simultaneously connected with seven minds, all of them tethered to my own. Those minds struggled against those unseen leashes, and seven streams of consciousness flowed through my mind as if they were my own. I heard vile whispers and curses, could see Odium’s dark visage pushing back at me. I felt as if the inside of my skull were aflame.

A scream ripped itself from my throat as I pushed, hard, against the minds battling with my own. I had full control, but I didn’t know how long it would last. The first thing I did was open all their hands to drop the knives. I used what remained of my power to cut at the tethers holding my own friends immobile. One last burst of energy and Silence was broken. I blinked, completely dazed, my vision fading in and of darkness. The ringing of steel and cries of pain seemed to come from another world. I was aware, dimly, of my friends surrounding me, fighting to protect me.

Suddenly, clarity returned, and I was met with Valance’s gloating smile as he pressed in close. I feebly reached for the Xenofold, but I couldn’t grasp its power. I felt the power, but it just passed through, like fine sand falling through fingers.

“This is the end for you, Elekim,” he said. “To think, you might have been more powerful than even me in the new world to come.” He clicked his tongue chidingly. “No matter.”

He brought the blade down, which I feebly parried aside. His next strike would land home, and there was nothing I could do about it. Everyone seemed to be occupied with their own battles. If I couldn’t stop him . . .

“Hey.”

Valance quickly spun around. It was Shara. Valance cried out in anger, and I felt the Xenofold come to life within me, even as Shara joined the battle. My friends were pulling me into the bond they shared. Reinvigorated, I raised my sword and instantly cut down the older priest, who was too focused on Isaru to pay attention to me. Blood pooled his red robes where I stabbed him in the gut.

I pulled the blade free and hurried to help my friends, only to find that my assistance wasn’t needed. The only priest left standing was Valance, while the others held up their hands in surrender.

We had two choices, as I saw it. Take revenge and kill them all or use them to ensure we got out of this place alive. As satisfying as the former would have been, we had a bigger battle to fight. Valance and the High Priests of Colonia would have to receive their comeuppance another day.

“Lay down your sword, Valance,” I said. “It’s over.”

He nodded, letting go of his sword with a clatter to the floor, and raised his hands above his head like the rest.

“Tell them to open the door,” I said. “Tell them, or all of you die.”

Valance waited a moment, his breaths labored, before calling out. “Unbar the door. Open it.”

As commanded, the door was unbarred and opened, revealing several Peacemakers watching helplessly as we held their leaders hostage. From out in the hall came the sounds of shouting and panic. The dragons were on the attack.

“He controls us, now,” Valance said, wiping a trickle of blood from his lip.

“Disavow him,” I said.

He shook his head. “It’s too late for that.”

Before I could respond, his body began shaking. Similarly, the other priests started shaking as well. The same thing was happening to them as had happened to Seeker Haris. Odium no longer had a use for them, as they had failed in killing me. They gave high, inhuman screams, their shrieks penetrating and shaking me to my core as their bodies convulsed madly, as their ligaments tore from the strain. The Peacemakers looked on in shock and were completely distracted.

We would get no other chance. I grabbed hold of Isaru and Isa, both nearby, and pushed them toward the door, while Shara and Fiona got the message and followed. The soldiers didn’t offer any resistance, but I stayed beside them, ready to defend my friends should they care to avenge their dying leaders. Thankfully, it seemed as if they didn’t.

The High Priests’ screams followed us out into the banquet hall, which was now completely abandoned, with dishes in disarray, chairs askew, and tables toppled.

The entry hall was a chaos of soldiers. I knew there was little time before word spread about the High Priests. Of course, they would blame us for their deaths and not realize that we had been the victims. We had a few minutes, at most, to get out of here without fighting. We ran through the Bastion, straight for the front doors, taking advantage of the confusion to reach the courtyard, which was nothing less than a battlefield.

Dead soldiers lay on the stones while others cowered in the corners. Dragons swooped down, picking off any who stood alone. In the sky above, Elekai dragons fought against the Colonian Dragonriders.

To me, Flame.

I reached out to find him, and in an instant, he was diving down toward the courtyard, with the dragons of my friends following close behind. As soon as all had landed, we mounted and took to the sky, joining the battle above.

I was still weak from the fight, but enough of me had recovered from the shared power of our bond to the Xenofold. If the Colonians weren’t going to volunteer their dragons, then we would have to take them by force.

I made Flame fly high above the battle, so I could survey everything below me. I waited as the Xenofold’s power was marshaled, until it was enough to grab hold of each dragon and connect them to the Xenofold, gifting them with the minds denied to them by birth. This draw of power was coming mostly from my friends, though I was the one directing its flow. The dragons we turned were told to fly away from the battle, even with their riders on them, as I ordered the Elekai dragons below to just defend themselves and avoid the fighting if they could.

By the time the Dragonguard started to realize what was happening, it was too late. My friends were now drawing as much power as they physically could. Nothing could stop the avalanche now that it had begun. It was more power than I had ever felt in my life, and hardly a drop of it was through me. The dragons were instantly converted to our side, whatever mental barriers they had disintegrated in an instant.

Within minutes, every dragon below was given a name, a mind, a personality. For the first time, they were individuals. For the first time, they were everything a dragon was supposed to be.

Like us, they were part of the Xenofold.


























Chapter 13

We flew until we were out of the city, an army of dragons almost three hundred strong. Things were far from perfect, however. The Dragonguard themselves clung desperately to their mounts, having no idea why they no longer obeyed. I still wasn’t sure what to do with them. Combined with the dragons left behind with Lord Harrow, we would have over five hundred dragons when including the Annajen and Makai Dragonriders as well, a number that seemed inconceivable. As high as that number was, it still paled in comparison to Odium’s numbers, which, if the High Priests of Colonia were to be believed, was thousands of dragons.

But that couldn’t be my focus right now. The riders had to be dealt with, in one way or another.

I waited until we were several miles away from Colonia. The entire army of dragons glided down until we landed on the same large mesa they rested on before going into the city.

I landed Flame near where the Colonians’ dragons had settled down. As soon as they were on the ground, they dismounted and drew their swords, their faces stern and brave. From the way they stood, with resolute faces, most young and strong, they believed this would be their last stand.

“You may command your dragons to kill us,” one brave rider said, “and we may be defeated. I promise you this, Elekai. We won’t die easily.”

I recognized him to be the same one I had passed on my way into Colonia. I also took him to be their leader, from the way the others gathered behind him, swords at the ready.

“I hope not,” I said. “I hope all of you live for many years more.”

They went quiet at this and looked completely confused. I couldn’t help but smile at the reaction.

“I will need help – all of your help. Join me. Help me fight against Odium. Don’t fight for those old men.” They were dead, anyway, but I could break that piece of news to them later. “Fight for someone who actually cares enough to lead you into a battle worth fighting. A battle for our very existence, a battle for saving the entire world.”

“Why should we help you?” the same rider asked, his bright blue eyes flashing angrily. “You possessed our beasts with madness. Whatever Elekai devilry you did, undo it. At once!”

“She did nothing but awaken their senses for the first time in their lives,” Isa said, hotly. “They are one with the Xenofold, now. As it should be.”

The rider didn’t have a response for this. I doubted he even knew what the Xenofold was.

“You have two options, as I see it,” I said. “Join me in my fight against Odium of the Dark, who will destroy us all if we do nothing. Or return to your homes, waiting for the end. Without your dragons. They will be more than happy to fight for Elekim. They understand what will happen if we stand by and do nothing.”

Several of the dragons snorted and stamped their feet at this, while their riders looked up at them nervously.

I tried to meet all their eyes one by one – an impossible task, since there were about a hundred of them. I knew there was no way all of them could even hear me, with the wind as it was. But the ones who were closest would carry my message to the rest. And even when they heard my message, I knew there was little hope they would even listen. I had just stolen their dragons, after all, from their perspective. Why should they listen to me?

“Two things I know for sure,” one of the other riders said, this one older with graying hair. “I could not command my dragon now if my life depended on it, and I wouldn’t be separated from Highwind for anything. If the dragon goes with you, but I do not, then I would lose myself.”

Several of the other riders were nodding their heads. I hadn’t expected any to be willing to follow me, but it wasn’t about following me. It was about their dragons, with whom some of these men had shared a bond for many years.

“How long have you known Highwind?” I asked.

“More than ten years now,” the rider said. “I wouldn’t abandon him for anything.”

“You don’t have to,” I said. I looked around at the other riders. “None of you do. If I could only have your dragons speak to you, then you would know the truth. You would know why we fight, and you would lend your lances without a second thought.” I pointed my chin back in the direction of Colonia. “That chaos in the Red Bastion was started by the High Priests trying to kill us, when they invited us here to discuss our alliance and plan against the Radaskim. They proved faithless. I know you feel that we’ve stolen what is rightfully yours, but we can’t win this fight against Odium unless we have your dragons. And if we had you as well, then you would be most welcome. The lances of Colonia are feared, even by the Elekai. Don’t use them to support the corrupt men who rule you. Take your lances, take your dragons, and fight for us in the only fight that’ll ever truly matter in your lives!”

“They said that you are of Odium,” the older man said, his face a mask of skepticism.

“I fight against him,” I said. “The Elekai are people just like you, just trying to survive the coming storm. And the storm is coming.”

“Our options, then,” the older man said, “are to come with you and the dragons you stole from us, or to walk home on our own two legs.”

“That’s the way it seems now, yes,” I said. “But come with me, and I promise, you will understand the reason for our fight, the reason for my actions.” I paused to consider my next words. “Up here, the Colonians can’t reach us. I’ll give you an hour to think about it, but I want your answer no later than that.”




* * *




We waited as they conferred quietly, the sun lowering in the western sky all the while. They debated with muted whispers as much as shouting. Many pointed and stared at me angrily, while others seemed to be trying to convince the others that there might be truth in what I was saying.

At least, that was what I figured they were talking about. For all I knew, they were discussing how best to kill us, weighing their chances against our dragons.

After about an hour passed, I was about to be approached by the middle-aged captain, who I figured to be their leader. He offered his hand with a grim expression.

“Captain Dailyn,” he said gruffly. “We’ve decided.”

I watched him carefully and waited for him to continue.

“Though it might be our deaths, we of the Dragonguard promise to accompany you to the Red Wild long enough to determine the truth of your words. We would never be parted from our mounts, and we don’t mean to see you take them while we walk home. But we promise no more than that.”

It only took me a moment to think about it. “That’s fair.”

“We want control of our dragons,” he said. “As it was before.”

“That’s impossible,” I said. “The dragons will only bear you if they consent to bear you. The only reason they would do that is if I ask them to, and they sense no ill will from you or your men.”

“Ill will?” Captain Dailyn asked, unbelieving. “I would never do anything to harm my dragon. Nor would any of my men.”

“I am Elekim, head of all the Elekai,” I said. “All who are Elekai answer to me, and that includes dragons. I have the power to give life in the Xenofold, and to take it away.” I reached my mind toward the captain’s dragon, who came forward to nuzzle his large head against my hand. “I gave them life in the Xenofold, as every dragon has a right to. If you cannot accept that new life, then these dragons will never let you ride them again. They consider that ill will.” I watched Dailyn for a reaction. “Do you understand that?”

The captain swallowed, and somehow, some way, recognized the truth of these words. He thought then for a long while.

“We will come with you, then,” he said, his face reddening. “If the dragons will consent to fly us.”

That would have to do for now. It was much more than what I had hoped for. “I’m sure they will, Captain Dailyn. We have a long flight ahead of us. Will the men follow you if you command them to do so?”

He nodded. “They will. But if I fly after you, many would consider it treason. But do not make the mistake of thinking that I’m following you. Elekim is queen of the Elekai, but not of the Colonians. I’m going down this path because it is where Highwind is going. And I suspect there may be some truth in what you’re saying.”

“I understand, and that’s completely fair,” I said. “I only ask for a chance to prove myself to you and your men. Can I have that much?”

Captain Dailyn’s lips tightened, but in the end, he nodded. “I will explain the situation to the men, and then we’ll follow you. And I suppose, over the coming days, I will see you prove yourself. Or not.”

“Your men have nothing to fear from me, Captain. What I fear more than anything is if we fight amongst each other instead of the enemy. I hope you feel the same way, or at the very least, come to feel that way soon.”

“Perhaps so, Elekim,” Captain Dailyn said. “Perhaps so.”


























Chapter 14

When we flew over the border of the Red Wild, it felt as if I’d returned home. The Xenofold’s presence became strong again, covering me like a familiar blanket. By contrast, the Dragonguard couldn’t hide their fear as they stared wide-eyed at the passing landscape. For all their lives, they had been told that the Red Wild was a place of evil. Such misconceptions couldn’t be undone in a single day, or even in a single week. Convincing Captain Dailyn and his riders to come this far was an accomplishment, but it meant nothing if they weren’t willing to help us in the end.

We flew on for a few more hours. I let Flame lead the way toward Lord Harrow’s camp.  Soon, the light of campfires illumined the ground below. The dragons landed well to the west of the army and went off in search of forage.

Captain Dailyn watched with a troubled expression as his dragon, which had once been wholly his, wandered off with the others.

“Can you still hear his thoughts?” I asked. I wasn’t even sure the captain could do that in the first place, but by his answer, I saw that he could.

“There’s only silence now,” he said. He reached into his jacket, and took out a vial of bright, pink liquid that could be nothing other than Aether. “This formed the bond. But that bond is no longer there.”

It was as I had suspected, then. Like the Hunters, like many of the Colonian priests, the members of the Dragonguard took Aether to tether their dragons’ minds to their own. Now connected to the Xenofold, forming such a bond would be impossible for them.

“Will you still be using that,” I asked, nodding toward the Aether, “now that you will no longer need it?”

He looked at it, considering. “You know, I haven’t thought about that yet. I’ve been taking this since I first started as a junior guard at sixteen.” He chuckled. “I’m thirty-one, now. It was necessary to control the dragons, they told us, and I suppose they were right. And it does feel good to use. Makes you powerful, makes you fight harder.” He shook his head. “What do we have to fight for, now?”

“Aether is a dangerous drug. You know that it was developed here, right?”

Dailyn looked at the vial as if seeing it for the first time. “That . . . doesn’t surprise me. This seems something like the Elekai would make.”

Several of the riders, by this point, had gathered around me, along with my friends.

“Aether is Odium’s tool,” I said. “He uses it to control people.”

“I haven’t felt anything of that nature,” he said. “Just power. I could stop now and be no worse for it.”

“After ten years?” Shara asked, her voice filled with skepticism.

“Yes,” Captain Dailyn said, meeting her eyes. “Even after ten years.” His brow crinkled as he stared at her intently. “You. Why do you seem familiar?”

“I used to be a Hunter,” Shara said. 

“You’re a little young for that,” Dailyn said. “But I seem to remember you in their wing of the Bastion. With Valance.”

“No doubt you have,” Shara said. “But I don’t live that life anymore. I gave it all up to follow Elekim.”

Nice touch, I thought. 

Captain Dailyn’s expression was thoughtful, but he made no comment concerning this.

“You’re welcome to stay near the camp,” I said. “There’s plenty of xen for your dragons to eat nearby.”

“Our dragons eat meat,” Dailyn said.

“I doubt there’s enough game in the Wild to feed them all,” I said. “The xen will serve them better than any meat.”

“You seem sure about that.”

“I am.” I pointed in the direction of camp. “I should introduce you to Lord Harrow, who’s in command of the forces here.”

“We’ll be fine out here,” Dailyn said. “For now.”

“This isn’t optional, Captain,” I said. “Your dragons have joined us, whether or not you have. The walk back to Colonia is far. You’re here now, so you and your men might as well be of use. Lord Harrow is a seasoned commander. He can get your men set up with tents and food.”

For the first time, Dailyn looked at me with a face that seemed to comprehend that I was telling the truth. “You . . . really mean this, don’t you? You want us to fight for you?”

“To fight with me. We’ll get one chance to turn back the Radaskim, and that chance will come at Haven. I’m gathering everyone I can there for a final battle.”

Dailyn thought for a moment. In an instant, his entire demeanor changed. “If our dragons are going to be attacked by these Radaskim, then we will fight to the last man. You have my guarantee on that.”

“So, you’re with us now, Captain?”

He nodded. “Yes. Like I said, we go where our dragons go. We fight who our dragons fight. No more, no less.”

“I’m glad to hear that, Captain. Let’s go meet Lord Harrow.”




* * *




We let the Colonian Dragonguard stay right outside the camp while the rest of us, Captain Dailyn included, made our way to Lord Harrow’s command tent. Once there, the guards outside went inside to fetch their leader. Lord Harrow stepped outside, wearing a breast plate and a verdant green-dyed cape, seeming to take us all in under his gaze.

“Lord Harrow,” I said. “This is Captain Dailyn, commander of the Colonian Dragonguard. They have promised to lend their lances and their dragons to the coming fight.”

His eyes seemed to appraise Captain Dailyn, and then he gave a firm nod. “Very good. You place yourself, then, under my command, Captain?”

“With all due respect, sir, the Dragonguard serves only the Grand Pontifex and Council of Nine of Colonia. We are here to help in our own way, no more and no less.”

“An army is useless unless it follows the proper chain of command,” Lord Harrow said. “If you are not willing to obey orders, Captain, then why come at all?”

“The blame for that falls on Elekim here,” he said. “Our dragons were taken from us. We had little choice but to follow them here, with the hope of someday getting them back.”

Lord Harrow blinked in confusion. “But how . . .?

I turned to Lord Harrow to explain. “I didn’t take them. I connected their minds to the Xenofold so that they’re no longer Mindless.”

“But we can no longer command them,” Dailyn said. “We will be powerless to direct their flight paths or work out coordinated maneuvers, such as we are used to. We would be as helpless to work together with them as we were on our flight over here. What good will we be upon their backs?”

“It’s possible for you to learn to work together with your dragons.”

“How?” Dailyn asked.

I looked at him seriously. “Become Elekai.”

Captain Dailyn seemed absolutely flabbergasted by this suggestion. “This is too much.”

“You already have the spark of potential,” I said. “All of your men do. It was the reason the Riders selected you in the first place for training. You could never become a full Elekai on your own, and so you were never a target for the Hunters. Shara was the same way. That spark you have is necessary for Aether to work. If you didn’t have that spark, Aether would have been nothing more to you than a drug.”

From Dailyn’s face, I could clearly see he wasn’t accepting any of this. “They said we had a talent. A rare one. But they never said it had anything to do with the Elekai.”

“Likely, you have Elekai ancestry,” I said, while Dailyn’s face went pale. “Not pure enough to give you Inherence, the ability to connect to the Xenofold on your own. If you had Inherence, you would have manifested by now. As I did.”

“I don’t believe this,” he said. “First you steal my dragon, and to get it back I have to become one of you?”

“I understand it may be hard to accept,” I said. “You and your men might learn to work with your dragons without having to become Elekai. I’m not sure even I have the strength to give that gift to everyone under your command.”

“Why don’t you let me speak with Captain Dailyn?” Lord Harrow asked, seeing that maybe this was too much for Captain Dailyn to process.

I nodded my agreement. “Yes, Lord Harrow. Of course.”

“My men will need food and tents, if they are to be staying here,” Dailyn said tersely.

“They will be provided,” Harrow said, and then turned to me. “I’ll be taking breakfast at the same time tomorrow. I’ll have some men bring food to your tent for tonight, if that’s agreeable to you.”

“Thanks, that works for us.” I was dead tired after today, and any updates to Lord Harrow would have to wait until tomorrow morning. Already, another task was working itself on my mind; finding out what had happened to Pallos, and the Odin. I needed to find out if he’d made it safely back to Shenshi. And with the Radaskim bearing down, I wouldn’t get another chance to check on him.

Better yet, if the ship was repaired, we could get around faster, which could prove crucial in the coming days.




* * *




We woke the next morning, had breakfast with Lord Harrow, and departed on the dragons in the direction of Shenshi, after all had agreed that checking on Pallos would be a good idea, while there was still time to do it. We would leave the dragons behind to help protect the retreating army and refugees.

It was hard to leave everything in the hands of Lord Harrow once again, including the Dragonguard, whose loyalty was not completely secure. At best, the trip would take two days, assuming we didn’t take much time to rest and sleep.

The day was sunny and bright, and while the air was cold, it was still warmer than it had been. I dozed on Flame’s back most of the way, fading in and out. The Red Wild ended quickly, to be replaced by the desert which spread itself in every direction.

The dragons, however, picked a course that took us well south of Colonia. I could barely see the red walls and turrets of the capital. An hour later, the city had completely passed from view.

We landed around midday to give the dragons a chance to rest. Flame said that there was a xen garden maintained by the dragons on top of one of the mesas, a place where passing dragons could rest and feed. We flew down once we spied this mesa, which was tall and flat, and as Flame said, its top was covered with pink xen and even a few trees, as if a small part of the Red Wild had been brought to this place.

While the dragons fed, we ate our own lunch.  Once done, we mounted them again and set off west, flying over territory we had only passed on Odin. The land crawled by slowly. There were no towns out here; only a seemingly endless expanse of sand, rock, and dune, split at intervals by dusty mountain ranges. The sun was already halfway down, the light of the afternoon failing. Sunset was no more than three hours away, and there was still no sign of Shenshi.

I realized then that we likely weren’t going to make it in a single day

While I was considering whether we should just continue flying or make camp and give the dragons a decent rest, I saw something that didn’t make sense. Thick dust billowed on the horizon, and within that were large, bulbous shadows – hundreds of them. They looked a lot like the vessels the Radaskim had used to land by Dragonspire.

I signaled for the others to stay close as we flew in closer. It quickly became clear that these weren’t Radaskim vessels, as I had previously thought, but something else entirely. We were close enough now to make out details on the ground, where thousands of people marched in formation, along with some metallic . . . things . . . that weren’t people.

At some point I realized that it was an army kicking up all that dust. Shen’s army.


























Chapter 15

The dragons angled toward the dusty earth below. The sun was nearly setting, and either due to the late hour or our presence, the troops below came to a halt.

We landed our dragons at the head of the formation of troops, maybe a hundred feet away. Despite the short distance, most of them were hidden by the dust kicked up by a cold wind blowing from the north. Above us, the ovoid shadows could now be clearly discerned, and most of them were lowering to the ground.

Airships, I realized. There must be over a hundred of them.

We waited there for a while as the airborne vessels began landing all around us on the rocky earth.  Directly in front of us, a particularly large airship settled down, maneuvering itself broadside to reveal its bulging, wooden hull lined with three rows of fifteen portholes, for a total of forty-five. Out of these portholes protruded long cannons. The bulbous part of the airship that provided the lift was at least twice as large as the hull. From bow to stern, it must have been at least five hundred feet long, while the vessel itself was maybe a third of that length. This airship dwarfed all others I had ever seen, and it was clearly the flagship of this fleet.

Men disembarked this colossal ship and began mooring it to the ground. Scrawled in cursive script near the bow, in gold lettering, was the name Proudwing.

A large boarding ramp was then extended from the ship in the middle. As soon as it touched the dusty earth, a line of white-robed men exited and walked in our direction.

“Guardians,” Shara said.

That meant that the man walking at the head of this column could only be High Guardian Mian. As he got closer, my guess proved to be true. I slid off my dragon and approached him.

“High Guardian Mian,” I said, as the column came to a stop. “It’s good to see you.”

He didn’t seem to hear me above the wind, which had picked up in intensity. He motioned for me and my friends to follow him onto the ship.

Find a safe spot to weather the storm, I said to Flame. We’ll be back soon.

Flame snorted, and turned to fly for a rocky outcrop nearby, tailed by the other dragons. As for the rest of us, we followed High Guardian Mian aboard Proudwing.




* * *




Proudwing opened into a large wardroom filled with tables and benches riveted to the deck, where some of the crew were eating. They were dressed in matching maroon uniforms, pants and shirt, and each wore a long rapier sheathed on one side with a long-barreled pistol on the other. They stood at our entrance, placing their hands behind their back.

As we followed Mian toward the bow, I tried to take in as much as I could. To my immediate left and right were stairs leading to the cannons, with the second and third rows accessible by ladders. Though the weapons technology was far ahead of the rest of the continent, and not to mention the Red Wild, it still seemed to be behind the splendor of Shenshi and its architecture. For whatever reason, despite Shen’s advanced knowledge, Shen’s people had not been able to recreate the awesome weapons of the Old World – planes, tanks, machine guns, though it did seem the army below had a few mechanical soldiers, similar to the ones I had seen on my first trip to Shenshi. The clash of technology, both future and past, was a bit jarring. I found myself wondering what a fleet of these things working in tandem could do to a swarm of hostile dragons.

Mian led us straight past the wardroom and up a central corridor, on either side of which were cabins jam-packed with bunks, at least twenty to a cabin. I had thought Odin’s quarters were tight; these cabins were on another level entirely.

The corridor opened into the bridge. Its entire front was made from glass that would give a wide view of the landscape below. Those windows also looked as if they could be opened to the air. Given the storm outside, however, the windows were now closed. Besides a centrally located steering wheel, there were no obvious controls of any kind. There were, however, several seats situated at the front of the bridge, which would provide a good view of the battlefield below, while large side windows also gave a vantage to starboard and port, where the cannons would be facing.

Once we were all on the bridge, High Guardian Mian nodded to another Guardian, who closed the door to the bridge, while some others drew up chairs for us to sit in.

“It is a surprise to see you here,” Mian said, proffering the seats while taking one himself. “It is a good surprise. My forces would be pressing on for Colonia even now if not for this storm.”

“Colonia?” I asked. “Why are you going there?”

“Shen ordered us to take it, after marshalling all of our Continental Forces and any airship large enough to bear even a single cannon. Altogether, our fleet carries over seven thousand cannons, and Proudwing itself carries ninety. If Odium’s dragons dare assault us directly, they shall be torn asunder.”

“After Colonia, you’re coming to help us, I hope?” I asked.

Guardian Mian nodded. “Yes.”

I didn’t dare to hope, and had been preparing to make my case on why he should. I was relieved that I didn’t have to.

“Thank you,” I said. “We’re grateful.”

Mian shrugged. “It is nothing. If we don’t work together, then all of us shall surely perish. Shen is aware of Odium’s threat, and seeks to end that threat early, while there is still a chance.”

 “We expect Odium’s forces to reach Haven in as little as a week,” I said. “It depends on how fast he brings the Xenoplain under his control.”

“A week,” Mian said, frowning. “My air forces can certainly get there in time, but the ground army may be a bit late in coming. Especially as we are under orders to secure Colonia first.” He looked at me more closely. “I want a gauge of the enemy’s forces. What exactly are we dealing with?”

“They sent about two hundred dragons on a mission to destroy Kalear, one of our southern fortresses,” I said. “There are thousands of dragons, and tens of thousands of crawlers, if reports are to be believed.”

“They destroyed Sylva as if it were nothing,” Fiona said.

“We received word of King Arius’ passing,” Mian said solemnly. “May he rest in peace, and long may you reign, Queen Fiona.”

Fiona nodded her head regally. “I hope so, though that doesn’t appear to be likely.”

“If that’s the case, I will fight all the more.”

I liked the sound of that. “About Colonia. Do you know what’s happened there yet?”

“Some,” Mian said. “Shen has deemed the situation there too unstable, and will brook no further delay. He believes the chaos of that city may undo it before Odium can. I don’t relish the thought of turning my ships upon their Dragonguard, but I suppose that cannot be avoided.”

“Actually,” I said, “the Dragonguard have come with me, and are going to be helping with the defense of Haven.”

“Really?” Mian said. “That’s very good news. Good news indeed. Being able to secure Colonia should be no trouble, then.”

I nodded. “It’s important that order be restored there. We need their men, High Guardian. We need every man we can get for Haven’s defense.”

“It will be done,” he said. Mian motioned for another Guardian, a younger one of about thirty years, to come closer. “Hot tea for our guests, Guardian Reus.”

“At once, High Guardian,” the Guardian said, placing a fist over his heart.

As the tea was brought out, along with sandwiches, Mian updated us on everything that had happened in Shenshi while we were gone to Ragnarok Crater.

“There was a skirmish outside Shenshi itself last week,” Mian said. “About fifty Radaskim dragons came. A scouting party, most likely. But one of our outposts had caught sight of them, giving us time to set up an ambush behind the mountains. As they passed overhead, we rose quickly and unleashed a volley that brought down well over half of them.”

“In a single shot?” Shara asked, incredulous.

Mian nodded solemnly. “We were in perfect position. A bit of luck, there, but it goes to show how devastating the Shen Air Force can be, given the right conditions. Several more were shot down as they tried to escape.”

“Odium knows you’re a threat, now,” I said. “He was testing you, Guardian Mian. Now he knows what your ships are capable of.”

“Alas, that is very true,” he said. “They will know to hang back a good distance when the ships are deployed in mass. Our ships are slower than dragons, but suffice it to say, as long as the ships are firing together, not a single dragon will touch us.”

That was a bold statement, and I would only believe it when I saw it.

“This attack, more than the fall of Colonia, stirred Shen more than anything else,” Mian said. “He had already been gathering an army, but the attack caused him to do so with even more speed. The Shen army is on the march for the first time on this side of the world since the days of Hyperborea.”

I realized that wasn’t quite accurate. The Shen had also taken over Brevia from the Colonians a little less than a hundred years ago, but that had hardly been a fight, so maybe Mian wasn’t counting it.

Mian sipped his tea calmly. “And so here we are. Shen recognizes your authority on the battlefield, seeing that the defense of the Red Wild has fallen to you. As such, he has placed us under your command . . . at least for the duration of the war, since he cannot be physically present.”

“I see,” I said. “He’s placed a lot of faith in me.”

More than he has a right to, I thought.

“We are doing all we can to arrive on time, but most of the men must go by foot. The two hundred miles we have left to reach Haven is a tall order.”

“Perhaps the ships themselves could advance,” I said.

“Yes,” Mian said. “It will come to that. However, it would be dooming the men here if there is ever a coordinated air attack by the Radaskim. They can defend from the ground well enough, but our anti-air cannons can only provide so much cover.”

“Haven must not fall,” I said. “It’s our best chance at stopping Odium.”

Mian nodded. “Yes. The Grand Canyon would serve as a natural barrier. But it isn’t ultimately the fall of Haven that Odium wants.”

“What does he want, then?” Shara asked.

“We believe he is most interested in Ragnarok Crater,” Mian said. “Whatever he wants is there.”

It was the last thing I expected to hear. “Ragnarok Crater. Why?”

“We don’t know,” Mian said. “But our air scouts have reported his dragons’ movements in the area. A large group of Elekai dragons have stopped him from intruding, but it’s safe to say that something about it interests him, at the very least.”

Those Elekai dragons had to be the Elders, or at least what was left of them. “Tiamat is fighting with us, then.”

“What does Odium want with Ragnarok Crater?” Fiona asked. “The Hyperfold is gone, so it can’t be that.”

All of us were quiet, trying to think about what it might be.

“Ragnarok Crater is the location of Hyperborea, and the Xenofold’s Point of Origin,” Isaru said, breaking the silence. “Could it have something to do with that?”

That had to be it, but I couldn’t even begin to guess what Odium would want with it. Perhaps there was some vulnerability we didn’t know about. If the Elder Dragons were busy defending the Crater, then that meant they would be of no help in Haven. The dragons we had now were the dragons we got.

“All we know is that the Crater is important,” I said. “We’ll only find out the reason if we ask Tiamat himself.”

“Which we should,” Fiona said.

“I agree,” I said. “But there’s still something I need to know.” I looked at Mian. “About a month ago, Pallos left Sylva for Shenshi, with Odin damaged. Has there been any word from him?”

Mian nodded. “Yes. He arrived safely and is busy repairing the ship. He hopes to have it ready in time for Haven’s defense.

“Do you think he will?” Shara asked.

Mian was silent for a moment. “I can’t say. He seemed frustrated with his progress when we left the city, but he told me there was a chance of fixing it in time.”

The hopes seemed slim. I wanted nothing more than to speak to him personally and see for myself. As far as he knew, all of us who had gone to Ragnarok Crater were still dead. Him seeing that we were alive might give him the inspiration he needed. But going to Shenshi would mean another day of flying, and Mian had just given me the news I wanted.

Just as I was about to suggest leaving the next morning, two crewmen ran into the bridge, both saluting before speaking breathlessly. “Dragons sighted, High Guardian. Shall we raise anchor?”

Mian’s brow furrowed in thought. He was as calm as if he had been told his dinner was ready. “How many, Ensign Yu?”

“I can’t say, High Guardian. The dust is still thick.”

I grasped for Silence, finding Flame somewhere out there in the storm.

Elekim, came his voice in acknowledgement.

Have you seen any Radaskim, Flame?

Nothing, he said. Something about this storm has dulled my senses. Do you need me to come?

I felt the same way, too, though I didn’t know whether it was the storm, or our distance from the Red Wild.

Come back to us, I said.

“Raise the ships,” Mian decided. “We may founder in the storm, but we are only helpless targets on the ground.”

“At once, High Guardian,” Ensign Yu said. “I’ll get the word out.”

Ensign Yu turned and ran from the bridge.

“We have to go,” I said.

Mian nodded his understanding. “The timing is unfortunate for us. Stand clear of the ships if it comes to a fight. I wouldn’t want you to be caught in the crossfire.”

“We will, Guardian Mian. Good luck to you and your crew.”

“And to you, Annara.”

All of us left the ship and waited on our dragons, the wind howling around us in the near-blinding darkness.


























Chapter 16

Once we were a few steps away from Proudwing’s boarding ramp, Flame thudded on the sand in front of me. He and the other dragons seemed to come out of nowhere because of the sandstorm. Once I recovered from the initial shock, I cinched my cloak tighter around my waist while wetting my scarf with water from my canteen, which I tied around my mouth and nose. Once we were done preparing, I mounted Flame and I directed him to fly up into the storm.

Are you okay flying in this, Flame? I asked.

Yes, he said. Hold fast, Elekim.

I gripped him more tightly, and leaned in closer.

After a minute of flying, I realized that our objective was futile. Visibility was poor, with both the sand and the darkness. If we did find Radaskim out here, it would only be after crashing into them.

Behind, the Proudwing was already lifting off, the wind and sand whipping around its bulk. It seemed to rise alone in the darkness. The wind might be strong enough to blow the smaller ships off course, or to even crash them.

I feel something nearby, Flame said. To the northeast.

Before I had time to redirect my attention, they were in front of us. Flame shrieked a warning as he averted the first dragon, only to batter himself into a second one. I felt myself dropping, and for a second I thought I had fallen off Flame, but he was still under me. His wings spread wide, slowing the fall somewhat. Even so, we hit the ground, the shock of which jolted me from Flame’s back.

The wind carried me much further than I would have flown alone. I reached for Silence, to be ready for whatever awaited me. There was no telling when I might hit the ground, but panic would only make things worse.

I went into a crouch just before I hit the surface. Rocks tore at my skin, while my bones jangled inside my body. I was still alive, though probably not for much longer. I wasn’t stopping, and even with Silence, it was sheer agony.

I’m watching myself die, I thought.

I continued to roll, losing consciousness long before I ever came to a stop.




* * *




The cold wind roused me from my sleep, along with the steady beating of a dragon’s wings. I opened my eyes, waiting for my vision to not be blurry. It was night, that much I could see. My face was pointed downward. Clouds moved beneath me. I was lying on my stomach, and something was keeping me from falling, whose scales were black, not pink like Flame’s.

The pain was still there, but distant. It wasn’t Silence keeping it at bay. I had been given something, something that seemed to make my mind fly just as much as this dragon. Despite my dulled senses, I reached out, to feel just who this dragon was. Instantly, I could tell that it wasn’t Radaskim. But if that was so, then it had to be one of my own dragons, none of which had followed us out this far.

But no matter how I tried, I couldn’t get my thoughts straight. I wasn’t alone on the back of this dragon; someone was sitting behind me. I couldn’t turn to see who it was. I continued watching the clouds, feeling as if I were in a dream. The only reason I knew it wasn’t a dream was the throbbing pain and the cold wind, both of which were all too real.

Time passed. Hours, maybe, with little to no deviation in the passage of clouds below, though from time to time, a mountain peak poked through, like a knife rising above the fog.

I faded in and out, and when I next woke, it was day. Whoever was behind me forced me to drink something again, most of which I coughed up. They rubbed my back comfortingly, and before I knew it, I was dozing off again.

When I opened my eyes next, it was night. I tried to remember just how many times night had passed into day, but I couldn’t.

At some point, we were on the ground. I could hear voices deliberating. I opened my eyes, but those voices were only shadows silhouetted by a flame. I fought to remain conscious, to hear what was being said, but I must have been given more of the medicine without remembering. I drifted back into a dreamless slumber.

Until something inside me snapped awake. My whole body jerked, fighting against the binds keeping me on the dragon. A scream was just beginning in my throat when hands clasped down on me once again.

“Shanti? Calm down, let me find you medicine . . .”

All I could manage in response was a single groan. “No more medicine, Shara.”

But as the waves of pain hit me, I was beginning to second-guess that decision. My whole body felt as if it were aflame. My head throbbed while my throat was as parched as a desert. I’d never felt so awful in my life.

“What happened to me?” I rasped. “Do you have water?”

“Drink carefully,” Shara said. I heard her canteen unstop, and felt it on my lips. I drank, as deeply as I could without choking on it. She held it like that for a minute at least, until most of it was gone.

“That’s enough for now,” she said.

She wiped my mouth with a kerchief. The white clouds below me seemed to fade a bit before coming back into focus. I wanted nothing more than to wretch, but I pushed that impulse aside. I needed to keep down this water if I was to get well. 

“Where are we?” I managed.

“We’re going to Ragnarok Crater,” Shara said. “At Tiamat’s insistence.”

Tiamat? What did he have to do with all this?

Seeming to read my mind, Shara explained. “Those dragons that came in the storm weren’t Radaskim. They had come to find you, Shanti, and to bring you to Ragnarok Crater to speak with Tiamat. It’s apparently for you to hear alone.”

I had trouble understanding what she was talking about. So, my falling off had only been an accident? In the end, I had almost died not to an enemy, but friendly fire.

“I have a feeling that conversation might not happen,” I said.

“Quiet,” Shara said. “We just need you to stay alive long enough to let the Sea of Creation do the rest.”

The Sea. Of course. That would heal me better than any doctor or medicine. Once that was done, I would be well enough to talk to Tiamat. The subject of the discussion had to be important if Tiamat had thought it worth sending his dragons this far, and leaving Ragnarok Crater relatively undefended.

“Where are we, then? I asked. “How close?”

“I don’t know where we are,” Shara said. “It’s too cloudy. Redtail assures me we’ll be at Ragnarok Crater soon.”

I tried to nod my understanding, but my neck was too stiff for even that.

“The dragons are looking for a place to make camp tonight. Isa will get a nice fire going along with some stew before long. You haven’t eaten anything these last two days.”

On Shara’s advice, I closed my eyes once again. If I was asleep, I could at least ignore how cold it was.

Soon, I felt Shara touching my shoulder. “We’re here.”

The surroundings were gray and dismal under a cloudy sky. It seemed we were on a ledge of some mountain or hill, filled with evergreens with half-melted snow banked against their trunks.

Isa had a fire going within a few minutes. I sat beside it with a thick blanket wrapped around me, holding my hands toward the flame. Most of the pain was concentrated in my left shoulder, which Shara assured me was cracked, bruised, bloody, and filled with disgusting pus. Nothing else was broken in the fall, miraculously, but I had a dozen minor wounds and injuries besides. Any time my knee moved, it sent a sharp, intolerable pain up the right side of my body. It hurt to touch my ribs, my right hip, my arm, and everything was covered with cuts and scratches, most of them throbbing and irritated. Fiona and Isa both tended to my wounds, Isa making a paste out of local plants she had found, which she applied before bandaging.

“I don’t know how much you saw, but Flame nearly ran into one of the Elder Dragons during the storm,” Fiona said. “He managed to dodge it, but you weren’t ready for it, and that’s what caused you to fall. Flame only blames himself, though the storm was too dark for him to see. Thankfully, you weren’t too far above ground at the time. Maybe ten feet or so. It could have been much worse. Another ten feet would have meant your death.”

Memory returned to me, now. “I was rolling for what seemed like forever.”

We all sat quietly as we watched the stew cook. Isaru worked at getting the tent set up. Evening faded into night by the time we were eating. I made myself eat as much as I could, with Shara helping, which wasn’t hard. I hadn’t eaten in well over a day.

After that, I could do little but go to sleep myself. I was helped inside the tent, and as soon as I was covered with my blanket, I was fast asleep.




* * *




When I awoke, the pain was worse than the night before. Every single one of my wounds throbbed terribly, while my right shoulder was on fire. Isa fixed me some tea, the same kind she’d given me when I’d had Aether withdrawals, only this time she had no honey to sweeten it. It tasted something awful, but I forced it down with my meal, and started feeling a bit better soon after, though the brew made me light-headed and detached. They helped me mount Flame, then tied down my legs. Flame wasn’t big enough to carry two people, so I was riding alone. Judging from the tightness of the bonds, there was no chance at all of me falling, even if I passed out.

Once we were in the air, I heard Flame’s voice inside my mind.

Forgive me, Elekim. To think I might have killed you, our only chance of salvation . . .

It’s not your fault, I said.

Flame continued. The storm weakened my senses. I should have been more careful . . . I’m just glad you’re alive, if not well.

It’s okay, I said. You did the best you could. Any other dragon would have probably killed me.

I will not fail you, he said. Never again.

I could see there was no convincing him that he wasn’t to blame, at least partially. I just stroked his neck a bit, hoping that he knew that I “forgave” him.

The clouds had dispersed, leaving behind a clear blue sky. The ground below was covered with green forest where the pink xen didn’t show through. We passed narrow streams, twisted hills, and over high mountains, and didn’t see a single sign of civilization the entire way. We must have been over the Northern Wild, which until a month ago had been covered with thick fog. With the death of the Hyperfold, the land had returned to its normal state.

Around afternoon, the forests ended, replaced with the xen-filled bogs of the Withering Waste. We weren’t far from Ragnarok Crater, having only the final line of Red Mountains to pass before we came to the Plains of Decay, the last landmark of any importance before the sudden drop of the Ragnawall.

Around us flew the ten Elder Dragons Tiamat had sent to bring us home. They didn’t speak much, and when they did, it was only to talk about the journey itself. They knew nothing of what Tiamat wanted.

At our last conversation, the new Elder King had been ready to flee Earth and begin life anew on another world. How much had changed, or was he of the same opinion? There was something he wanted to tell me, and me alone.

Only time would tell what exactly that was.


























Chapter 17

Night had fallen by the time we reached the Ragnawall. In one moment, we were passing over the trackless Plains of Decay. In the next, we were gliding down into the lush crater. As we flew closer to its center, we were joined by more Elder Dragons, who escorted us to the entrance of the Caverns of Creation, within which Tiamat awaited us.

It was another hour before we came upon the nighttime ruins of Hyperborea, looking ghostly in the moonlight. It had only been a few days since we’d last seen them. Snow still blanketed its buildings and broken boulevards, as untouched as the day of our departure. Several dragons patrolled the air above the empty metropolis, but it was otherwise empty.

We flew past the city’s eastern side, over a thick forest, at the end of which was a depression of rocky land. In the center yawned the entrance of the Caverns of Creation. That entrance appeared pitch black in the night, as if entering it would swallow us whole. I held my breath as we went inside, as the dragons glided through various tunnels and conduits with a familiarity that said they knew this maze well. Once inside, I could see that it wasn’t totally dark, something I should have known having been in here before. Xen almost completely covered every surface, growing from the floor, walls, and ceiling, providing the tunnels a magenta aura.

The dragons flew in a single line, so narrow was the tunnel. The lead dragon, a black Radaska, made seemingly random turns unhesitatingly, and I lost count of just how many after the first few. After several minutes of this, the tunnel came to an end, reaching the largest cavern of all, the one that was an entire underworld filled with the radiantly pink Sea of Creation. The dragons flew on over the Sea, its glimmering light casting colored shadows off their black and pink scales.

As we approached the distant shoreline, many dragons were bathing in the ichor, while a few more sat on the shore. A bounty of xen grew in the broken canyons and plateaus leading up to the Sea. The Xenofont could still be seen in the hazy distance, delving from the ceiling of the cavern straight into the heart of the Sea, not far from the glowing Point of Origin, shining like a nova in the distance. But the Xenofont itself no longer glowed with the Sea’s life; for the first time since its creation, it had ceased its vampiric siphoning.

I turned my attention from the Point of Origin to focus on the reason for my coming. On the shore, standing twice as tall as any of the other dragons, was Tiamat himself. His wings were held wide, twice the distance of a normal dragon’s. Even with the distance, I could see his watchful eyes glowing brightly. There was no mistaking who they were peering at. I felt the weight of that gaze, the sheer intensity. His tail swished back and forth, almost as long as the rest of his body. I noticed all the other dragons giving him a wide berth.

Our escort dragons landed one by one on the shoreline, and Flame landed shortly after. Though Flame was larger than the average Askaleen, compared to Tiamat the Elder Dragon King, he was tiny. He bowed his head in supplication.

My friends helped me down. Within the minute, they were carrying me toward the Sea for healing while the rest of the Elder Dragons, Tiamat included, watched on. It took everything to not cry out in pain as I was carried. I couldn’t do that, not with him staring right at me. I was Elekim, and needed to be strong.

They waded me out into the ichor.

“Lower me in,” I said. “It’ll take care of the rest.”

I felt myself lowered into the Sea’s warm embrace. I sunk completely below the surface. I no longer felt as if I was a part of the world; I floated between it and the Xenofold, breathing in the Sea’s essence, not fighting the liquid as it filled my lungs. It infused me with more life than air ever could. An aura of radiance surrounded my vision, as ichor fused into flesh and bone.

A stream of dreams ran without pause in front of my eyes; dreams of childhood, dreams of things that could have been, dreams of what could be. I saw Earth wasted away; I saw a Great Tree filled with the pain of hundreds of souls; I saw a blue-skinned man with red eyes staring balefully. I didn’t understand what these things meant.

But at some point, however long it took, the visions, and the healing, came to an end. My eyes opened, and I reached up to the surface. My head broke from the ichor, and its life was ejected from my lungs and was filled with air once again.




* * *




My friends pulled me from the Sea, and I lay on the rocky shoreline, trying to reconnect my mind, still half-dreaming, to reality.

Isaru was kneeling beside me. “You okay?”

I made myself sit up. I moved my hips and my right arm, both of which felt stiff, but otherwise unharmed. Last of all, I shrugged my right shoulder. No pain pierced me, as it had before. My clothing, too, had been completely cleaned.

I nodded. “How long was I under?”

“Several hours,” he said, quietly.

By this point, the others had gathered around. Shara offered a hand to help me up, which I took. I felt a moment of lightheadedness, but it was only for a moment. I felt completely fine after a few seconds passed. My thoughts were clear and lucid for the first time in days, though the disturbing images from my dreams still lay on the surface.

The images fell away and were soon forgotten. “I feel fine. Ready for whatever’s to come.”

Shara nodded, satisfied. “All right. Tiamat is that way.”

She stepped aside and pointed, to where Tiamat watched me from the edge of a cliff about fifty feet inland. His dark scales and bright, white eyes gave him a menacing appearance. His wings were massive, even folded as they were now. I had to crane my neck to even look at his face.

Since it didn’t seem as if he was going to fly down to me, I walked up to him, motioning the others to stay behind.

As soon as I grabbed for a handhold on the cliff, his voice entered my mind. Fly with me, Anna.

He then jumped, spreading his wings as he fell to the ground. Even so, the earth thundered as his claws sunk into the xen below, the vibration of which nearly made me fall. Isa did fall, a shocked expression on her face.

Tiamat lowered himself, seeming to strangely condescend himself in doing so. It seemed wrong to ride on a dragon as great as him, though I had ridden Quietus before.

Hurry, Elekim, he said.

So, for the first time in my life, and probably the last, I rode on Tiamat. It took much longer to climb onto his back than onto Flame’s. Once settled, I had a commanding view of the surrounding beach. My friends seemed so small below.

“Be careful, okay?” Isa called up.

There was no time for anything more. Tiamat raced forward, his feet entering the Sea before his wings flapped to take flight. The Sea below fell away as we raced in the direction of the center of the Sea.




* * *




We flew for a couple of minutes directly over the Sea of Creation, passing close to the shining, and almost blinding, Point of Origin, where the two seas met: the Sea of Creation, and the Sea of Destruction. The two halves coalesced, forming a large whirlpool in the center of which lay the physical entrance to the Xenofold.

Tiamat was the first to break the silence. With the perverse Xenofont no longer pulling life from the Sea, I can dream here again. And my dreams have troubled me greatly, beyond mere expression of words.

I swallowed, remembering again what I had seen while being healed by the Sea. What dreams, Tiamat?

It was a moment before he answered. To say that the fate of the world falls upon your shoulders, Elekim, would be a gross understatement.

Understatement, how?

It is not the fate of the world, Tiamat said. It is the fate of worlds. Do you know what I mean?

Maybe, I said. I know it’s not just our world under threat by the Radaskim.

No, Tiamat said. It isn’t.

I braced myself for what I thought would be Tiamat’s explanation of he and the Elder Dragons’ plan for escaping Earth. To try anew on another world.

But his next words dashed that notion entirely. I mean to fight to the bitter end, Anna, whether there is victory or not. I cannot flee when my parents have sacrificed themselves. They did so, that the rest of us might fight on. I could never betray their memories, their sacrifice. This world is not perfect, Anna. But nothing ever is, and if we await perfection before we ever dare to try, then we shall be waiting until the death of the universe.

All I could feel was an intense sadness for Askal and Quietus. And for Tiamat, who had to live on without them. Without Quietus especially, I would never have been brought safely into the world. I couldn’t believe they were both gone. For Tiamat, the pain must have been unimaginable.

They wouldn’t have died if they believed the fight hopeless, I said.

They died for one reason only, Tiamat said. That I might live.

He was quiet for a long while, and I felt the weight of those words, and saw that it was true.

They died even when I didn’t believe, he said. Why would they do that?

They loved you, Tiamat, I said. That’s why.

This burden . . . he said. I must lead the dragons, Elekim. So here we have come, to protect the Sea, and to learn the future, as best we can. But my dreams are haunted of defeat, Tiamat said. He banked slightly right, so that we were now flying over the frothing, violent, black Sea of Destruction, the opposite of the calm pink Sea of Creation. These dreams are not from the enemy, Anna. They are from the Xenofold itself. From even beyond the Xenofold. If we are to have victory, then all must be gathered here for the final fight. I have had dreams of your intentions; you are probably not aware of this, but the dreams of Elekim are powerful indeed, and create echoes within the Xenofold. The most powerful among us can decipher those echoes and guess your intent.

I see, I said. I wondered just how much of my mind Tiamat could read just by putting together fragmented echoes of my dreams. The thought made me wary.

The Point of Origin must be guarded from him, at all costs. I don’t know what he seeks here, but I know he seeks it. And attaining it will grant ultimate victory for him. He and his vessels landed on this world before the Hyperfold was ultimately destroyed. The Xenofold is vulnerable to his thoughts. For Odium is a Radaskim Xenomind both dark and ancient. He was there in the beginning, during the Aberration, and his power is great enough to bend the Xenofold to his will. It is not an accident Askalon, greatest of all Radaskim Xenominds, sent him here to Earth. He means to destroy this world utterly and leave no room for doubt.

Askalon. It was not just the dragons’ homeworld, then, but also the name of their leader. Their version of Elekim.

The Xenofold is weak, Anna. Weaker than you know. I fear it was saved from the Hyperfold too late. A direct attack from Odium’s mind, if he’s close enough, would end it for good. This Sea of Destruction below us is required to maintain the Xenofold’s connection to the Xenomatrix. But with the right nudging, it can become the dominant power here, and all who are part of the Xenofold will become slaves of the master of the Sea of Destruction.

And that master would be Odium, I said.

Yes, Tiamat said. This I have dreamed. I’m still seeking answers in prophecies and riddles. A lonely path, because even the best dreamers among the dragons cannot probe as deeply as I can into the Xenomatrix, from which come the final answers that may save us. As well, those answers might destroy us. To find those answers, we must protect the Sea from Odium for as long as we can. Nothing else matters but that, for in that lies the path to ultimate victory.

Has there been any attack here yet?

No, Tiamat said. Not yet. But it is coming. My dragons must stay to defend the Sea. Odium, even now, is hard at work turning the Red Wild to his cause, creating a reversion in the south greater than any that has ever existed in this world. It’s with this power that he hopes to contest the awesome power of the Sea of Creation. Until this reversion grows, he can’t come near this sacred place. But as more of the Red Wild falls under his influence, he can push back at the Xenofold itself, until the day comes that he can claim it as his, totally.

There was silence for a time as I considered Tiamat’s words. The dark sea below came to an end as we approached the opposite shore, its cliffs so sheer and sharp that they were undoubtedly unscalable on foot. Looking back, the shore we had started on was barely discernible in the distance, lost in the luminescence of the ichor.

The Xenofold has shown me disaster, Tiamat said. I saw Haven in flames. I saw the bodies and bones of countless humans. I saw them screaming as the crawlers tore them asunder. Women and children dying as they fled north. I saw your people starving, shambling like wakened corpses as the pitiless snows fell. Here, Tiamat paused. I saw even Elekim fleeing before Odium’s wrath.

You’re saying that Haven will fall? I asked. You’re saying it’s pointless to even fight?

This is what the Xenofold has shown me.

How do I stop that from happening, then? I asked. Do your dreams tell you that?

I already knew the answer before he said it. No.

Then it’s pointless. Why fight if we cannot win?

That is the answer I seek here, Tiamat said. I hope to learn from the Nameless One what I must do to defeat Odium. But his answers are elusive, and his prophecies show nothing but folly.

You need to be careful with him, I said. His interests and ours are not the same.

I know, Tiamat said. But what choice do I have? I’ve wrestled with him in the Xenofold, projecting my mind into the Xenomatrix where he resides. I’ve deciphered many of his epigrams and riddles, but just as many go unsolved. He speaks nothing but the truth; such is his nature. But the truth he speaks is never the truth you expect.

That sounded about right. The Nameless One hadn’t ever outright lied to me about how to end the Hyperfold, but he also never told me it would be pointless to try while Shal could control the flow of time, which allowed Isaru to rescue him. In the end, we had to figure it out for ourselves.

I’ve dealt with him before, I said. So, is he where you’re getting your information from?

It was a long moment before Tiamat responded. Yes. Of this prophecy, I have no doubt. I know there will be a fight at Haven, and that Odium will be victorious. This I have seen. I implore you to take whatever forces you can and bring them here, to Ragnarok Crater, for the only defense that matters. With your support, there may be enough time to discover Odium’s weakness. In that lies our only hope of victory.

There was silence for a long time after that. I considered my options. All the pieces were already moving toward a confrontation at Haven. There may not even be time to stop that battle, even if I wanted to. I had worked hard to convince many people that Haven was where we needed to make our stand. We would have over five hundred dragons, hundreds of cannons, and Shen’s airships, too. It was the best chance, as I saw it, to stop Odium. It was the only place the terrain favored us, and centrally located enough to be a mustering point for thousands of soldiers.

And I didn’t trust the Nameless One. But if Tiamat was right, and said we were doomed to defeat there, the best option might be to retreat north to Ragnarok Crater. How did I sell that to Lord Harrow, to the Elder Council, to Guardian Mian? Where did that leave the Novans, who would be surrounded and destroyed before they ever came around to helping us? And where did it leave the thousands of people who would, or could, not make that journey?

I just couldn’t believe abandoning Haven was the right call. Perhaps Tiamat believed the Nameless One, but I certainly didn’t.

I can’t do that, Tiamat. I can’t abandon my people. I don’t think I could convince them. What would they think if I told them the fight was hopeless, especially after working so hard to get everyone to work together?

I don’t know, Tiamat said. You must try, though. You must try, Elekim. These are no mere dreams. Just as Sylva fell, so will Haven.

That is not sure, I said. I don’t trust the Nameless One, from whom you’re getting your prophecies.

Please, Tiamat said. Take what men and supplies you can. The weather is fair now, but it won’t be forever. Take the opportunity now to come here, while there is still time.

I can’t, Tiamat, I said. I can’t abandon Haven. Thousands would die. I can’t betray them by refusing to fight.

I could sense Tiamat’s frustration, his frustration with humanity’s lack of foresight. Maybe some deep part of me knew it was useless to fight at Haven, but a bigger part knew not to trust the Nameless One, even if Tiamat was sure that his prophecies would prove true.

I cannot force anything on you, Tiamat said. Whatever your decision, I will continue seeking more revelations. And you . . . I wish you luck, Elekim. I’m telling you what I’ve seen. Perhaps this prophecy was given not to avoid the Battle of Haven, but to fight it. Sometimes, temporary defeat is necessary for ultimate victory, though I see not how.

I didn’t have the energy to argue. I had made my decision. I could never trust the Nameless One or his revelations. Not after last time.


























Chapter 18

We landed on the black, rocky shoreline, where my friends were waiting with the rest of the Elder Dragons.

I eased myself off Tiamat’s back, only to be immediately approached by Shara. “What did he say?”

“Nothing that gave me any confidence,” I said.

I told them what Tiamat told me, even as Tiamat watched me. I wondered what, if any, information was privileged, but Tiamat hadn’t told me that I couldn’t share it.

A few minutes later, all of them were quiet as they thought about his prophecy.

“What do you think?” I asked.

“Even as a prophetess with the Gift, I can’t make anything of it,” Fiona said. “Tiamat might be right, at least in a sense.”

I shook my head. “I don’t know what to think. My hunch is that we need to defend Haven. I don’t trust the Nameless One.”

“That’s my inclination, too,” Isa said. “The Nameless One has his own game he’s playing, one we can’t begin to guess at.”

“Defeat is defeat,” Isaru said. “If we’re doomed to lose the Battle of Haven, why not preserve lives while we still can?”

“Maybe I should look for more clarification,” I said. “We’re right here at the Point of Origin. What’s to stop me from talking to the Nameless One myself? If Tiamat is powerful enough to probe into the Xenomatrix, I probably am, too. I’ve spoken to him before.”

“Do you think the Nameless One will tell you something that he hasn’t told Tiamat?” Isaru asked.

“I can’t answer that. Not unless I try.” I turned to look back at the glowing horizon, toward the entrance of the Xenofold. “When Anna was alive, entering the Xenofold meant the possibility of never leaving. Even now, it’s not a choice made lightly.”

“Tiamat did just that,” Shara said. “In fact, it seems he means to continue doing that.”

“At great strain,” I said. “The point is, it’s an unnatural act that isn’t meant to be done without thought. There are no guarantees.”

“You’re Elekim,” Isa said. “You’re in charge of the Xenofold.”

I couldn’t help but smile at the notion. “That’s what I used to think. Now, I’m starting to realize the Xenofold is in charge of me. What does it want me to do? Was Tiamat’s prophecy something I was supposed to hear? If not, does that mean I should fight the battle at Haven as if I don’t know the outcome? Or does knowing the prophecy give us some information that will make the battle winnable?”

“All those questions are impossible to answer,” Shara said. “We’ll have to decide for ourselves. Fate is fate, but the choice is still in our hands.”

All of us looked out at the Sea. There could be answers waiting for us there. But once we were in, was there any guarantee we would make it back to Haven in time for the battle? The nature of time might be warped. What could be a few hours in the Xenofold might be days, or even weeks, on the outside.

“We have two choices,” Shara said. “Fight here, as Tiamat would have us do. Or defend Haven and be defeated.”

“Or not,” Isa said. “Defeat is not certain.”

Shara looked at her, then nodded. “No. I don’t think so, either.”

Inevitably, everyone looked at me for the final decision. I hated when they did that. As I watched the Sea, I felt sick. Each choice felt wrong in its own way. And yet, I had to make a choice.

“I won’t abandon Haven,” I said, after a few minutes. “We’ll hold the line there.”

“And if that line breaks?” Shara asked.

I didn’t want to think about that. I couldn’t think about that. Tiamat was right that it would be a disaster.

“There can be no if,” I said. “We have to hold it.”

Because we all knew what would happen if we didn’t.




* * *




All that was left was to inform Tiamat of our decision. All of us stood in front of the massive dragon, where he sat on his cliff flanked by two black-scaled Radaska that were large in their own right. Tiamat’s wings gave a flutter, kicking up a gust of wind that nearly unbalanced me. It didn’t seem as if the Elder King understood his full strength.

I regret your decision, Elekim. I entreat you, once more, to abandon this folly and march with all speed to the Caverns of Creation, where there is enough food to last years, and a narrow opening that Odium cannot easily break.

It’s too late, I said. Too much is coming together at Haven to change plans now . . .

Maybe so, Tiamat said. Though you are right to not trust the Nameless One, he said Haven would fall, in no uncertain terms. The truth is the truth, whatever mouth it is spoken from.

I still don’t trust him. I felt something of the Nameless One in my dreams while in the Sea of Creation. Something larger was at play, here, and it could be that the Nameless One, for whatever reason, wanted me to not fight at Haven. Tiamat’s further entreaties on that front were only firming my resolve.

My decision is final. I can’t explain why, but I won’t give Haven up. If I can’t trust my instincts, Tiamat, I’m lost.

I met Tiamat’s unyielding gaze as best as I could; even if he was on my side, I couldn’t help but feel the difference in our physical power. He stared at me silently, his white orbs burning brightly.

I continued. I understand your need to stay here and learn more, Tiamat. I understand the need to defend the Sea of Creation.  Your work of grappling with the Nameless One to find a weakness is of vital importance.  This is your battlefield. Mine, however, is to the south.

Maybe so, Elekim, Tiamat said. I have said my piece, and seeing that it’s not going to change your mind, I must let you go. I hope you change your mind in the coming days. I fear you are making a terrible mistake.

No one knows how any of this will end, Tiamat. I would remind you of that.

If there is one good thing, you gave me hope in humanity once again. Let us pray that my faith will endure long enough to see a world free of the Radaskim.

I hope so, too. Farewell, Tiamat.

Tiamat said nothing else as we turned to leave. He probably thought that this was the last he’d ever see of us.

And for all I knew, he was right.


























Chapter 19

The flight back to Haven was long, cold, and miserable. We camped in the same spot as we had on our first trip down. Even the ashes of our old fires remained, though the winter snow had almost completely buried them.

The land was quiet. There was little sign of human activity until we passed out of the Northern Wild for good, where refugee tents were clustered thickly around Laston, the Annajen’s northernmost town of any importance.

Haven at last came into sight on the night of our second day of travel. We didn’t head for the tree itself, like last time, but directly to where hundreds of tents had been set up on the plain south of the Grand Canyon. I needed to check to see if my parents had made it there safely, along with Lord Harrow’s army.

Flame’s sharp eyes picked out Harrow’s command tent and set us down nearby. I was so weary I could barely walk. The first thing we did was warm ourselves by the cookfire set up outside his tent. Lord Harrow himself came to join us at the blaze.

“I assume, since you’ve returned on your dragons, that your ship was not repaired?”

I rubbed my hands together and held them open to the flames. “We were told that by High Guardian Mian. Have you heard from him?”

 “We received communication from him two days ago. At the time of receiving it, his forces were on the outskirts of Colonia.”

“That’s quick progress,” I said.

“His airships should be here within the next day or two,” Harrow said. “His ground forces are tarrying behind to secure Colonia. The Radaskim are gathering fifty miles south of here. Their scouting dragons and crawlers skirmish with our scouts almost every night. Though the men are afraid of their duty, keeping apprised of his movements is of utmost importance.”

“When will the main assault come, you think?” Fiona asked.

“Any day now,” Harrow said. “Or any night. Odium is waiting. For what, I don’t know. If I were him, I’d strike before the airships arrive. He surely knows about them by now.”

An uncomfortable thought occurred to me. “Perhaps that’s what he’s waiting for. If his forces are overwhelming, it might be he wants to destroy us all at once. Including the airships.”

Harrow grimaced at the thought. “You’re not one to mince words, are you? I would avoid saying that around the men. Their . . . morale is low enough as it is. We’re doing what we can to keep spirits up, but one can’t stop the spread of rumors.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “Odium’s hesitation can only be to our advantage. Better to fight with the ships than without.”

“We are dealing with a power many times our own,” Harrow said. “Whatever he’s planning, I can’t help but think it’s to his advantage.”

I decided to keep what I learned from Tiamat to myself. If I told Harrow that the Elder King had prophesied us to lose, that could be information that caused us to lose. In the realm of prophecy, knowing the outcome of an event sometimes was all it took for it to be self-fulfilling. There were several such stories in the Elekai canon of legends.

Knowing this, I almost wished Tiamat hadn’t said a word. But in the end, knowledge might not even matter. There were just as many stories about how knowledge of a prophecy did nothing to change the outcome.

“Are my parents safe?” I asked.

Harrow nodded. “I ordered them to the palace, but they insisted on remaining with their people. Your father means to fight in the battle himself, while your mother refuses to leave his side.”

Well, I had to change that. “Where are they?”

“I can have one of my men lead you to them.”

I nodded to show that’s what I wanted.

Lord Harrow motioned a soldier over and gave the order. The soldier, a young man that couldn’t have been much older than me, nodded toward us and gestured for us to follow him. We left the dragons, to find food and get some much-needed rest after their long journey.

We followed the soldier through a maze of tents and campfires. After about five minutes, he came to a halt in front of a plain burlap tent, a little larger than the others around it. Two white-robed Sphere Priests were posted outside, who raised their right fists to their chests in salute upon seeing me.

“Are they inside?” I asked.

“They are resting, Elekim,” the priest on the right said. “I can wake them.”

“No need,” I said. “Let me pass through.”

“Should we stay out here?” Shara asked.

“Just wait out here for now,” I said. “Maybe find someplace we can sleep tonight.” My stomach growled at the idea of going to bed on an empty stomach. “And some food.”

“Shanti?” I heard my mother’s voice from within. “Is that you I hear?”

“Mom,” I said, ducking into the tent.

It was dark within, the only light coming from a xen lamp. My mother was already standing, while my father was still rousing.

She came to hug me, her shoulders already shaking with sobs.

“Mom, I’m fine,” I said. “Are both of you okay?”

“Yes, we’re both fine,” she said. “We were worried that something had happened.”

“I’m still here.”

“We’re all alive,” my father said, now standing and coming to embrace me.

For a moment, all three of us stood there like that. I don’t think any of us knew when we were going to have a chance to be a family again. I just wanted to be young again, to feel protected, instead of being the one doing the protecting. It was too late for all that, though. My childhood had ended long ago, when that dragon at the fair had asked for help.

I stood back to take them both in, unsure of what to do next. I felt so tired that thinking didn’t come easily.

Thankfully, my mom stepped in. “This tent is big enough for everyone to sleep in, if some more cots can be found.”

“That would be nice,” I said.

Ten minutes later, Lord Harrow had his men bring in enough cots, blankets, and even some leftover food from the officers’ mess earlier. After we ate, I asked for some space, and sat on my cot in the corner, seeking Silence as well as answers. I felt for Alex, but as I suspected, his presence was not forthcoming. I feared he would be difficult, if not impossible, to reach. Either I succeeded and saved him from what he had been forced to do to defeat Rakhim Shal, or I failed, and all of us ended up dying in the end.

Instead, I sought answers from the same source as Tiamat. It was a long shot, but perhaps the Nameless One was lurking within the bounds of the Xenofold. His mind could project there, though his home was the Xenomatrix that connected the worlds.

I didn’t let the others know what I was doing. I just wanted to explore, to see if finding him was possible. I lost track of time as I sought answers in the darkness. As night continued, Silence deepened. But the Nameless One was elusive, assuming he was there to be found in the first place.

In the end, I voiced my frustration.

Is what you said to Tiamat true?

Are we going to die here?

Are you really the neutral arbiter you claim to be? Or do you have another agenda?

And, last of all:

What do you want?

What is your purpose?

Why do all the Elekai on all the worlds have to die? How does this fulfill your sense of balance?

Every answer was met with silence. I didn’t expect him to answer, but maybe he had heard my questions. He had to know that I was aware he was a part of all this. I had felt him in my own prophecies, after all.

By the time I opened my eyes, the others were asleep.  I threw the blanket over my body. I watched my mother’s face, who had fallen asleep facing me. I closed my own eyes, letting my exhaustion overtake me.


























Chapter 20

I awoke to the sound of men talking, cookpots clanging, and horses neighing and whickering. It was still just as dark as before, so I went right back to sleep. The clamor only increased until I was forced to open my eyes to the early daylight. I was the only one still in the tent, sans Isa, who must have been left behind to watch over me.

“Good, you’re awake,” she said. “There’s a bowl over here for washing.”

I sat up in my cot, hardly believing I’d slept through everyone getting up. “Why didn’t you wake me earlier?”

“We tried,” she said. “We decided you needed the rest.” She handed the bowl of water to me. “Everyone is in the command tent.”

I washed my face while she worked at my hair with a comb. It was getting long enough now to need one. A few minutes later, I threw on a heavy cloak and together, we stepped outside the tent. Isa led the way, and we passed soldiers in armor going about various errands. Most of them gave a nod of respect as we passed.

We soon entered Lord Harrow’s large, white tent. Everyone was already there – my friends, my parents, along with Lord Harrow and three of his highest-ranking captains.

“Good morning, everyone,” I said. “Did I miss anything?”

Some mumbled good morning back, some didn’t. The mood in the tent seemed to be somber, judging by the sullen faces. The food was only half-eaten. By contrast, the coffee, kept warm over a small flame, was mostly gone. My mother poured me a cup, along with milk and sugar, and passed it to me.

“Did something happen?” I asked, breaking the silence.

Lord Harrow cleared his throat. “Our scouts report that Odium’s host is on the move north. The bulk of that force is halfway between here and Kalear. We can only assume that those who haven’t fled the area by now are gone.”

I thought of all those poor, foolish people who had decided not to abandon their homes. How many thousands were already dead, then, and how many more would fall before Odium finally reached Haven?

“You said he was fifty miles south yesterday. Where do you judge him to be now?”

“Forty-five miles, give or take,” Harrow said. “He isn’t moving fast, but he is moving relentlessly. Assuming the same pace . . .”

“We have a little over a week before he’s knocking on our door,” Shara finished.

“He could be going at this pace deliberately,” my father said, solemnly. “Get us to recognize a pattern, and then change it at the last minute before we’re prepared. We’ve seen how those things move.”

Lord Harrow nodded. “I was going to voice the same concern, Lord Roshar. We can’t assume we have a full nine days to prepare. Nine days means that Odium would strike after the Shen reinforcements arrive. As a commander, I have difficulty seeing why Odium would allow this. Even with overwhelming force, it would be foolish to not take an advantage.” Lord Harrow pointed down at the map spread on the large wooden table. “As of this morning, I received a message that Guardian Mian’s forces have taken Colonia, finding the city in chaos. He informs us he’s remaining there a couple of days to restore order and install a makeshift government, as well as to gather whatever men he can to join in his march to Haven.”

“He can accomplish all that in two days?” Shara asked, her tone skeptical.

“I had the same question, but Mian anticipated it and answers it in his letter,” Harrow said, pointing to a piece of pristine, white paper, made of such a quality that was all but unseen in the Red Wild, but probably quite common in Shenshi. “He tells us not to worry, that Shen is overseeing the governance of Colonia and is quite experienced in the matter.” Harrow cleared his throat. “Apparently, they have some sort of machine through which they can communicate to Shen. They have another one of these machines on their flagship, the Proudwing.”

“It would appear that Colonia is no longer a sovereign nation,” Fiona said. “Two hundred and fifty years after the founding of the Covenant.”

Lord Harrow continued, paying little mind to this observation, even if several other people noted it. “Though Shen is keeping an eye on the city, Guardian Mian proclaims the city of Colonia to be taken in your name.”

Harrow looked at me meaningfully, and I knew from that look that he, too, believed in my identity fully now, even if there had been doubts before. The way those brown eyes regarded me told me that he thought he was seeing a new person.

“Not the way I expected it to happen,” I said, feeling that the others expected me to say something in honor of the event. “But a prophecy fulfilled is a prophecy fulfilled.”

Lord Harrow nodded. “I’ve allowed my officers to spread the news among the men. It will give them heart. The fact that there is an army fifty thousand strong, complete with airships, coming to our aid, is doing wonders for morale.” Lord Harrow’s expression darkened. “However, General Tertullian remains a thorn in our side. Despite the impossibility of his escape, he still refuses to budge from his position or share the supplies he’s hoarded.”

“He must be dealt with,” I said.

No one voiced a way in which that might occur. I thought over everything that was discussed while I drained my coffee and finished my food.

Everyone else went back to looking at the map, where many small, rounded stones had been placed at various points, signifying the placement of armies. Twenty red stones lined the Grand Canyon south of Haven. Forty green stones, easily counted because they were in eight groups of five, were placed not far southeast of Haven, clearly representing the Novan Forces. Fifty blue stones stood in Colonia, the Shen forces. Besides this, there were various other colored stones strewn on the map in the northern cities of Mongar, Highgrove, and even Laston. I surveyed everything, trying to make sense of it all. Each stone had to represent a thousand men, since those were the only numbers that added up.

Finally, to represent the Radaskim forces, was a single, massive, black stone. No one could be bothered to put that many small stones in the southern wild, because such a task would be pointless, especially when the actual numbers were not known. At the last minute, I also noticed another large stone east of the map, probably meant to represent the Eastern Kingdoms.

I pointed to that stone. “Is there something you’re not telling me about that?”

“Yes,” Harrow said. “I was just getting to that. The United Eastern Kingdoms have promised they are now on their way with all speed, and have been for several weeks. At the time the letter was received, they were somewhere in the Barbarous Lands.”

“Wait,” I said. “When did this news come in?”

“A bird came only last night, after you had gone to bed,” Harrow said. “Apparently, there have been several other messages sent before, but none of them reached us.”

“May I read the letter?”

“Of course,” Harrow said, digging through a pile of papers. Once he found the correct one, he handed it to me.




About to begin our journey across the Barbarous Lands. Make sure there’s enough food there for all, as said in previous letters. And please respond in acknowledgement to this letter’s receipt. The men are uneasy, and unsure why we have abandoned their homes. It’s going to be a long journey yet.




I read the message again, wondering if there was anything missing. Finally, I looked up.

“That’s it?”

Harrow nodded. “I’m afraid so.”

“They’re on the way,” Shara said. “And they won’t be here in time for the battle.”

“No, they won’t,” Harrow said. “Unless Odium’s expansion slows for some unforeseen reason.”

“We can’t count on that,” my father said.

“Why would they bother to send such a short message?” I asked.

“It’s something I’ve been pondering, too,” Harrow said. “I was hoping you would understand any hidden meaning, since you know them better.”

I shook my head. “I understand nothing.”

From the following silence, it was clear that the others were just as confused.

“They finally managed it,” I said. “Elder Tellor and Prince Nabea got the kingdoms working together for once.”

“I’m worried about the Mountain Cities,” Fiona said. “I’ve been requesting aid for weeks, but have heard nothing.” She looked at Harrow. “Has that remained true?”

“Unfortunately, yes,” Lord Harrow said. “We must discount their aid, along with that of the Eastern Kingdoms. Both cities are too far to reach us, even now. However, in the Novans there is still a shred of hope. If they choose to help us, we will have over one hundred thousand men, five hundred dragons, with riders and without, and one hundred airships, the greatest force ever assembled in the Red Wild’s history.”

“Mongar and Highgrove must think themselves safe in their mountain homes,” Fiona said. “They will be in for a rude awakening.”

“Whatever their reasons,” Lord Harrow said, “we cannot count on their men, which means our armies will number twenty thousand less.”

“How many ballistae and cannons do we have?” I asked. “And where will they be stationed?”

“Haventree,” Lord Harrow said. “There are countless branches where the ballistae and the Shen’s cannons can be placed for devastating effect. The plan is to keep our dragons and airships back while the artillery wreaks havoc on the Radaskim dragons. Our men will defend the canyon itself. The men will be covered by the artillery fire from above, along with our own dragons if the Radaskim dragons encroach. Even with over one hundred thousand men, it will be a most difficult fight. Estimates of the Radaskim numbers vary wildly.”

It was pointless to speculate just how many we were up against. I knew it had to be a lot for Tiamat to believe our battle futile. And thinking about that number would only cause despair on our part.

The plan seemed to be good, to only defend the chokepoints leading into the canyon while covering our men with artillery fire. But a lot of that plan depended on the Shen army reaching us first, as they were the ones who had the cannons.

“Assuming the worst,” I said. “If the Shen don’t arrive in time, then what are our prospects of holding until they do?”

“We should hold for a few days,” Harrow said. “Reserves can be garrisoned within the city safely, keeping them well-defended. More regiments can be sent out to defend as the need arises.”

I didn’t want to think about the unlucky first regiment who would have to defend the pass. How long would they be able to do so without breaking against such a terrifying force of crawlers? Our most disciplined men would have to set the example for the rest.

“The men will cycle,” Harrow said. “If one regiment loses about a quarter of its force, a second will step in and replace it while the artillery continues doing its work. Meanwhile, crossbowmen and longbowmen will shoot at range. We have a troop of highly disciplined Samalite bowmen that joined us not a week ago, who have had plenty of practice shooting crawlers in the north.”

Isa nodded at this. Northerners were famed for their archery.

“We need to keep in mind, as large as the Radaskim force is, they have their weaknesses,” Lord Harrow said. “They have no ranged power to bear; all of their strength lies in breaking us physically. If we don’t allow that to happen, and we have reserves ready to plug any holes that form in the defense, we will hold the line, even long enough for the Shen to arrive.”

“Are the men trained in this plan?” I asked.

“That is why my officers’ here are present,” Harrow said, gesturing toward the three of them. “It will go through the chain of command appropriately. Is that right, Captain Harrell?”

All three men nodded, but remained otherwise silent, all standing in chainmail and a tunic bearing Lord Harrow’s sigil, a gray mountain lion. I wondered what concerns they had, if any.

“Will your men stand strong?” I asked them.

“They will, Elekim,” Captain Harrell answered, who had a stout face and short, blonde hair.

I nodded. “I’m glad to have such experienced soldiers fighting for us.” I looked each one of them in the eyes, wondering if they truly saw me as Elekim, if they truly found me as someone worthy of fighting for, even to the death.

I wanted there to be no question of that. “Tell your men that I’ll be fighting with them.”

Everyone’s eyes widened all at once, Fiona’s most of all. She was the first to protest. “Shanti, no! If you’re there, then that’s exactly what Odium wants! He’ll focus everything on killing you, and that will only make it more dangerous for the men.”

To my surprise, Captain Harrell nodded his agreement. “She’s right, Elekim. The men will fight for you, even if you don’t fight with them.”

“Let them know, at least, that I will be fighting. If not in the front lines, then somewhere else.” I made a fist. “I want everyone here to know that I’ll be killing everything that sets foot in the canyon.”

Captain Harrell gave a small, satisfied smile. “I will let the men know. And if you are truly fighting, the men will fight all the harder.”

Fiona seemed concerned at this prospect, not to mention everyone else, but she made no protest.

“What of the Elder Dragons?” Lord Harrow asked.

Just the mention of them made my heart fall. “They won’t be joining us. Tiamat has elected to remain behind to defend Ragnarok Crater. He told me that Odium wants to reach the Crater, and I don’t doubt him.”

“I see,” Lord Harrow. “I would have welcomed several hundred dragons more.”

“Actually, their numbers are closer to one hundred now, after the battle at Dragonspire.”

From the twitch on his face, I could see that this had surprised him. “I didn’t know they had lost so many. But if he believes that is his place, I cannot speak against it.”

Left unsaid was the fact that Tiamat believed the entire battle to be worthless. That could not be repeated here, for obvious reasons.

“What about the refugees?” I asked.

“Anyone who can’t contribute to the battle will be evacuated north.”

“Evacuated north to where?” Shara asked.

Here, Lord Harrow was silent. “I assume most will head for Laston or one of the mountain cities.”

If Tiamat’s prophecy was true, then getting as many people out of harm’s way as possible was essential. We would have to fight all the harder.

“If there is nothing else to discuss,” Lord Harrow said, “I suggest we busy ourselves setting up defenses.”

I nodded. “Sounds like a plan, Lord Harrow. But one thing I forgot to ask. What about the Colonian Dragonriders?”

“They don’t know about the occupation of Colonia by the Shen force yet, so perhaps you should be the one to deliver the news.”

There was no telling how they might react to this, but it did need to be said, and it would be better coming from me, since the city was conquered in my name. “I’ll go there now, if we’re done here.”

“They’re camping southwest of here,” Harrow said. “You’ll need dragons to reach them.”

“Then I’ll leave you here,” I said. “We’ll meet again soon. Good luck with everything today.”

“And to you, Elekim,” he said, raising a fist to his heart in the typical Elekai salute. His men followed his example, doing the same.

Hearing those words dispelled any doubts that remained about Lord Harrow. From his stern expression, it seemed as if he fully believed that was my title.

I returned the gesture, and then excused myself from the tent.


























Chapter 21

Outside, my parents caught up with me.

“I’ll be just a minute,” I said to my friends.

I pulled my parents aside. “I want both of you to go with the refugees up north.”

My father looked offended. “Absolutely not. My daughter fighting, while I have to stand to the side? That’ll never happen.”

I looked around to make sure no one could hear us. “There’s not much of a chance we can win this, Dad. I didn’t want to say that in there, but that’s the truth.”

I went on to explain everything Tiamat had told me as they listened.

Once finished, they thought about what I said for a moment.

“We always knew there wasn’t much of a chance, prophecy or no prophecy,” my mother said. “We would never leave you for anything, Shanti. We’re all in this together. Each of us must fight in our own way.”

It took everything I had to not heave an exasperated sigh. It was the answer I expected, and I wasn’t sure how to counter it.

“I don’t want either of you to get hurt,” I said. “If the line breaks . . .”

My mother grabbed my hand. “I could say the same for you, Shanti. I don’t think your first instinct would be to flee at the first sign of trouble.”

“We won’t be defending Haven to the last man,” I said. “It . . . wasn’t discussed in the tent, but if the men break, we’re going to have to retreat. If Tiamat is right, then we will need to withdraw to the Crater if Haven doesn’t work out.”

“What makes you so sure we’re going to lose?” my father asked. “I know he’s the Elder Dragon King and all, but that doesn’t mean he’s right.”

“He believes defending Haven will be futile. But it’s my belief that things have progressed too far to pull back now, and if I gave the order to withdraw because of a prophecy, people would think I was crazy.” Both watched me as I tried to explain. “Tiamat practically begged me not to give Odium a fight here. The Elder Dragon King, begging to me. Even so, I can’t give up. It feels wrong for some strange reason.”

My parents looked at each other before responding. It was my dad who answered.

“And do you believe this prophecy, Shanti? I don’t know much about these things, but can’t prophecies be self-fulfilling?”

I nodded. “Yes, it’s been known to happen.”

“No one knows the outcome of anything for certain,” my father said. “Even the Elder Dragon King. It is better to hope for good than to dread what might be. Expectations have a way of coloring the results.”

“You mean, the way I think about something will predict how it actually happens?”

“Maybe,” my mother said. “Prophecy or not, you should never give up. You’re doing what you see as the right thing. Prophecy is not written in stone, as your father said. Is that the reason you’re asking us to leave? Because you think it’ll come true?”

I nodded. She saw right through me. I shouldn’t have expected otherwise. She was my mother.

“Just as you wouldn’t abandon your people here without a fight,” my mother continued, “so we won’t abandon you. I can’t fight like your father, but I’ll be doing my part to help in the city. Whether that’s tending the wounded, or bringing shot for the machines, I’ll be helping in my own way.”

I couldn’t stop them from helping if they truly wanted to, just as they couldn’t stop me. For once, I wished it was okay to hold a double standard. Safety for them, but not for me. I had no right to tell them what to do.

“Just make me a promise,” I said. “If the order is given to retreat, don’t linger. Get out. I’ll send a dragon, or maybe a couple of dragons if you’re in different spots. That’s my condition and I’m not going to budge on it.”

Seeing my firmness, they both nodded, and my father answered. “We will, Shanti. I promise you that.”

“Good,” I said.

After that, all three of us hugged, and each of them kissed me on the cheek. It was all I could do not to break down and cry right there. This might be the last time I’d ever hug them, and I didn’t know what I would do if I lost either of them.

“I know you don’t want to talk about the possibility of losing,” I said. “But assuming the battle goes badly here, the final battle will take place in Ragnarok Crater. I know it’s far. But the easiest road there passes north through Mongar and then across the Plains of Decay on the other side. If you follow the road, it’ll take you to the Caverns of Creation. I know it’ll be easy to get lost, but Dad, maybe you can feel your way there. You’re Elekai, now. Just remember that, okay?”

“Don’t speak of such things,” my mother said. “Don’t let your thoughts be soured with dread. You’re the leader, Shanti. Of all of us. Fight for your thoughts as you would a battle.”

“I’m trying, Mom. But promise me you’ll meet me there in case we lose each other. Even if all three of us are separated.”

“We promise, Shanti,” my father said. “Your mother and I will do everything we can to remain together. Don’t worry about us.”

“How could I not?”

“You are the one we’re worried about,” my mother said, her voice shaking. “But I know there is nothing I can do to stop you. This is who you are, now. And we must believe good will come of this, prophecy or not. We must believe.”

I thought about her words: We must believe good will come of this, prophecy or not. It seemed a lot to ask, but perhaps my mother was right. It was easy for me to fight physically but fighting for my thoughts presented a whole new challenge. Which would win, in the end? My thoughts, or the outcome that Tiamat saw as truth?




* * *




We flew on our dragons to the camp of the Colonian Dragonguard. It was only fifteen minutes before we spotted it, on top of a low plateau rising above the surrounding forest. Their dragons were grazing outside the camp, in a large meadow growing thickly with xen. The men themselves were gathered around several fires, taking their own meals. The men stood as we glided toward the ground.

As soon as Flame landed, I was approached by Captain Dailyn.

“Elekim,” Dailyn said, lending a bit of irony to the title. “Or shall I call you Annara Reborn and prostrate myself before you?”

From his tone, I could tell he didn’t believe I was Anna for a second. I supposed little had changed in the time I’d been gone. Perhaps hoping for change had been too much to ask.

“Call me whatever you want. Even Shanti, if you prefer. As long as you do so with respect from now on.”

He gave an amused smile but said nothing more, instead waiting for me to speak.

“Have you had time to learn more about our enemy, Captain?”

“I’m still trying to figure out just who our enemy is.”

“It’s not hard,” I said. “It’s the big dragon to the south that’s already killed thousands of people. How many thousands have you seen us kill?”

“Perhaps not thousands, but hundreds did die in your dragons’ assault on Colonia.” Dailyn shrugged at this difficulty. “So, you can see how it might be hard for us to work with you when I can’t separate the truth from the lies.”

“How have I lied to you, Dailyn?”

“That’s the thing, Elekim,” he said. “I have no way to know whether you’re telling the truth. I’m not just talking about the most recent attack on Colonia. I’m also talking about the one where your former king here,” At this point, Dailyn nodded toward Isaru, “killed hundreds as well.”

In defense of himself, Isaru said nothing. I wasn’t sure how much Captain Dailyn had been told of Isaru’s condition by Lord Harrow. I wasn’t even sure if Harrow understood Isaru’s possession by Rakhim Shal. 

“I’m not sure if Lord Harrow has told you,” I said, “but the Colonian Covenant is no more.”

Dailyn’s eyes widened. It was as if I had told him the sun wouldn’t rise tomorrow. Growing up in Colonia, the Covenant had seemed something as immutable as the earth under your feet. It was there when you were born, and it would be there when you died.

“The city’s still there,” I continued. “I probably should have clarified that. But after your High Priests tried to backstab me, the city was thrown into chaos. Colonia is now under my control, at least for now. And despite my Elekai blood, I still consider myself a native Colonian. In fact, since I am Annara Reborn, I’m partly responsible for founding the city, when it was nothing more than a dusty village on the Colorado. But you wouldn’t remember any of that. That was four hundred years ago, and a lot has happened since then. Many lies have been told, but none by me.”

Dailyn looked at me, for the first time seeming to have nothing to say.

“I would never give you a command, because I know you wouldn’t obey it,” I continued. “As such, you are privileged beyond any other commander here. At the same time, I encourage you to remain open-minded in matters of religion, Captain Dailyn. I’m no goddess.  Anna was just a human, like you and me. A human with extraordinary abilities given to her by the Xenofold, but a human all the same. Over the centuries, somehow that’s been convoluted to be much more. Even her true name was lost. I suppose they thought Anna sounded too informal.”

I watched Captain Dailyn’s eyes calculating every word.

I continued. “You must be terrified, being in a foreign land where almost everything is pink, purple, or some shade of color you didn’t even know existed. Your dragons, the one thing you could count on in every circumstance, now have their own minds. As they should. I know you don’t believe I’m Anna Reborn, and I know you probably blame me for everything that’s happened to uproot your life. But guess what? Even without me, your lives would still be uprooted, because Odium would still be coming after you. Either before or after he was finished with us.”

Dailyn was still listening to me, without a flippant remark in sight.

“You have two choices, as I see it,” I went on. “You can run. If you choose to do that, your dragons won’t be going with you, because they know the importance of fighting and defending Haven.” I paused. “Your second choice is to fight with me. You’d join an army of tens of thousands already. You could bring your years of expertise fighting on dragonback, supported by our soldiers on the ground. Soldiers from Colonia will soon be joining us, along with the Shen army and air fleet, if all goes well.”

Dailyn thought about all this for a moment. Several of his men, I noticed, were talking amongst themselves.

“All right,” Dailyn said. “I think you’ve made your point.” He looked back toward his men. “I can’t make this decision alone. I want to talk to my men first.”

Behind Dailyn, a thickset, bald man who reminded me of a paler version of Samal spoke immediately. “I’ll tell you one thing, Captain. I’m not running.”

Several of the other men nodded their agreement.

Dailyn gave a cocky, half-smile while turning to face his men. “Do we need to discuss this alone? Or do we have an answer for Annara already?”

The bald man took another bite of his breakfast, and without even looking up. “If that’s not Annara, then I’m not a Dragonguard of Colonia, Dailyn. You’d have to be blind to not see that.”

Some of the other men chuckled at that, and even Dailyn’s smile widened.

“What say you, men?” he called out. “Are we following Annara Reborn? Is there a dissenting voice out there? Come on, don’t be afraid to speak out.”

“I don’t believe her,” said a tall, scrawny man, who looked so thin it was a wonder he could even hold a lance on dragonback. “But does it matter?  It doesn’t change things, as I see it. We’ve learned a few things since coming here. It’s better to stick together than to fight separately.”

Many of the other men nodded in agreement.

“So, we fight with her,” Dailyn said, “but we fight in our own way. Does that sound fair?”

This time, there were several cheers and shouts of assent, until it looked as if most everyone agreed. Captain Dailyn turned back to face me.

“Well, there you have it. I have to admit I don’t believe you, either, but I believe you more than I did before.”

“How does that work?” Shara asked. “You either believe her or you don’t.”

“I believe her seventy percent,” Dailyn said. “Maybe.”

It was better than nothing. And if seventy percent meant they’d fight with us, I’d take it.

“We’re with you,” Dailyn said. “As long as with you means the same thing to you as it does to us. We’ll fight in the battle, but I command these men. We’ll fight where we’re needed, but you won’t have to worry about us hanging back while you take all the shots.”

I nodded. “I’m glad that’s squared away. But we had better be on our way. There’s another commander I need to talk to before the day is over.”

I could see from Dailyn’s eyes that he was interested in learning more, but I was already walking away and mounting Flame, the others following to mount their own dragons.

“Good luck with that, Lady Annara,” Captain Dailyn shouted as we took off. I gave him a nod of acknowledgement before we were up in the air and over the trees, heading northeast toward the Novan camp.


























Chapter 22

When we reached the Novan camp, it was to the sight of them packing up. Almost half of the tents had already been taken down, while the wooden perimeters were only being partly disassembled to allow an outflow of marching men. Already, there were men marching out in columns, with their oxen pulling carts and horses pulling cannons.

I swooped down on Flame to get a closer look. There were no longer any cannons guarding the towers. At least for the moment, none of the men seemed to stop what they were doing or to react in a hostile way. Several raised their shields while bugles trilled an alarm, but I kept well away from the contingents of crossbows that could pose a danger.

I angled Flame toward the central clearing in the middle of the emptying fort. The clarion call of bugles and drums announced my arrival. General Tertullian would likely not be long in coming.

While we waited, a group of pikemen approached, their commander shouting orders in Novan, some of the words of which I recognized. They lowered their pikes as a single unit, moving to surround us. Despite their discipline, I could see the fear in their eyes.

Could you break out of this if it came down to it, Flame?

I felt something like disbelief from Flame that I would even ask that. They wouldn’t stand a chance, Elekim.

I rested in that knowledge and waited. It wasn’t long before Tertullian arrived with a retinue of his officers on horseback. He abruptly dismounted, handing his reins to a waiting legate, at whom he didn’t even cast a glance. As he approached, the pikes instantly split to allow him passage. His face was red, his expression fuming.

“Was it something I did?” I asked as he approached.

Tertullian gave no sign at having heard me. “I’ve already told you. My army will not be at your command. We’re leaving this place to those monsters.”

I looked around. “I see that. I don’t know how you expect to leave the Red Wild unscathed, or how you plan to pass through the Red Mountains since you’re certainly not going south. But I suppose that’s none of my business.”

Tertullian’s face went an even darker shade of red, something that seemed impossible on the surface. “We’ll find a way or make one. Word from Emperor Titus has reached us, and we are under orders to withdraw at once.” He stared at me balefully. “You can either help us or stand aside.”

I dismounted Flame and walked forward, until I was perhaps ten feet from him. His officers reached for their short swords. I knew I had to look ridiculous trying to stare him down – a girl of seventeen against a seasoned general and campaigner who had served the Novan emperor for more than two decades.

“I want to help you,” I said. “But let’s be honest. You’re not getting out of here, and if you do manage to make it, the army at your back is going to be much smaller than it is now. If you go south, you’re consigning all of your men to death.”

“We’re not going south,” Tertullian said. “We are negotiating passage through Highgrove. We expect to reach an agreement with them before we arrive.”

“And if you don’t?” I asked.

Tertullian gave a frustrated sigh. It seemed he didn’t like having to answer me. “We will negotiate it.”

I got the feeling the word negotiate had a hidden meaning that would not be good for the people of Highgrove.

“Those cities have been defending themselves from the Barbarous Lands for generations,” I said. “If anyone knows how to last under siege, it’s them. Mongar is the same way.”

“I don’t intend to siege them. But if they insist on barring our entry, we’ll give them a taste of our cannons.” Tertullian smiled grimly. “Do any of the people in the Central Plain have cannons, Elekim?”

Tertullian did have a point there. “So, you break through Highgrove. Then what? A long, cold march in the dead of winter to the coast. Once there, how do you transport your men back to Nova? You’re drawing close to the Radaskim army by then.”

“I’m aware of the difficulties,” Tertullian said. “More aware than you, a girl who has never commanded an army in her life.”

“Then if I, a clueless girl, knows that a march back to Nova is suicide, then so should you.”

Tertullian grit his teeth and waved his men back. They looked at each other for a moment before stepping back a few feet, leading their horses with them.

“I know it’s death,” Tertullian said quietly. “But I have no choice. I have never disobeyed an order from the Emperor. And I never will, Elekim. Even if it means death, for me and my men.”

“But it’s so . . . pointless. You would trade the lives of forty thousand men, and yourself, for an order that makes no sense?”

Tertullian’s eyes became distant. I recognized that I was dealing with a man who had reached his breaking point, who saw no other way out of his predicament.

“Things were going well for us . . . until these Radaskim showed up. Until your king switched sides. Things happened that I could have never foreseen.”

“But you can still give your men a chance,” I said. “Why not join us? With you, our army would be over one hundred thousand strong. We have dragons, and when the Shen army reaches Haven, we’ll also have over a hundred airships outfitted with cannons to challenge the Radaskim dragons. With you fighting with us, it could make all the difference.”

I watched the general to see if he was listening. To my surprise, he was, though he still wasn’t meeting my eyes.

“I won’t promise anything, Tertullian,” I went on. “You’re right. Odds are, all of us are as good as dead. But if that’s true, why does the order of a man thousands of miles away, who knows nothing of your current situation, matter in the first place?” I watched him for a reaction. When I didn’t get one, I continued. “It doesn’t matter. You must work with what you have. You must change based on the situation. There are thousands of people here who need your help, Tertullian. They might die without it. Together, we can be strong, but separate, we will all certainly fall. If only your Emperor knew the full situation, would he not order you to help me?”

Tertullian shook his head. “My men have seen the Radaskim, Elekim. What scouts I’ve sent, only a few have returned. My commanders refuse to send any more men to their deaths.” He looked at me for the first time. “They refuse me! And do you want to know what they’ve found? Legions, Elekim. Legions upon legions upon legions, scouring the land, devouring all, and the air so thick with dragons you can barely see the sun! The land lays in perpetual darkness, the air poisoned by the smoke from the fires. The land is empty of everything that isn’t them.”

I watched him, and saw that hope had truly left him. I saw that nothing I could say would give him a change of heart.

“If all is hopeless,” Tertullian said. “What’s the point? If even a few of us make it home again to see a Novan sun, to warmer lands. If I could see my wife’s face one more time, my children’s smiles, to offer one last bit of comfort before the end . . . why should you keep me from doing that? Would it not be better to die in our homes than in this gods-forsaken land?”

“You won’t make it there,” Shara said, in her usual, blunt manner. “You won’t even make it halfway there.”

Tertullian looked at her hatefully. “Leave. Leave, before I order my men on you and your dragons!”

It was time to go. Within a few seconds, I was back on Flame. Tertullian never gave his men the order to lower their pikes, but from his hateful expression, it was a toss of the dice whether he ordered our deaths in the next few seconds.

I wasn’t going to wait for him to make his decision. Make a path, Flame!

Instantly, Flame and the other dragons charged ahead, all unleashing roars simultaneously. The Novans had no warning. I had to grip Flame’s back with all my strength to keep from being thrown off. The ground ran by quickly while the Novan soldiers ducked for cover, their formation disintegrating as if it had never been.

And just like that, we were through. A glance back showed General Tertullian barking orders, pointing at cannons which were now swiveling in our direction.

But it was too late for them to do anything. We were high in the air and swerving back around. Flame let out another mighty roar, as if in vindication, as several cannon shots fired. We were much too far for them to hit us.

Nice moves, Flame.

Thank you, Elekim. As I said, they didn’t stand a chance. After a moment’s silence, he continued. Where to now?

Haven.

I looked over at Shara, who was flying next to me on Redtail. “Sorry about that!” she called out. “Seems I set him off.”

She didn’t seem too sorry, from her grin.

“You just couldn’t resist, could you? You could have gotten us killed.”

“You know me,” she said. “He was annoying. Something had to shock him from his idiocy.”

“Shock” might have been putting it lightly. I shook my head, but I couldn’t help but smile, too. But that smile evaporated as soon as I realized that forty thousand men would not be joining us in Haven’s defense.

It was all up to us, now. And the thought was terrifying.


























Chapter 23

We landed in Haven around noon. We let the dragons fly off to rest and feed while we approached the doors of the palace. Before we could even get there, the doors were thrown open, revealing all the members of the Elder Council walking toward us, Elder Arminius at the fore. His walk was brisk and his face serious. The other Elders, Draeus, Lian, and Elder Alan, the new Elder Sage, had similar grave expressions.

There was trouble brewing somewhere.

“Elekim,” Arminius said, placing a fist over his heart. “Bad news from the east. The cities of Mongar and Highgrove have both fallen under assault.”

I felt a coldness clutch my heart. It had been one of my greatest fears, Odium attacking us here while he sent another force around the mountains to gun down Ragnarok Crater.

“We received a messenger by dragon this morning,” he continued. “It seems the Plains People have banded together and mean to break through our eastern flank.”

I almost did a double take. “The Plains People? I thought you were talking about Odium.”

Arminius shook his head. “No. Both cities lay under siege and will be unable to supply any reinforcements to us, if they had planned on it to begin with.”

“Let’s get inside to discuss this.”

“And eat,” Shara said. “If this news hasn’t spoiled anyone’s appetite.”

Nothing could spoil Shara’s appetite. Like her nerves, her stomach was made of steel.

We followed the Elders inside until we reached the central grove, crossing the small bridge that spanned the interior circular stream. Already, there were enough seats set up. All of us sat while servants brought the day’s lunch.

Arminius apprised us of the situation while we ate.

“The only cause for the attack that we can think of is that Odium’s forces are spreading across the Red Mountains. Enough incentive, perhaps, for the Plains Peoples to set aside their squabbles and band together for mutual defense.”

“But why would they attack the mountain cities?” I asked. “If they’re fighting the Radaskim, then we should be allies, not enemies.”

“Old feuds are not easily set aside,” Judge Lian said in his low baritone. “Long have the Plains People and the mountain cities been at each other’s throats. Neither Mongar nor Highgrove wish to let them through. The Radaskim will spread like a plague through the Central Plain.”

That would put them on a path to strike at the Eastern Kingdoms as well, as well as the Kingdoms’ army marching toward the Red Wild. “They must cease fighting at once. This is the last thing we need, to weaken ourselves on each other right before Odium attacks!”

“We were ready to send out that command,” Arminius said. “But it was pending your approval.”

“Send it out at once,” I said. “These people want safety, just like us. How large are these armies?”

“The Plains Peoples live and die by the horse, and taken altogether, it’s impossible to say just how many there are. They have their women and children with them, too. The estimates range anywhere from fifty to one hundred thousand people.”

It was hard to imagine that many. “It would take days for that many to pass through the mountains.”

“I can understand the Mountain Cities’ hesitation at allowing so many in,” Fiona said. “It would be chaos, and with such numbers, they would pillage all the available food. Nothing could stop it.”

“But if they aren’t let in, then they will surely crumble before the Radaskim,” Isaru said, quietly. “I doubt there’s enough time for them to help us defend Haven, and their tactics require wide spaces to maneuver their horses.”

“They are caught between the sword and the wall,” I said. “People become dangerous when backed into a corner. If they aren’t let through, they’ll throw themselves at the walls, and break through or die trying.”

Everyone was quiet as they considered the problem. To me, there was only one solution.

“They must be let through,” I said.

Heads nodded all around. I was glad everyone seemed to agree with me.

“Knowing they must be let through is one thing,” Fiona said. “Convincing the Mountain Cities of that is another.”

“Then how do we do that?” I asked.

Fiona was quiet as she thought for a moment. “Short of going there with the entirety of the Elder Council and meeting with their Syndic, I doubt they’ll do anything of the sort. And maybe not even then.”

I certainly didn’t have time for another side trip. We could be attacked here at any moment.

“We need to concentrate on finishing our defenses here,” I said. “We just tried to speak with General Tertullian, but he’s stubbornly set on breaking his men out of the Red Wild.”

“How does he expect to circumvent the swarm?” Elder Arminius asked.

“He hopes to negotiate passage through Highgrove,” I said. “I told him that wouldn’t work, but he wouldn’t listen. Nothing I said convinced him to help us. So, all we must count on is what we have here, as well as whatever the Shen will provide.”

“The bulk of their force is marching west of Colonia now,” Arminius said. “Some of our men are waiting at the border to help them pass through the Selvan.”

“How much longer?” I asked.

“They are saying no more than a week for the bulk of their infantry and mechs,” Arminius said. “But that journey is difficult. The secret paths through the Selvan are not easy to navigate, and the passes into the canyon are narrow and treacherous.”

“So, we could be working with far less men than we thought.”

“We need to be prepared for that outcome,” Arminius admitted.

“How do we prepare for that?” Shara asked. “Who will be in command of the army?”

Everyone looked to me for direction. There was only one man I knew who was qualified to lead.

“Lord Harrow will command,” I said. “I don’t know anyone else who has his level of experience.”

“No one has experience for what we’re about to face,” Isaru said. “But if there is any man who can lead effectively, it’s him.”

“Guardian Mian will remain in charge of the Shen forces, of course,” I said. “And if he wishes, Captain Dailyn will command the Dragonguard as he sees fit.”

Arminius gave me a questioning look, but he didn’t challenge my decision.

“So, the only question is how the troops are to be arrayed,” Isaru said.

“I’ll want Lord Harrow’s input on that,” I said.

Elder Arminius nodded. “His chief aim today is getting the refugees north of the canyon and as far from the battle as possible. Already, we are beginning to place some of the ballistae. About one hundred of them in Haven’s armories are in working order.”

“The Shen will have cannons, too,” I said. “Assuming they get here on time.”

“So, until the Shen arrive,” Fiona said, “we have about forty thousand men for the city’s defense.”

“Any more news of the Radaskim’s movements?” I asked.

“Still approaching, albeit slowly,” Arminius said.

It was much the same as I’d heard from Harrow.

“So, what do we do now?” Shara asked. “Just wait?”

Everyone sat quietly, considering this question.

“We prepare,” I said. “We set up the best defense we can.”

Because in just a few days, we’re going to need it.


























Chapter 24

When Lord Harrow showed up an hour later, the planning began in earnest. He began by laying out his base strategy, using a map of Haven and its environs to get his point across.

“There are two main passes to access Haven from the south side of the canyon,” he began. “The Southern Pass, and the Selvan Pass. The Southern Pass will be the only way to directly assault Haven, so that is where I will deploy most of the men. The pikes will be in contingents of three hundred men each, and the length of their weapons, when arrayed in mass, will be most ideal in holding back the crawlers on the ground. In the few skirmishes we’ve had with the monsters, this tactic has proven effective, so long as there is no break in the line to allow the enemy in at the flanks.”

“All right,” I said. “What about the Selvan Pass?”

“That is where the Shen reinforcements are going to arrive to reinforce us. I expect this to come under assault as well but deciding just how many men to commit there is the hard part. Too few, and we risk having the Selvan Pass fall and a flood of crawlers unleashed upon the canyon. Though it is twenty miles downriver, it won’t take long for crawlers to close that distance.” Harrow paused here, to allow us time to absorb this information. “On the other hand, if we commit too many soldiers to the Selvan Pass, then that only makes the main defense here weaker. Of course, the two passes are too far apart for men to be sent back and forth easily.”

“So, what’s your suggestion?” I asked.

Harrow pointed at the Selvan pass. “I usually don’t like middle of the road strategies; it’s better to be strong on one front than to be weak everywhere. But the risks are too great to leave the Selvan Pass entirely undefended. The men would need to hold for several hours before reinforcements can arrive from Haven.”

“We must decide the right number, then,” I said.

Harrow nodded. “Just so. We have twenty thousand men at our disposal, and that will become sixty when the Shen and Colonians reinforce us.” Harrow cleared his throat. “As such, I suggest twenty-five hundred, or thereabouts. It should prove enough to hold, and if reinforcements are needed, they can be brought in time to bolster their ranks.”

That left about seventeen thousand five hundred soldiers to guard the Southern Pass, which led directly into Haven.

“And what if the crawlers break through the Selvan Pass?” Shara asked.

Harrow looked at her gravely. “Then the battle would be much shorter than it would be otherwise.”

This pronouncement was met with an uncomfortable silence.

“Perhaps we should commit more to the Selvan Pass,” I said. “If the Shen don’t arrive quickly enough, then they would have to fight their way into the canyon.”

“That is also a consideration,” Harrow said. “You can be sure Odium will know the deployment of our forces beforehand. He has dragons, just as we do, and enough of them to spare losing a few for the sake of information. In my opinion, we have no choice but to deploy at least twenty-five hundred men at the Selvan Pass, but more would be leaving the main pass too weak.”

“What if Odium directs most of his assault there, and not the main pass?” I asked. “That seems to be something we’re not considering.”

“It’s not likely,” Isaru said. “The road there goes through thick forests and would be difficult for a large army of crawlers to traverse. He can get some crawlers through, but nowhere near the size of most of his army. On the other hand, the land before the Southern Pass is a wide, open plain.” He paused to look at the map. “My estimate is we’ll see a sizeable chunk attack the Selvan Pass, but the pass itself is also less developed and little-used. There isn’t much traffic between the Red Wild and the rest of the Colorado Basin, and very few people live out that way. Mostly just guard outposts in the Selvan, most of which aren’t even manned.”

“I see,” I said. “Makes sense when you explain it like that.”

“Also,” Isaru said, “the Selvan Pass is very narrow. There’s probably only enough space for two crawlers to come down at a time. Our men could likely hold out there for a very long time, even with only twenty-five hundred men.”

“But too few,” Harrow reminded, “and the men won’t be able to defend themselves effectively from the air. Remember that the pikes will not only be pointed outward toward the enemy, but upward, and if need be, in any direction dragons might be assaulting from. The formation needs a certain number of bodies to remain solid. If there are too few pikes, there won’t be enough force to push back against the enemy.”

That made sense as well. I nodded for Harrow to continue sharing his plans.

“And now, for the Southern Pass. The overall formation here will be like the one at the Selvan Pass,” Harrow continued. “Ten contingents of pikemen will roughly form a semicircle at the entrance, at the bottom of the canyon, creating a space I’m calling, somewhat unpoetically, a crawler kill zone.”

“Crawler kill zone,” I said. “I like the sound of that.”

“We’ve seen the way crawlers attack,” Harrow continued. “They charge blindly, but with overwhelming force. The pike formation should be ideal in holding them back and keeping them at a distance, while the pikes themselves can stab and find gaps in the crawler’s armor. If there are enough crawlers killed, they will form a wall of their own dead, slowing the momentum of their attack even more.”

“And if they are slowed,” Shara finished, “They’ll be mincemeat for our cannons and dragons.”

Harrow nodded in the affirmative. It sounded good so far. That was, if it all worked according to plan.

“Ten contingents of pikemen is three thousand men,” I said. “Is that all that’s needed to hold the pass?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes,” Harrow said. “The others will be kept in reserve. This battle will be going on for a long time. Days, even. The men cannot be expected to fight indefinitely and will have to be switched out as they exhaust themselves. The crawlers, I fear, will not tire in the same way. Our reserves will serve another purpose. If there’s ever a hole that opens in the main formation, they’ll be there to quickly reinforce.”

“What about dragons?” Fiona asked. “We are clearly outnumbered there. How do we plan to defend against them?”

“Two main ways,” Harrow said. “First, we have Haventree itself, which will be outfitted with static defenses. Cannons and ballistae in the hundreds. Second, we have the Shen airships, which according to Mian, have proven effective against the Radaskim already.” Harrow smiled grimly. “Guardian Mian has, in very clear terms, stated that if the dragons draw too near his ships, they shall, as he put it, be torn utterly asunder.”

It sounded too good to be true. “And what if the Radaskim recognize this, and attack the airships and artillery?”

“That is what we have our own dragons for,” Harrow said. “Though far less numerous than the enemy, they should be more than enough to deal with whatever makes it through the barrage of artillery fire. And of course, the pikemen not yet engaged in the melee will be on the lookout above.”

Again, it sounded good on paper. But I still had an uneasy feeling, like there was something missing.

 “We’ll form the same killing zone formation at the Selvan Pass,” Harrow continued, “only on a smaller scale.”

Fiona frowned. “Seems that the men at the Selvan Pass will not be numerous enough to have reserves. If the fight goes badly there, it could prove problematic.”

“Therein lies our gamble,” Harrow said. “The Shen must arrive on time.”

“The stakes are too high to be gambling,” I said.

Harrow looked at me seriously. “On the contrary. Such gambles must be made to win an unwinnable war.”

I watched Harrow carefully. Had he read my thoughts? Had any of the others told him what Tiamat said? I couldn’t believe it. He was just a seasoned commander, and one experienced enough to know bad odds when he saw them.

I nodded, letting go of the breath I’d been holding. “You’re right. Of course.”

“The reserves will shelter in the Roots,” Harrow said. “From there, it’s only a short distance to reinforce the main line. In the Roots, they’ll be safe from air attacks, should they pierce through the fire of our artillery.” He looked at us all. “Remember. The goal is to hold the crawlers at a single point, the crawler death zone, while all fire is concentrated there.” Harrow pointed back to Haventree on the map. “The main job of the dragons and airships will be to protect our artillery from the Radaskim dragons, not to lead the attack. Losing our ability to defend by air would prove disastrous. We would be quickly overwhelmed as soon as our reserves dried up.”

“Will there be enough time to set everything up?” I asked. “The swarm is about a week away.”

“Assuming the Radaskim keep up the same pace, then yes,” Harrow said. “There will be more than enough time to prepare. Arminius has informed me that all available smiths are forging hundreds upon hundreds of bolts for the ballistae. We will need thousands of them, as most will likely not find a dragon as they are loosed. In mass, however, they should prove effective.”

Harrow finished, staring down at the map, his brown eyes looking as if they could see the battle happening already. That was the plan, then. More or less.

“I think it’s as good a plan as any,” I said.

“Better than what I could come up with,” Shara said.

Harrow nodded graciously, though I could tell that even the best plans could fail against overwhelming odds.

“Now, for the part that none of us want to talk about,” I said. “There is the possibility of defeat. What will we do in that situation?”

The silence following this question was the longest one so far. Thus far, all members of the Elder Council had been quiet. Judge Lian now broke their silence.

“Any retreat would be a bloody affair,” Judge Lian said. “The Northern Pass would become a death trap. There would be panic as many try to escape. We are forcing the relocation of anyone not vital to the war effort, but even so, we cannot force anyone to leave who truly doesn’t want to. A massive camp has formed at the northern rim, which we can’t spare the men to protect.”

“These people were fairly warned,” Harrow said. “But let it be spoken each day that they must move on.”

“Most have nowhere to go,” Fiona said. “If they had anywhere to be, they’d be there already. And because of the Novans, we haven’t even food to give them.”

It was a terrible situation to be sure, and one I didn’t see a solution to, other than a resounding victory over Odium.

Harrow continued with his plan, in the case of a defeat. “It would be necessary to leave some men behind to guard the Southern Pass,” Harrow said. “To give the rest of the army time to regroup elsewhere.”

“To fight to the death?” Isa asked, her eyes going wide.

Harrow nodded. “Some die so that the many might escape to fight another day. It’s the price we pay by fighting in the canyon.” He paused thoughtfully. “Whether the men, in utter panic, would obey those orders is another question entirely.”

“Where would we fall back to?” Shara asked.

 “Ragnarok Crater,” I said. All of them watched me, Harrow’s normally neutral features taking on an expression of surprise. “That’s where Odium is trying to go. So, that’s where we must stop him from going. I imagine we’ll take our next fight at Mongar. It’s the most fortified city in the Red Mountains, and the one most directly on the way to the Crater. It’ll form something of a roadblock to him.”

“If we can get there in the first place,” Shara said. “That’s not an easy march.”

“If Odium is trying to reach the Crater, then yes, he has to pass through Mongar, or else go through the Northern Wild,” Harrow conceded. “If he elects to go through the Northern Wild, we have less of a distance to close than him to arrive at Ragnarok Crater.” Harrow looked at me questioningly. “But why does he want to reach Ragnarok Crater?”

“Tiamat told us that the Sea of Creation is weak and vulnerable due to the long reign of the Hyperfold,” I said. “It’s the main reason the Elder Dragons are not joining us in this fight.”

That, I thought, and they don’t believe there can be victory here.

“The Sea of Creation,” Harrow said. “I’d never imagined it truly existed.” Harrow looked back at the map, seeming to bend all his concentration upon it. “If the unthinkable happens . . . I don’t see how an orderly retreat is possible. Though the Radaskim swarm is moving slowly now, I’m afraid it can go much faster than our retreating men, if it comes down to it.”

“But there must be a reason they are moving so slowly,” I said. “If Odium could be here by now, he would be. Why isn’t he?”

It was a question no one seemed to know the answer to. Indeed, from their perplexed expressions, it was a question no one had even thought to ask yet.

“You’re right,” Lord Harrow said. “It does seem rather strange. My men and I have seen how those crawlers move. We’ve seen their dragons in the night, scouting, but other than that there has been nothing but minor skirmishes along the road.”

“Perhaps it’s a matter of energy,” Shara ventured. “An army like that would need to consume all in its path to have enough energy to keep moving. We know that dragons eat xen, so maybe crawlers are the same way. Bodies that size, with that much power, need a lot of energy to keep going.”

It was an interesting theory, but we had no way of verifying its truth. The reason for the swarm’s slow movement could be something else.

“If the army moves as slowly as it has these past few days, then escape should not be a problem, assuming we can get our men safely outside the canyon,” Harrow said. “However, we should not assume the swarm would move at the same slow pace.”

“So how would we retreat?” Shara asked.

“Though it pains me to say, I feel our only option is to scorch the earth behind us,” Lord Harrow said. “Burn everything we can. If they truly are sustaining themselves on the xen, then it is what we should have been doing all along.”

“That would weaken the Xenofold,” I said. “All the xen taken together is like its mind.”

“If it’s to be devoured by the swarm anyway . . .” Harrow said.

He had a point there. But I hoped it never came to that. “I’ll keep the option in mind.”

And like that, we continued the discussion. Where fortifications would be set up, artillery emplacements, food rations. We shared the news of the Novans’ plans to march on Highgrove, while the Elders updated Harrow on the Plains Peoples’ movements.

The pieces on the board were moving. Only time would tell what would happen once they started meeting.




* * *




By the time we called it a day, it was well into evening and I was exhausted. Harrow returned to his soldiers while the rest of us ate and attempted to speak of lighter subjects. Dinner was interrupted when a messenger from Lord Harrow’s troops arrived, bearing a message for Isa.

“A lady calling herself Arnor was asking after you,” he said.

When Isa responded, her voice was quavering. “That has to be my mother. Where is she?”

“At the Roots,” the messenger said. “She was quite insistent that you were her daughter, so I was sent here to inquire.”

Isa stood, looking to me for permission.

“Of course you can see her, Isa,” I said.

Isa’s cheeks colored. “Thank you. I won’t be long.” She turned back to the soldier. “Take me to her.”

Isa left with the guard, but before leaving the interior courtyard, she motioned for Isaru to join her. He looked at me, shrugged, and bounded to catch up.

“So, I guess they’re a thing now?” Shara asked once they had left.

Fiona looked at her, in disbelief. “You’re just now noticing?”

“I don’t know,” Shara said, taking another bite of the beef she had been eating. “Most of that stuff goes over my head.”

“Clearly,” Fiona said. She looked at me. “Surely, you knew about it?”

“Of course. Nothing gets by me.”

Fiona settled back in her chair, looking at Shara with a smug expression. “You really should be more observant.”

Nonplussed, Shara took a bigger bite of her beef. “Sorry. Other things on my mind.”

The Elders looked at us, mostly bemused, but Sage Alan seemed to be trying to stifle a chuckle. Noticing me looking at him, he broke his silence for the first time that night. “As dark as the days become, it gladdens me to see young people still acting like young people.”

“She felt strong,” Cleric Draeus said, looking toward the door where Isa left. “I don’t see how we ever let her slip away from the Sanctum.”

“She didn’t slip away,” I said. “All of you made her leave.”

To this, the Elders had no response.

“Don’t feel too bad,” I said. “It ended up working out for the best. Without her guidance, Isaru and I probably would have never made it to Hyperborea on our first trip there.”

“All of you are strong in the Xenofold,” Judge Lian said, a note of suspicion in his voice. “Uncommonly strong. In fact, I don’t see how any of us failed to notice it to begin with.”

The source of our strength, the baptism of power I had allowed my friends to have in the Sea of Creation after the death of the Hyperfold, wasn’t exactly a conversation I wanted to have, at least not now. Some things were best left mysteries.

So, I just ended up shrugging at Judge Lian’s observation. “I know it’s still early, but I need to rest,” I said. “The journey here was long and cold, and I’ve scarcely recovered from it.”

“I’m sure there are some matters I still need to attend to here,” Fiona said. “The rest of you, feel free to turn in and rest.”

“If you need help with anything . . .” I began.

“Rest,” Fiona said again, firmly. “Get it while you can.”

Shara remained at the table, helping herself to another plate, seeming to miss the entire interchange. Perhaps feeling our collective gaze, she looked up. From her response, she had been listening. “I’ll join you soon, I’m sure. I don’t know where my next meal is coming from.”

“The kitchen,” Fiona said. “Where else would it come from?”

Shara was about to get in her own rejoinder, when Elder Arminius spoke first. “Let us take care of the needs of the kingdom for now. If there’s anything pressing, well, we can wake you.”

“Are you sure?” Fiona asked, unsure.

“Quite sure.”

Shara scooped the rest of the food on her plate into her mouth, and then stood.

I shook my head, but there was nothing to be done about it. The three of us walked out of the inner courtyard to the outer corridor, where the guest bedrooms lay. Shara entered the room next to mine while Fiona bade me goodnight and walked off in the direction of the royal chambers.

When I entered my own room, I got my first bit of privacy in what felt forever. The room was warm and welcoming, a small fire burning in the corner on a brazier, that would serve to keep the air warm throughout the night. I took off my boots and cloak. I flagged down a palace servant in the corridor outside and asked for a bath to be brought to my room. After the circular tub was prepared and I was left in peace, I soaked for a good hour, the heat seeming to melt away all the stiffness and cold that had seeped into my bones. It was as if I had never taken that long, cold flight, both to and from the Sea of Creation. I didn’t even feel pain from the wounds I’d suffered after falling off Flame’s back.

The peaceful feeling didn’t last, however. A sudden chill overcame me, the very air seeming to tense. It felt as if something were watching me. I opened my eyes and glanced around the room, but I was alone.

I knew not to ignore a feeling like this, and as if reinforcing this notion, a voice entered my mind – Anna’s voice, perhaps.

Reach for Silence.

I took hold of it immediately, and at once, my gaze was directed toward the window and its fluttering curtains. I could see two talons standing on the windowsill. A small dragon, perhaps? I saw it, in the calmness of Silence. I could feel panic rising beneath the still surface, held back only by my connection to the Xenofold.

I decided that slowness would serve better than quickness in this case; this dragon, or thing, didn’t seem to know that I knew it was there, and I didn’t want to give the game away. I slowly stood, so slowly that the bathwater hardly made a sound. I reached for the hilt of Katan, which I had left lying beside the tub. I was grateful for that bit of foresight.

As soon as my fingers curved around the hilt, the curtains fluttered, obscuring the talons. When the curtains steadied once more, the talons were gone.

I was now standing, naked and dripping, save for the blade in my hands. I decided there was time to throw on a robe hanging on the wall nearby, doing it all without releasing Silence or taking my eyes off the windowsill. Whatever had been there wasn’t truly gone. Not yet.

I held that position for several minutes, never minding the puddle that was collecting at my feet. If I turned away, even for a second . . .

Suddenly, the curtains were thrust aside and torn from the rod that held them. A high screech accompanied a gray-brown blur that flew right at me, quick as an arrow. I had time enough to see blazing white eyes before Silence directed my blade downward, flashing into the mix of fabric and beast. A hideous squawk rang out as the birdlike thing tangled within the curtain, now broken completely free from the rod. I dealt the killing blow, stabbing quickly before it had the chance to escape. My blade buried itself easily in its flesh, and after a final scream, it went still and silent.

I parted the fabric, revealing something that wasn’t at all a bird, or even a dragon. It had no feathers, as a bird would, and no scales, like a dragon. Its leathery, sickly gray skin was stained with ugly purple spots. The creature had a long, sleek form with wide wings, leathern and webbed like a bat’s. It had the longest, sharpest beak I had ever seen, longer than my arm, and as sharp as any sword point. It wasn’t hard to see the purpose behind the creature’s design: stabbing at great speed. The thing must have flown away as soon as I detected it, only to come back at greater speed with the intent to run me through. The only thing that had given me the chance to respond in time was it getting tangled up in the curtain.

I washed my blade off in the bath water and ran to check on the others. Maybe I wasn’t the only one who had received an unwelcome visitor.




* * *




I ran from the room, never minding my bare feet or wetness, or even the fact I was still only wearing a robe. I opened Shara’s room without knocking, only to find the lights were out. I could see nothing.

“Shara? You okay?”

Something turned on the bed, and I saw one of Shara’s eyes showing above the covers, while her blonde hair was a tangle nearly reaching the floor. The one eye did not look happy.

“What the . . .? It can’t be morning yet . . .”

She sat up groggily, blinking her eyes at the light from the outer corridor. She still hadn’t registered that I was standing before her, in a robe with my sword out. When she finally noticed that, she became alert very quickly. “What are you doing? Did something happen?”

I nodded. Shara was up in an instant, fumbling for her own sword.

“No need for that,” I said. “The thing is dead. I was worried there was another one in here.”

“Thing? What thing?” Shara picked up her blade, and drew it, despite me having told her it was pointless, now.

Well, maybe not entirely pointless. It was possible more of those things had entered the palace, but for some reason, I didn’t feel that was the case.

“Follow me,” I said.

She followed, after quickly throwing on the previous day’s clothes lying in a pile on the floor. I could hear voices coming from the direction of my room. Apparently, the disturbance had already drawn others.

When we entered, it was to the sight of Fiona and Isaru looking down at the dead beast. They looked up as we both entered.

“That was quick,” I said.

“We heard it,” Fiona said, her face a mask of relief. “Isa went off to look for you.”

“I was in Shara’s room,” I said.

At that very moment, Isa returned, seeming relieved to see me as well. “You okay?”

I nodded. “Yeah. I guess all of you heard it, huh?”

Heads nodded all around while Shara awkwardly shifted her feet.

For a moment, all of us just stared at the dead monster. There was no other way to describe this thing; it was a monster, clearly a part of Odium’s forces.

“I don’t think I’ve ever read about anything like this,” Fiona finally said.

“It looks designed to kill,” Isaru said. “That beak . . .”

I could imagine it diving in the night straight for my window. With its wings folded back, this bird, if it could be so called, would be shaped like a missile, no doubt reaching incredible speeds.

Obviously, going as fast as that, it had no will for its own survival. It had only one purpose; to kill me.

I explained what had happened. How I had felt something was off while taking my bath, and how I had waited until this thing dove through my open window. Fiona’s face paled as I related everything, while Isaru’s expression was grim.

Once I was finished, Isaru took the obvious step of closing the window entirely, walking toward it and shutting it firmly. Outside the glass I could see the southern rim of the Grand Canyon, and below, the spreading limbs of Haventree. Up here, there were no branches to obstruct a potential attack from the sky.

“Probably best for you to sleep in an interior room,” Fiona said. “I’m afraid most of the beds here are on the outer corridor, including my own.”

“We should all sleep in the interior,” Isa said. “There’s no telling how many of these things Odium has in his army. If the army is as large as we think it is, just imagine what a group of these could do to our forces!”

Isa had a good point. This thing didn’t necessarily have to be just an assassination tool. In mass, it would be devastating, and unlike a dragon, it was small and lightning fast.

“So, what do we do about it?” I said.

Fiona knelt and covered the monster with the curtain, to hide it from view. It had started to stink in a surprisingly small amount of time.

“I’ll need to take this to the Elders,” Fiona said. “They’ll need to know about this. They can warn the city and army to be on the lookout for more.”

“How would you defend yourself against one of these?” Isa asked. “Shanti said she felt like something was off, and it was lucky she did, otherwise . . .” She shook her head, unable to bring herself to say the unthinkable. “Not everyone will be able to detect them.”

“Large shields, maybe,” I said. “So far, we’ve only seen the one. It’s possible that they don’t make up much of Odium’s forces. A tool for assassination, and no more.”

“I hope not,” Isa said, with a shudder.

“I like to see my enemy,” Shara said. “This just makes me wonder when it’ll be my turn.”

“We can’t jump to conclusions,” I said. “This is what Odium wants; for us to be terrorized before the battle has even begun. We can’t let that happen. That’s as good as letting him win.”

Isaru nodded. “I agree with Fiona. Let’s bring this to the Elders and show them what we’re dealing with. Who knows? Maybe they’ll know something.”

Isaru and Shara were the ones who ended up carrying the curtain. I got everyone out of my room for a moment so I could get changed. Fiona insisted on staying in the room with me, facing the window. I changed quickly, re-holstered my sword, and together, we went to the inner courtyard, where hopefully the Elders were still to be found.


























Chapter 25

As I had hoped, the Elders hadn’t gone to bed yet, and we found them in the courtyard, still deliberating the safety of the city. They went quiet as we approached, as Isaru and Shara dumped the curtain on the floor, which opened on its own to reveal the monstrosity within.

Their faces paled as they stared at the creature in mute shock.

“What is this . . . thing?” Elder Lian asked, breaking the silence.

“We don’t know,” I said. “It dove through my window and almost killed me. Luckily, I was able to kill it instead.”

All the Elders looked at me. All of them must have been wondering the same thing, and the same what if. It had been a close call.

“You are not passing the night in that room,” Sage Alan said. “You can sleep here, in the grove. I’d like to see one of those birds dive through the branches above.”

While the grove didn’t have a proper roof, it was probably the closest thing to a roof that all Haventree had. The branches grew so thickly, interlocking with one another, that not even rain could pass through.

“Have any of you ever seen one of these things before?” I asked.

Every Elder turned to Sage Alan, who was apparently the expert on such things.

“There is nothing in the literature concerning this,” Alan said. “Certainly, there is no animal in this world quite like that, so we can only assume it came with Odium aboard his vessels. The crawlers we’ve known about, of course, and there are writings of other monsters from older times that have yet to be seen in this age. But I cannot ever recall having read about one of these.”

“It seems they work by diving and sacrificing themselves to kill a single target,” I said.

Alan stood close to the bird, far too close for my comfort. I was half-afraid it was going to wake up and stab him. “Those eyes are like an eagle’s, perfect for seeing its target at a distance.”

“My curtains were closed,” I said. “How could it have seen me?” But then, I remembered. “Wait. I noticed it on the sill. Just the talons, I mean. I don’t know how long it was there, but it flew off once I noticed it.”

Isa shuddered. “That’s so creepy.”

“It was gone, I don’t know for how long. Ten minutes? Then, out of nowhere, there was a crash. If I hadn’t been ready . . .”

“That curtain might’ve saved you, too,” Shara said. “I had mine open to the night.”

“Whatever the case,” Arminius said, “Odium failed in his goal. We will have to be on the lookout for these birds.” He looked at me seriously. “From now on, you must travel with guards.”

Before I could put up an argument, Fiona nodded her agreement.

“I can be a guard,” Shara offered.

“None of this is necessary,” I said. “As I told you already, I felt this thing coming. I don’t need bodyguards following me around. They would just get in the way.”

“All it takes is one slip,” Arminius said. “One moment where your guard is down. And try as you might, you can’t defend yourself all the time. If not for the curtain covering your window, you might not have been able to react in time.”

I knew that was true, but I simply didn’t want a contingent of guards following me around. “If I’m not fast enough to stop a bird like that, no one is.”

From Arminius’ silence, I saw that he couldn’t find a response to that.

“We’ll be her bodyguards,” Isaru said. “As we always have been. All of us plan on sleeping here in the courtyard tonight, anyway.”

After what had happened tonight, I wasn’t sure I could sleep at all. But the mere mention of sleep made my eyelids go heavy.

The Elders rose from their seats. “We can take our conference elsewhere, and we will have guards posted at all the entrances. None will enter without our leave.”

“Then where will we actually sleep?” Shara asked.

“The palace servants can bring some beds here, as comfortable as any you’ll find in the guest wing,” Arminius said.

Indeed, that was what happened, faster than I would have believed possible. Within ten minutes all of us were in bed, and the lanterns that had been providing their light to the courtyard had been dimmed. Soon enough, it was just the five of us, our beds arranged in a circle in the very center of the courtyard, with the sound of the circulating stream providing a calming ambiance.

It was strange to sleep out here, but also relaxing. It was as if we were outside. Even with everything that had happened, I couldn’t keep awake for long.




* * *




The coming days became a succession of preparation and mounting fear. News of the birds had spread, and many times I spied people glancing up at the sky as they went about their daily business, or while they set up the artillery in Haven’s tree limbs. I wasn’t allowed to go anywhere without my friends watching my back, and I wasn’t even allowed to ride Flame, the risk being deemed too great.

But there was nowhere left to go until the battle started. Day by day, Odium’s swarm crawled ever closer, always at the same, relentless pace of a few miles a day. More and more refugees flooded the Southern Pass, many of whom were injured. Some had even brought their dead family members, not wanting to leave them behind for the swarm.

Isa, after visiting with her mother, who had come with her aunt, urged them onward toward Mongar, despite their protests. Isa was a shell of her former self, sick with worry and unknowing of whether her family would make it there alive. I had the same worries myself, but there was nothing I could do about it. Not when my parents wanted to contribute, my mom lending her services in the city itself while my dad planned to fight with his old regiment, the Colonian First Cohort, once they finally arrived.

The refugees that couldn’t be used in the cities or given a pike to join the defense were sent north of the Grand Canyon, with instructions to only use the camp on the North Rim as a waypoint on their way to safer lands. Few, if any, listened to this advice, probably because the only food that could be found was in the camp. We couldn’t stand by and let people go hungry, as thin as our own rations were. Fiona made sure there was always large pots of stew over the fires, which were always kept full.

At various hours of the day, we kept the Southern Pass clear of refugees to give our soldiers the chance to drill. I watched their progress, seeing how they switched regiments without forming a gap in the line. In this way, the line could be held indefinitely. At least, in theory.

Meanwhile, the artillery – ballistae only for now – was set up in the branches of Haventree. All told, there were one hundred and six useable pieces, and almost all of them old. Some had even been built during the previous Mindless Wars, a conflict that had ended over a hundred years ago. There were too few men skilled enough to see to their repair, and Haven’s forges worked nonstop in the Roots, day and night, preparing for the eventual onslaught, casting hundreds upon hundreds of bolts that, with luck, would bring down the Radaskim dragons.

As for the Novan army, it had completely vacated its former spot, leaving behind a large amount of food and supplies. This was emptied out within a day. It was more food than we knew what to do with at first. Wisely, Elder Arminius suggested half of it be sent north, toward the Sanctum, in case the worst happened, and the battle went ill. Knowing this to be a strong possibility, I gave the order. That food would save many lives if the worst happened, while the remaining half could be used to prolong the siege here.

A few days before the Radaskim were due to arrive, a hundred Seekers, many of them with dragons, arrived in Haven Palace, pledging themselves to the defense of the city. It was not a moment too soon, and I felt that the Elders waited too long to bring them here to help with the preparation. The Seekers and their charges who had come to join me in Kalear, including Deanna, Aela, and Amalia, reunited with their brethren and would be fighting on the front lines.

The days grew darker as all gathered to Haven for what appeared to be a battle to decide the fate of not just the Red Wild, but the world. It wasn’t just the approaching winter solstice. It was as if Odium’s evil presence were fighting the sun itself. The air began to smell of smoke and ruin. I made the executive decision to take my friends on a scouting expedition south of the canyon to get the lay of the land, despite the Elders’ protest. The smoke was thick, and at night, the horizon glowed with flames. Every day that passed, the smoke and dust only grew thicker, until one morning, we woke up to a sky that was a gray pall that not even the sun could break through.

The days grew quiet and somber. If anything, Odium’s army was proceeding at a slower rate than we had anticipated. Any slower, and we would run short of food during the battle itself. We were faced with a hard choice, a choice for which Fiona decided to take the fall, so that I wouldn’t lose support among the people. She ordered the refugees to be put on three-quarters rations, as a temporary measure. The people were livid, threatening to riot, but the soldiers would not allow them back into the canyon. Some left for greener pastures, but most remained behind.

But even that decision wasn’t to last long. Shen’s airships finally arrived, with their land army just a few days behind. While they didn’t have much food on board their ships, they promised that they had gathered as much as they could from Colonia, enough to last us several weeks more. The refugees, once again, were put on full rations.

The sight of the air flotilla hovering above the tree city inspired wonder and courage in all. None had ever seen such a sight. Morale was boosted, despite the darkness of the days, and the people worked faster toward the one purpose of preparing the canyon for the greatest battle it would ever see in its history. As the men drilled in the canyon below, the Shen ships performed their own drills above, their movements surprisingly swift and coordinated. The dragons, ones with riders and ones without, worked with the ships under Mian’s orders, learning to protect the precious vessels from potential attacks. For the first time in history, the Dragonguard of Colonia and the Dragonriders of the Annajen and Makai worked in tandem, for the mutual good of all.

And then the time came, two long weeks after the attempt on my life. Odium’s forces were only ten miles away now, their progress slowing as they drew closer to Haven. Radaskim scouting parties of dragons and crawlers openly showed themselves day and night. Already, they were taking control of the upper plain that would become the staging ground for the assault on the canyon itself.

At all times, troops were stationed at the entrance of the pass, while Shen’s airships, the dragons, and the riders were all on standby. The pre-arranged contingent of troops were sent to the Selvan Pass, which the Colonian troops were passing through just now, troops which were due to arrive in one more day at Haven’s Roots.

At this point, many of the refugees had fled. Over half of the tents in the northern camp had been abandoned, as news of the Radaskim’s forces on the southern plain had spread.

All that was left was to wait for the storm to break.


























Chapter 26

The day before the battle was joined, the Colonian and Shen troops finally arrived at Haven, setting up their tents in the canyon to the east of the city. As promised by Guardian Mian, they came with large amounts of food, which would keep the city and army going a little longer. For hours, the carts rolled into the Roots of Haven, drawn by teams of oxen. The food was sorted and stored in Haven’s warehouses, built into the gnarly roots of the tree city.

The white-robed Shen bore equal parts long pikes and muskets, but I noticed something was missing from their ranks. Their famous mechs were nowhere in sight, having been left behind in Colonia to keep the peace after Guardian Mian realized that they couldn’t make their way through the thick Selvan.

But Odium’s main force was still not visible on the southern plain. They had paused for some reason. Catching their breath, maybe, if such monsters even needed that. It was the first time their advance had completely halted, and no one knew why. The crawlers were hiding somewhere. When I reached for the Xenofold to get a feel for the enemy, there was nothing but hazy images, curiously blocked. I had the feeling that Odium was keeping me from seeing his forces.

Like the ground forces, the Radaskim dragons were out of sight. The Colonian Dragonguard, who were serving as our scouts, had seen no sign of them. A golden haze rose out of the south, a haze that people were calling dust, but seemed to be something else entirely.

“What is it?” Shara asked, as we surveyed the southern plain from a wooden watchtower built along the southern rim of the canyon.

I peered into the distance. The entire horizon was obscured from view, lost to that haze.

“The swarm is coming, I think,” I said.

“The Dragonguard said otherwise,” Shara said. “Could be that they’re moving now, after the Riders departed.”

Isa watched with us. “It somehow feels . . . wrong.”

I looked back at Haven. The top of the tree was visible below the rim of the canyon. Above it, about a dozen dragons circled, all taken from Isaru’s former Mindless host. Several of Guardian Mian’s airships floated above the city, tethered to the tree’s upper branches.

It was tempting to order the army to begin assembling for battle when the Radaskim were so close. That haze, though, made it difficult to know when the battle would begin.

Perhaps that was Odium’s intention.

And so, we watched, and we waited. Afternoon dragged into evening, and the red sunset cast a bloody haze on the western horizon, aided by the dust. I felt a strange dread growing, something that had nothing to do with the battle coming up. Isa was right; something was off.

We stayed out there, keeping watch with the other forward towers. When night came, the stars themselves seemed dimmer than usual. Only the brightest of the stars and planets were visible.

“The haze has moved over us already,” I said. “It’ll start soon.”

“Time to deploy?” Shara asked.

I gazed toward the horizon, meanwhile reaching out for the Xenofold. The haze was not only in the physical world, but in my mind. I felt Odium’s malevolence approaching, a sense of doom that could not be averted.

“Yes,” I said. “Time to go.”

We left the tower behind, taking the dragons to Lord Harrow’s command post in the Roots. We found him there, conferring with Captain Dailyn, along with Fiona and Isaru.

Harrow looked up as we approached. “Captain Dailyn has returned from his expedition. The Radaskim are on the move. They’ll be here either tonight, or tomorrow morning.”

I closed my eyes, feeling a strange sense of relief, because at least I knew when the battle would begin. The waiting, in a way, felt worse than what was going to come. “Order the men to assemble and inform Guardian Mian to ready his ships.”

Lord Harrow nodded. “At once, Elekim.”

“And my men?” Captain Dailyn asked.

I looked over at him. “Don’t engage. Just keep an eye on things and report any developments to Lord Harrow or me.”

“Will do,” he said. He placed a fist over his heart and headed out from the tent.

“So, I guess it’s finally starting,” Shara said.

All of us grew silent contemplating that very fact. Within hours, perhaps, we would be fighting the first waves of attackers. It didn’t feel real. But it was happening.

Now, we got to see what all our preparation was worth.


























Chapter 27

When dawn came, we could hear our enemies but not see them. The haze enveloped all, turning the morning sun into a blood-red drop rising in the east. The plain south of the canyon had been completely abandoned and given over to Odium. The high shrieks of crawlers haunted the land above, and it was impossible to tell just how many there were.

There was nothing for the men on the ground to do but wait for the inevitable assault on Haven itself. The soldiers stood at the base of the Southern Pass, hundreds of pikes forming a wall intended to skewer every crawler that closed in.

Meanwhile, I flew with most of the converted Mindless dragons at my back. I could feel the Radaskim out there. I sensed the sheer enormity of what we were facing – several thousand dragons and tens of thousands of crawlers, just as the High Priests of Colonia had warned.

It was hard to imagine such a colossal force. There must have been hundreds of those giant billowing vessels we had seen outside Dragonspire to ferry those numbers here. They had slept for centuries. And now, they hungered. I could feel it.

Floating above the canyon were some one hundred ships of Shen’s air force, half obscured by the haze, with their silver casings glowing bloody red from the dawn. They remained in place, to provide the cover fire necessary to protect the ground forces.

Shara edged her dragon, Red Tail, closer to mine. “What are we going to do about this dust?”

I wasn’t sure exactly what it was, but it wasn’t dust. “I don’t know if we can do anything about it, Shara.”

“Must be something of an army to kick up this much.”

Whatever it was, it wasn’t lethal to breathe it. At least, not immediately.

I reached for Silence and connected my mind to everyone else around me. I can feel them out there, coming closer. Be ready.

We circled above the ground troops in the canyon below. The sun brightened a bit but did little to further illumine the haze.

But then, a resounding report sounded in the morning air, echoing off the canyon walls. The first shot of the war had been fired.

Around, Flame!

Flame banked sharply in the direction of the disturbance. Smoke rose out of one of the cannons of a leading airship. A misfire, perhaps, because I couldn’t see what it had been aiming at. But it was soon clear that the cannoneer had seen something that I hadn’t. For above the canyon rim, half-obscured by haze, came the flying forms of Radaskim dragons. There were only a few at first, but then, well over a hundred.

Line up! I ordered.

As our dragon forces rearranged themselves, preparing to meet the threat, Shen’s airships were turning broadside. More cannon reports sounded out, like a hundred whips cracking at once, echoing off the canyon walls in a near-deafening cacophony.

Several Radaskim dragons fell to the initial volley, but many more replaced the falling monsters. Some would surely break through the fire, as deadly as it was.

Come in from below! I called. Don’t let them reach the ships!

The din of cannon fire drowned out everything as we flew upward to intercept the advancing Radaskim. But I was quickly finding out that our assistance would not be needed. The cannons were tearing the dragons to shreds. They were eviscerated in midair, limbs and wings being dismembered in a flash, as if they were nothing more than insects. They screeched in agony as they circled and crashed toward the canyon floor below. Tens of dragons were falling, now, well over half of the attacking force.

I ordered our own dragons to halt the advance and continued to watch the carnage play out. The cannons were still firing by the time the attacking force swerved aside, retreating to the safety of the southern plain. Even so, they were torn by the coordinated fire of the airships, and dozens more fell before the last few were lost to the haze.

When the echoing din of the cannons ceased, I could hear the men below cheering. But it didn’t last for long. A new sound could be heard emanating from the plain above. It started as a low drone that grew in intensity as the seconds passed. It was like the approaching of a locust swarm. The sound swelled, until it was all I could hear, until my head was ringing with it.

That was when the crawlers appeared. They poured down the Southern Pass in a teeming mass. They scuttled forward by the hundreds on their multiple legs, their glowing white eyes, three on each creature, glowing balefully in the gloom. There were hundreds of them, and by the time they reached the pikemen below, there would be thousands. It was an unending stream, a river of monsters seemingly without end. They were moving with frightening speed, and it wouldn’t take long for them to reach the bottom.

That was when the Radaskim dragons returned from the haze, jaws agape and shrieking.

“Forward!” I cried, but my voice was lost to the din. But my friends, and the dragons behind me, seemed to get the message.

Again, the Radaskim gunned for the airships, and this time, they would not retreat. But we would reach them first.

Our two forces clashed, a storm of wings, claws, and teeth.




* * *




I was barely conscious of my own actions as Flame and I became one, him weaving in and out of the Radaskim, landing bites and body slams, while I slashed with my blade wherever possible. It didn’t take me long to realize that I wasn’t being effective; I needed a lance more than a blade, like the Colonian Dragonguard.

As it stood, I was endangering myself, along with my friends.

Pull back, I said to my friends. We’ll be more useful somewhere else.

We were still on the outside of the dragon cloud, fighting together, so getting out wasn’t too difficult. But Isaru was fighting two separate Radaskim, so Shara and I urged our dragons toward his rescue. His dragon sank a deep bite into one of the dragons’ necks, but this left Isaru vulnerable to the other dragon, which was now forcing him groundward from above. Flame attacked this dragon, while Shara and Red Tail guarded Isaru from further attacks.

Hold fast, Elekim, Flame said.

That was all the warning I got before Flame slammed into the Radaskim above, dislodging its hold on Isaru’s dragon, which had a series of deep bitemarks, out of which leaked dark violet blood. Shara guided Red Tail away from the confrontation. Isaru and I followed her away from the fight.

Isaru’s dragon cried out in pain. Fiona’s dragon and Isa flew on its either side, helping it along.

Let’s get you to the tree, I said to the dragon. Be strong.

We escorted Isaru and his wounded dragon back toward Haven while some other Elekai dragons guarded our retreat. Several of Shen’s airships were also making their way toward us. I noticed that most of the airships seemed to be engaged with another force of Radaskim toward the north.

A surprise attack, then.

And all the while, the crawlers continued to surge downward from the canyon’s rim. They still hadn’t reached the troops waiting below, such was the distance of the pass.

But for now, we had other concerns. Isaru’s dragon was weakening. Its eyes were lidded as the beating of its wings slowed.

Forgive me, Elekim . . .

He wasn’t going to make it. And if the dragon didn’t make it, Isaru wouldn’t, either. We needed to get him grounded, but even thinking that, I knew the ground was too far away.

Flame came closer, recognizing the danger. Isaru’s dragon was now all but falling. Isaru held on, his eyes terrified.

Dive, Flame!

Flame dove. The ground rose to meet us startlingly fast. Flame and I were catching up, but not fast enough it seemed.

Then, when there was less than a few hundred feet between us and the ground, Flame managed to get under Isaru’s dragon.

Now, Isaru!

Isaru leapt for all he was worth. Isaru crashed right into me, nearly knocking me off Flame. I held on tightly while Isaru’s legs wrapped around me in viselike grip. I ignored the pain.

Up, Flame!

Isaru’s dragon crashed into the ground, but we didn’t even have time to mourn. My heart was heavy, even though we were temporarily safe. My decision to engage had led to his death, and he had given his life to save Isaru.

In the end, there was nothing else I could do.




* * *




We landed on Haven’s upper veranda, allowing our dragons to rest while we took stock of the situation. Above us, the airships were still unleashing new volleys toward the north, beating back the incursion. I was pleased that Guardian Mian’s estimation of his airships’ abilities had not been exaggerated.

But we still had to figure out what to do, since Isaru no longer had a dragon. He stared hollowly at the battlefield.

“You okay?” I asked.

His gray eyes refocused. “I was just beginning to know him,” he said. “I was sensing the beginning of a lifelong friendship.”

“Isaru . . . I’m sorry. It’s my fault. If we hadn’t had joined that skirmish . . .”

“No apologies,” he said, his face becoming firm. “This is war. People . . . and dragons . . . die.”

I nodded. The lump in my throat made it hard to respond. “It was stupid for me to order an attack like that. We don’t even have lances. What can we expect to do?”

Fiona placed a hand on my shoulder. “We need to be more careful from now on. We’ll follow your orders. You’re Elekim. But if you were to die, our forces would crumble once the word got out. You can’t just charge into the fray and expect nothing to touch you.”

“I know I’m not invincible,” I said, a bit defensively.

“You’re acting like you are,” Fiona said. “You flew Flame into the battle before any of us had a chance to say otherwise.”

“Soldiers like to see their commander in the battle, too,” Shara said, coming to my defense. “It lets them know the battle is worth fighting for.”

“They’ll need no convincing in that respect,” Fiona said.

“I’ll have to agree with Fiona,” Isaru said. “We should fight, yes, but we should be careful in how we fight. We should be with Lord Harrow and the rest of the command, and only put ourselves at risk when needed.” He paused as he grimly considered the situation. “Besides, something tells me the battle will be coming our way, whether we seek a fight or not.”

I knew that both Isaru and Fiona were right. I knew it, but I felt my own stubbornness in not wanting to admit it.

“Look!” Isa said, pointing south.

Several large, black dragons were flying straight for us. My heart sank. Had they broken through already?

“Run, or fight?” Isaru asked.

If we chose to fight, it would be the five of us and four dragons against an equal number. But if we ran, there was the question of where exactly we were running to.

“Mount up,” I said. “Isaru, jump on with me. Flame can handle it.”

Within seconds, we were mounted. Already, the Radaskim dragons had closed half the distance between the rim of the canyon and our position.

Just as we were starting to take wing, several cannon reports ripped from above, echoing off the canyon walls. They came one after the other, an unceasing cacophony. One of the dragons began to haphazardly spiral down toward the canyon floor. Another plummeted when one of its wings was blown clean off. The others came on, untouched and heedless of danger.

Up and away, Flame!

Flame roared his agreement, hopping off the side of the veranda and into the open air, gliding downward toward the canyon floor to gain some space. The Radaskim gave chase, going into an all-out dive to catch us.

But all the while, the cannons continued to fire, the reports growing more numerous as well as deafening. Glancing behind, I could see that the Radaskim were dropping like flies. Now that the fire was concentrated, our pursuers didn’t stand a chance. Within the space of half a minute, all had fallen.

Look, Shara said.

Another line of Radaskim dragons emerged from the haze obscuring the southern rim – dozens upon dozens of them. At this new threat, the Shen ships turned broadside. Not a moment later, the airships lit with fire, thunder, and smoke. The dragons, flying in mass, simply disintegrated, becoming a mass of flying flesh, scales, bones, and viscera, which clouded the very air. Several bits of dragon flesh struck my face, sticking to it like a crushed bug. Only several dragons escaped the volley, retreating into the haze.

The airships began to turn away, gaining distance from the canyon rim, floating back toward the north, eerily silent after the cacophony they had caused.

These ships would be the key to our victory. If they ever fell, we wouldn’t stand a chance. But if we protected them, they would carry the entire battle.

My attention, however, was drawn by something else. The first of the crawlers were nearly reaching the ground troops below. My father would be down there, if not now, then soon.

Maybe that’s where we can help, I said to the others.

It’s safer than a direct fight with dragons, Fiona conceded. Lead, and we’ll follow.

I urged Flame in that direction, and the others came shortly after.


























Chapter 28

We swung around Haventree, our dragons tilting until we had entered a dive toward the Southern Pass. Hundreds of crawlers filled the thin road snaking its way down the Grand Canyon’s southern cliff, even as thousands more waited their turn to enter it from above. The path was crowded so thickly that some were being pushed off the side, falling to their deaths hundreds of feet below. But there were so many that it didn’t matter. There were tens of thousands of these creatures, and we’d have to kill most of them to have a hope of winning.

But perhaps there was a way to kill many before they reached the pikemen below.

Follow my lead, I said, communicating to both my friends and their dragons.

I urged Flame onward, toward the middle of the pass where the crawlers were at their thickest.

“Will Flame be okay with both of us?” Isaru asked from behind me.

Flame was the largest of the dragons that bore all of us, so if he couldn’t, none of them could. “He would have said something if he was concerned.”

Don’t tell me you’re going to ram them, Shara said, entering my mind.

That was exactly the plan. Flame, can you do it?

Flame circled several hundred feet above the crawlers, taking a moment to consider. Yes.

Are you ready?

To kill crawlers? There was amusement at the very question. It’s what I was born to do.

Before I even gave the order, Flame had already entered a dive. I held on tightly while my stomach lifted, as Isaru leaned forward to grab the spike ahead of me.

Flame folded his wings close to his body, so that we dropped even faster. The mass of crawlers on the cliffside approached quickly. None seemed to know we were coming.

Then, close to the moment of impact, Flame spread his wings wide, drawing himself up while Isaru and I were pushed against his back. With a primal roar, he extended his long legs and claws. The crawlers scattered like pins before his wrath. I hardly even felt the impact as Flame’s incredible momentum sent them flying off the edge and into each other. The other dragons struck after him as the crawlers’ pained shrieks filled the air. Flame drew up as his momentum slowed. He veered right, out into the open air and safety.

Glancing back, I could see my friends’ dragons following Flame. Once all were free of the crawlers, I looked back to assess the damage. Dozens of crawlers were falling off the edge like a waterfall, crashing into even more crawlers below. The progress of the entire crawler swarm had slowed to a trickle.

Isaru let out a whoop from behind me.

Everyone okay? I asked.

“Fine!” Isa yelled, deciding to respond with her voice as she drew up alongside me. “Round two?”

I looked back at the crawlers. They were reforming with alarming speed, moving as if of one mind. The dead and injured crawlers were callously pushed off the side to make room for the living ones. Several crawlers, I noticed, stared in our direction.

“They’ll be ready for us this time,” I said. “Let’s go down to the troops.”

But before we could do that, a shadow fell over us. I looked up, expecting to see a Radaskim dragon ambushing us. But it wasn’t a Radaskim. More shadows moved over us, belonging to the Colonian Dragonguard, their lances extended as their red capes fluttered in the breeze. Captain Dailyn was in the lead, giving me a nod and a lopsided smile as he passed, followed by his dozens of riders. He gave a battle cry as he and his men charged into the crawlers, each man picking a mark to skewer with their lances. The crawlers screamed as the men embedded their weapons expertly, staying far out of reach and returning to the tree for fresh weapons. For all the damage they caused, however, there were still two casualties on our side. One pink Askaleen’s body was already being swarmed by a small group of crawlers, and it roared as it fought them off helplessly. There was no sign of its rider. Another Askaleen had crashed into the canyon wall, somehow thrown off course, and was now lying dead on a ledge halfway down the canyon.

For all the dozens we had killed, we had only slowed the advance a little. A mere roadblock that, one minute later, might as well have never been. More and more crawlers poured into the entrance of the pass at the top of the canyon. The only difference was that now some of those crawlers had paused to guard the passage from the air.

A long note from a horn blew from the direction of the Dragonguard, heralding the arrival of Radaskim dragons, which were once again flying over the southern rim of the canyon, having regrouped from the earlier onslaught of the airships. And those airships were there to answer, turning broadside to fire off their volleys once again, while even the cannons placed in Haventree sent off their own reports.

Our own dragons were falling back toward Haventree and the cover fire it provided. The troops below would have to fend for themselves for now.

The cannon fire from the airships did not have the same effect as last time; the range was too great, and the Radaskim dragons were wise enough this time to keep well away. Their presence was probably meant to deter us from attacking the pass directly. The artillery placed in the Tree was too far to have any effect, either. Shen’s airships were the only thing capable of pushing them back, but Guardian Mian wouldn’t risk getting them too far from Haven. Their cumbersome maneuvering could easily be overwhelmed by sheer numbers.

Several more horn notes sounded in the air, only this time they came from the troops. I swerved Flame to get a better look. The first of the crawlers had reached the canyon floor. There they waited for a moment, their thin, spindly legs tipping and tapping, as if eager to throw themselves on the line of pikes that awaited them. They were waiting, I realized, for their numbers to build up a bit more. There was still fifty feet of space between them and the waiting pikemen. Their formation did not budge, in accordance to plan.

More crawlers entered the canyon, their screams and shrieks hideous and discordant, pushing the frontrunners closer to the pikes. Several broke from the pack, shrieking and charging the wall of sharp points. They were quickly skewered, to the cheers of the soldiers below. The great majority of crawlers, however, had held back. Even the Radaskim dragons held back, well over a hundred of their black forms casting shadows over the soldiers below. Shen’s airships, I noticed, were inching forward, slowly.

And then, in a single instant, the crawlers sprung as one unit, charging forward in a single mass that crashed against the pike wall like a tidal wave. The din of clashing metal, human screams, and monstrous shrieks filled the air, a sound that would continue until one side was the victor.

The ground battle had at last begun.




* * *




The crawlers were heedless of any danger to themselves. As I watched them throwing away their lives with no thought for self-preservation, I realized that that was the difference between us and them. Humans have an innate need to live. Crawlers had no such instinct; either that, or they were so subservient to Odium that his will overrode any survival instinct they might have had.

And watching the way those crawlers crashed against that pike wall, over and over in coordinated waves, was nothing short of terrifying. They charged as a single mass, hundreds dying along the line each time, but always replaced by fresh reserves in the next wave. 

And with each charge, the pikes gave a little more space, were pushed back a little further, the ranks forced open a bit more, allowing yet more crawlers to pour in from the pass. To add to the horror, Radaskim dragons were swooping down from above, unchecked save from the odd cannon shot that was lucky enough to find a mark from the direction of Haventree. I watched as the black dragons raked the center of the lines, probing for weak points where the pikes weren’t pointing directly into the air.

The key to a pike formation, I knew, was compactness. The more compact the formation, the greater the density of the pikes, which wouldn’t allow anything from the ground or air to break through. If the formation was too loose, it would disintegrate from within, allowing the crawlers to run amok, slaughtering any who stood in their path.

Men screamed and died as the lines were pummeled, again and again. Panic would take hold if the crawlers’ advance wasn’t checked soon.

But what could be done? I reached for Silence, hoping that its clarity would give me an idea. Its familiar calmness surrounded me, insulating me from anxiety and fear. Now, I could objectively see what was going on below without my emotions clouding things. I could immediately see that we had sorely underestimated our opponent. We needed to send in reinforcements now, hours before we thought they were needed.

I turned Flame in the direction of Haven, aiming for the Roots where Lord Harrow had his command set up.

As I flew toward the Tree with my friends following behind, the cannon fire kept us safe from encroaching Radaskim dragons. The Dragonriders and Dragonguard were already engaged with them, giving our ground troops some reprieve. Guardian Mian’s airships were now in range of the canyon rim, preventing more Radaskim dragon reinforcements from joining the battle below in the canyon. So long as we could take care of the ones already fighting within the canyon, then we would only have the crawlers to worry about. There were not as many airships up above as I had hoped. Some of them must have been off fighting some other engagement I didn’t know about.

I flew Flame toward the entrance of the Roots, through which the brown Colorado meandered. The Roots was a warren that served not only as the entrance to Haven, but also as the docks for rivercraft, while also having warehouses built within. The center of the Roots contained a large platform, built over the river, where many soldiers stood at attention, the reserves ready to be deployed at an order. Lord Harrow stood with his officers on a balcony built on one of the largest tree roots, which by its positioning would offer a good view of the battlefield to the south. 

Up there, Flame, I said. We need to talk to him.

Flame flew me there, sidling against the balcony. I slipped off and closed the short distance between Lord Harrow and me. He looked at me with surprise, obviously not expecting me to speak to him so soon.

“We need to send in reinforcements,” I said. “The men are starting to break.”

Harrow coolly continued to survey the battle, his hawkish eyes not seeming to miss a single detail. “There is nothing to fear, Elekim. The formation has given a little, yes, but that happens in every battle. The men will remember their discipline, and the crawler dead will slow down future charges. With our own dragons defending from above, we’ll hold here for hours yet.”

Was I simply overreacting? Looking out at the battle, I saw that Harrow seemed to be correct. The army hadn’t been pushed back any further since I’d come to find him.

“What now, then?” I asked.

“We stick to the plan,” Harrow said. “It is common for the fighting to be furious in the first few minutes, until the attacking side has exhausted its initial charge. And this battle will not be won within the next few minutes. It will take hours, at least, if not days.”

I could see my friends flying the dragons nearby, all of them looking my way.

“I feel so powerless,” I said. “I’m used to being able to affect things, but this . . . this is far too large for any one person to make a difference.”

“Battles are decided, and victories won, by thousands all making a difference together,” Harrow said. “Every decision matters, Elekim.” He paused to consider. “You’re right, though, in a way. Much of it is outside our control, but we must do everything that’s within our power.”

“There must be something I can do,” I said. “Some fight I can take.”

“I saw that charge you made on the pass,” Harrow said. “Brave, but foolish. If we lose you, then likely the battle will be lost as well. News spreads like wildfire among the troops. A rumor of a leader’s death can lose a battle as much as overwhelming force.”

I wondered just how many men saw my charge on the crawlers above. Probably all of them. I wondered if any of them thought I was dead from that.

“I’m only saying to be careful,” Harrow said. “There is one thing that I need, however.”

“What’s that?”

“I would like news from the Selvan Pass. I want to know if it’s being attacked, or if more men are needed there.”

“You want us to go check it out?”

“Not you personally, but perhaps one or two of your friends would be willing to go.”

“I’ll see if I can get any volunteers.”

Already, I was turning to go, mounting up on Flame.

“You should make an appearance to the troops,” Harrow called out. “Don’t allow even the rumor of your death to spread. Be their leader.”

As I nodded, Harrow placed a fist over his heart, while I returned the gesture.

I flew back to my friends. “Harrow needs a couple of us to check on the Selvan Pass.”

Fiona looked back toward the battle. “What about things here?”

“He doesn’t seem concerned,” I said. “He said that this battle will last a lot longer.”

Isaru looked down at the soldiers doubtfully. “Well, if he says so . . .”

“Who will go, then?” Fiona asked. “I think it’s best if all of us stick together. We need to be where the fighting is the thickest.”

“All of us together allows us to combine our powers in a bond,” Isa said, in agreement with Fiona.

I didn’t want to play that card. Not yet, anyway. Doing that would drain my energy and make it difficult to fight. “We’ll know when the time is right for that. For now, let the men fight.”

“Let me go talk to him,” Fiona said, looking toward Harrow. “Perhaps I can convince him to send one of the Annajen Riders instead.”

Before I could say anything, Fiona was off. We watched as she spoke with Harrow, somewhat heatedly, for the next few minutes. Finally, she nodded and flew back toward us.

“He’s sending someone else,” she said.

I nodded. “Let’s go get a closer look. We need to let the men see us.”

I watched the field in the distance, where men fought and died for their future. For the entire world’s future. The crawlers were packed tightly in the killing zone, with more of them still pouring in from the pass. There were so many dead monsters now, and as Harrow had said, that it was tempering down the ferocity of their assault. Was his plan working?

But then, there was a change. As one, all the crawlers began scuttling backward, including the ones still in the pass. It was jarring to see them move like that. Such a movement would have been impossible to do with a human force, but it caused, in the space of seconds, for the entire swarm to be concentrated on breaking our lines, and in the next moment, to be retreating.

Men were cheering at the crawlers’ withdrawal, but I didn’t feel like celebrating. I knew this was far from over.

The cheering soon came to an end, and an eerie silence hung over the battlefield. I wondered what could be going on, when hundreds of small . . . things . . . began to fly over the rim of the canyon above. They were aimed downward, their long, sleek bodies going into a dive, their beaks as long and sharp as any sword.

It was the same monster that had tried to assassinate me, only this time, there were hundreds.


























Chapter 29

There was no way to warn them in time. The birds dove at breakneck speed, and within seconds would crash as one into the central formation. The men readied themselves, however, raising their pikes for at least some measure of protection, but I knew that despite that, hundreds would die if those birds reached their marks.

I couldn’t sit by and let that happen. It was time.

Bond with me!

I felt my friends’ minds connect to my own as we collectively entered Silence. Everything came into sharp focus, and the falling birds seemed to fall in slow motion. This would hurt. A lot. And I didn’t even know if it was possible, with Odium not far away influencing things.

Nonetheless, we had to try.

We need to stop them, I said. Draw from the Xenofold. Draw all that you can. We will strike quickly and suddenly, before they know what’s happening.

At least, that was the plan. Time would only tell if it would work.

I felt my connection deepen, my mind seeming to float outside itself. I became aware of other minds connected to the Xenofold, of the Elekai dragons fighting above us, of my friends fighting beside me, even of the soldiers on the ground, many of whom had Elekai blood strong enough to use the Xenofold for extra focus or to dampen their fears. The sensory input of all those minds would have been overwhelming, but through the Xenofold, I was able to handle it.

I could see the diving birds falling in slow motion. They were already halfway toward the pikes.

I directed every bit of concentration I had toward ensnaring those monsters. I easily seized control of one of them, tethering its mind to my own. There was little time to wonder at how I’d done it. I used that monster as a springboard for tethering others. More of the birds fell under my control, and I only felt real resistance once the number of tethered creatures grew to about twenty. I felt a sudden pushback, and control slipping away. But I held, my entire body feeling as if it were burning from the effort. I pushed back, and the previous resistance was broken. I was pushing myself beyond what was good for me, but did that matter? If enough of these creatures were allowed through, it might weaken the line enough for the crawlers to break it.

I was screaming, such was the pain. But more and more of the birds came under my control. My friends were screaming as well, going through the same hell as me. I couldn’t hold this forever. I directed them to veer out of the way of our troops, and instead shot them, like a flight of arrows, toward the Radaskim dragons above. In that chaos, it was difficult to tell friend from foe, so I was guided by feeling alone. The connections were severed, one by one, as the living weapons found their marks. Black dragons rained from the sky, many of them with multiple birds embedded in their sides.

I was only content to let go when it was truly over, when there were no more birds, when our own dragons were mopping up what was left of the black Radaskim. I felt as if I were floating, as if my mind hadn’t completely returned to my body.

The real world fell away, until there was nothing but emptiness, an emptiness that was filled again by the Grand Canyon, only this time, there was no battle. Not even Haven stood there, as it had for over two centuries. I recognized the curves of the canyon to be Haven’s location, but the tree itself was gone. I stood on the ground, none of my friends in sight, and neither was Flame. The river flowed as it had for eons, but it was through emptiness. The wind blew, bleak and lonesome, the sky above a dull gray.

I had sent my mind somewhere else. I had drawn too much power, had pushed myself beyond even my limits as Elekim. I was merely consciousness, floating in this place alone. I had no hands, feet, or even the semblance of a body.

I simply existed.

I had trouble remembering even where I came from, or how I got here. There had been a battle, I remembered that much. Had I died? Was this the Xenofold?

The world’s colors turned even grayer, the opacity of the scenery itself thinning. There was nothing but blackness beyond it. This place was fading before my eyes.

Except for one point where there was a bright light, in the shape of a door.

I pulled myself forward, concentrating all my energy upon reaching it. As I got closer to the door, however, my own speed decreased, no matter how hard I concentrated. The door seemed to be eternally out of reach.

This reality was now barely visible. Within moments, I would be floating alone in the darkness.

Just like me, came a sinister voice in my mind.

I couldn’t recall who that voice belonged to.

You’ll be with me for eternity, he said. I’m not mad yet! Not yet. But I’m fast approaching the point of no return . . . how would you like to join me, Elekim?

Then, I remembered who that voice belonged to. Rakhim?

I pulled myself toward the door, that voice giving me renewed determination. If I didn’t reach it, then I would be stuck here forever. I knew that deep down inside. Stuck here with only Rakhim Shal for company, in the void beyond worlds, beyond Xenofolds. The great nothing.

You won’t make it, he whispered. It always disappears right before you can get to it. It’s madness.

It’ll stay there, I thought. It must stay there.

You’re tired, Elekim, his voice said, placatingly. Why not rest and try again later?

I couldn’t rest. If I gave up, even for a second, then all would be lost.

I must make it back. Make it back to the battle.

Another voice entered my mind, not Rakhim’s. Reach now, Shanti. Reach with everything you have.

I knew that if I gave everything, truly everything, it would not be enough, and the door would slip away forever. Nevertheless, I had to obey the voice. What other hope did I have?

So, I reached . . . with everything. The door rushed forward, and within my mind, I could hear Shal hissing his displeasure. He was somewhere close by, perhaps trying to reach the door himself.

I was just a few feet away and Shal’s presence was terribly close. If he reached me, I knew that something terrible would happen. Somehow, I knew it would mean my total annihilation, as well as his.

Help me! I called to the voice who had used my name. Help me out of here!

Push more! We are giving everything!

It was one of my friends, then. I screamed and pushed harder, and the door came closer, but only by an inch.

But it was the inch I needed. I reached for the plane of brilliance, the only thing that existed in the darkness. It suddenly burst open, revealing a blinding light. From next to me, I could hear Shal’s screams.

Go through, the voice said.

I slipped through the door, pulled from nothingness into the world once again.


























Chapter 30

When my eyes opened, I inhaled a deep breath. My heart pounded quickly, and I felt as if it would beat out of my chest. Around me roared the din of battle, but the full volume of it hadn’t completely returned, as if my ears had been stuffed with cotton. I tried to get my eyes to focus, but everything was blurry.

My entire back throbbed. As my vision sharpened, I recognized a dragon circling above me.

Flame . . .

Elekim. We must leave this place.

I forced myself to my knees. A quick glance around me revealed that, somehow, I was at the bottom of the canyon. There was no sign of Isaru, who had been riding with me.

There was no time to wonder just how things had turned out like this. The ground thundered as Flame landed to my right and towered over me protectively. Above him, in the gray sky, black dragons circled and dove on dark wings, interlocking with Elekai dragons in battle. The din of cannon fire, together with the screams of battling dragons, formed a constant, horrifying backdrop. Several of the great beasts fell from both sides, plummeting to their doom in the canyon below. The haze had thickened, intermixing with the smoke of the cannons. The air tasted acrid, and it stung my lungs to breathe.

Flame moved aside, kneeling his head down. His teeth picked me up by my cloak, and he rotated his long neck to place me on my back.

Hold fast, Elekim.

Where’s Isaru? The others?

They were taken back to the Roots to recuperate, Flame said. I was attacked in midair. I had to place you here while I fought the attacker off.

Are you okay?

Yes, Flame said. I won, thankfully.  Some of the other dragons helped.

I wanted to ask more, but I still felt weak. I was content just to be alive. That had been too close.

We flew away from the chaos of the battlefield. From where I sat, holding myself close to Flame, I could easily see the fight. The men were holding the entrance to the pass, though the formation was no longer as straight as it had been. The crawlers were pushing against the pikes. There were as many dead ones as living, but it didn’t seem to matter. The pass was still completely full of crawlers, thousands upon thousands of them. The sunlight was dimmer, telling me that it had been hours since the bird attack. It was either that, or the fact that the haze and smoke of battle had thickened.

Many Elekai have joined the Xenofold today, Flame said.

It wasn’t enough to save them, then, I said.

You saved many, at great risk to yourself, Flame said. You went under before your friends did, but in pulling you out, they, too, succumbed from drawing too much power. They couldn’t handle it without you.

If they were in the same place I was, then I couldn’t get back to Haven soon enough.

Fear not, Flame said, as if reading my mind. You were controlling more power than all of them together, so you took the brunt of the backlash. They should be waking soon, if they haven’t already. You need rest, Elekim, more than anything else.

I couldn’t think anymore. The exhaustion ran deep inside me. It would have been so easy to sleep, even now, despite my maddening thirst and voracious hunger. Even I couldn’t argue with a rest.

I closed my eyes, wrapping my arms halfway around Flame’s neck, so that I wouldn’t fall.




* * *




Flame set me down on the High Veranda not too long after, where my friends joined me, seeming to have woken already. The canyon was filled with the shrieks of crawlers, the screams of men, and the din of cannons. The Radaskim dragons had backed off for now, leaving what dragons we had left to retreat for the respite of the tree. Shen’s airships floated above, casting their elongated shadows over the canyon floor. Sunset was not far away, and the bottom of the canyon was mostly obscured by shadow.

We had survived the day. Now, we’d see what the night would bring. 

The crawlers hadn’t let up yet. More and more poured down the pass, replacing those that fell. It seemed that our reserves had been sent to bolster the line several times by now.

Fiona was the first to approach me, her gray eyes filled with concern. “Are you okay?”

I nodded. “Lucky to be alive.”

“All of us are,” Isaru said, gathering round. “Each of us dropped out of the bond, one by one . . .”

“It was too much to handle,” I said. “Even for me.”

“We stopped the birds from falling, at least,” Fiona said.

There had been something else battling against our minds, which had made tethering the birds even more dangerous. It could be nothing other than Odium’s presence.

Something told me that my power as Elekim would be limited if he was near.

But of Odium, there was no sign. The monstrous dragon we had seen by Dragonspire had not made his presence known. Though I couldn’t see him, I had no doubt that he was here. I could feel the gloomy pall he cast over the battlefield.

It was clear that we needed to deal with him somehow. We needed to find a way to attack the mental force he was exerting over the battlefield.

“We need to target Odium,” I said. “If we can cripple him, the rest of his army will crumble.”

“That would mean flying behind enemy lines,” Shara said. “And not being detected by the swarm.”

That didn’t seem likely, and circumventing the entire swarm would take time we didn’t have. By the time we reached Odium, the battle would most likely be over, and not in our favor. Even if we made it as far as Odium, facing him directly was dangerous and probably suicidal.

“We can only hold here,” I said. “Kill everything that comes into this canyon.”

“We are holding,” Isaru said, looking over the railing at the pike formations. “The question is, for how long? There’s still no end to it.”

“As long as they don’t break through,” Isa said, quietly. She stared down at the canyon floor, as if trying to make herself believe that holding was possible.

We needed a way to push back . . . but how? I could see nothing, no matter how hard I thought about it. If there was something more we could be doing, we would have thought of it by now. The crawlers would continue to get slaughtered in the meatgrinder. But for every ten of them that fell, one of ours fell, too. With the coming dusk and the haze which refused to lift, it was impossible to tell just how many more reinforcements Odium had.

Either they ran out of crawlers first, or we ran out of men first. Worse, I had worn down my strength before I even had a chance to get started. I felt a sense of foreboding. Some of that had to do with how the battle was going, but it also went beyond that. It was the same feeling I had when the reversion had opened next to the Sanctum, the same feeling in the Forest of Mazes in the Northern Wild, along with the gloomy atmosphere of Hyperborea itself, before the destruction of the Hyperfold.

“There’s a reversion nearby,” I said, in realization. “That has to be it. That has to be why I can’t fight with my usual strength.”

“It would have to be a big one,” Isaru said. “I can feel it too, now that you mention it.”

Its presence was so obvious that it was a wonder I hadn’t noticed it before. The feeling of despondency and despair permeated all. Though not all the soldiers below were Elekai, there were enough that it would make a noticeable difference in the way they fought.

“Wouldn’t a reversion be an opening to the Xenofold?” Isa asked. “A reversion is supposed to make it easier to connect to the Xenofold, not harder.”

“Odium must be putting a stop to that somehow,” Fiona said. “He’s turning the land to his side. Perhaps that requires creating a reversion, so that he, too, can draw the energy and use it as he wills.”

“Can you tell where it is?” Shara asked me.

I pointed to the top of the canyon. “Somewhere south. Beyond reach.”

All of us gazed in that direction, where dozens of black dragons patrolled the blood-red sky, protecting the pass against our own dragons.

“Trying to get past that would be suicidal,” Fiona said.

“The direct route may not even be necessary,” I said. “So long as I can enter the Xenofold from somewhere, I can reach that particular reversion. And maybe close it.”

“You’re not ready,” Shara said. “You literally just woke up from pushing yourself too hard.”

“Yes,” I said. “I know that. But every second that passes, the reversion grows stronger. And as it grows, Odium’s army will only get stronger, and ours weaker. This is a battle of wills and morale as much as it is a physical battle.”

Shara was silent as she considered this point. She didn’t seem convinced.

“I agree that something should be done about the reversion,” Isaru said. “But can you handle it, after giving so much already?”

Even all of us bonded together had barely been enough to take control of the diving birds and throw them back at the enemy. As monumental a task as that was, it shouldn’t have knocked us out like it did, especially given that we were bonded together.

“We have a new role in this battle,” I said. “Let Harrow and the soldiers fight the ground battle, let the Dragonguard command the dragons, let Guardian Mian control the airships. Our job is to stop that reversion.”

“That’s all very well and good, but how do we get there?” Fiona said.

That was the only part I didn’t know. The first step was finding another reversion, one that wasn’t under Odium’s control. There could be one a few miles from here, or hundreds of miles. Unfortunately, dissolving the Hyperfold would make finding a reversion harder, but surely not all of them had closed yet. The worst case would be us still searching long after the battle was over.

“This will take all of us,” I said. “I don’t even know if it’s possible to find a reversion north of us, but it might be our only chance.”

It sounded far-fetched, even to me. But what choice did we have? We wouldn’t know unless we tried.


























Chapter 31

We informed the Elder Council of what we were doing, so that they could give the news to the commanders and Lord Harrow. The last thing we wanted was for rumors to start that we had abandoned the battlefield when all we were trying to do was save lives.

It still felt like fleeing, however one sliced it. We got to fly north, away from the battle, when the rest had to stay and fight. And it felt wrong to do it sneakily so that our passage would go unnoticed, by flying under darkness and out of sight of the fighting soldiers.

And of course, if this didn’t work, then it would have all been for nothing.

But there was nothing that could be done about that. We flew north, away from the din of the battle, swerving our way through Guardian Mian’s ships, all of which were pointed toward the Southern Pass and ready to go into action at a moment’s notice.

Soon, we had passed all the ships and were flying over the north rim, and then we were soaring over the dark forests. The sounds of battle, save for the odd cannon shot, were all but silent from up here. The scene would have been almost normal. The large Silverwoods north of the canyon housed entire villages, all of which were completely dark. Those trees were empty, now.

For my plan to work, we needed more distance from the reversion Odium had made. Though its pull was weaker from here, we were still not far enough to escape its influence entirely. We had to not only find a pool or lake of ichor but find one that was not too close to be influenced by Odium’s aura. At the same time, it couldn’t be too far away from the battle, or it would require too much energy to combat Odium.

Are we close to anything? Shara’s voice said, entering my mind.

I’ll know it when I find it, I said back, making sure everyone could hear the conversation.

While there were no large ichor lakes this far south, there were still places that had spiritual significance for the Elekai people over the generations, and especially for the Wilder tribes. Usually, these sites had ichor springs and an unusually large profusion of xenolife. The Seekers’ Sanctum was one such place, but that was too far away. Isaru and I had found such a place ourselves on our way from the Sanctum to Colonia, all those months ago, and with luck, maybe we could find it again. And if not that place, then some other.

I’d have to follow my senses, trusting Anna to guide me there. For now, it felt as if she were leading me deeper into the Westwood, a forest so thick and wild that there were no roads going into it. The Wilders had their own version of the Selvan, designed not only to keep out the Covenant, but also to protect them from the more settled Elekai people to their east. The Wilders liked to keep to themselves, and had a long history of independence.

We flew on for another half hour, until the night and moon were both full under a canopy of stars. It was no longer possible to see the canyon or airships from here, or to even hear the cannon fire above the wind blowing past our faces.

This far north, I felt something pulling me. The feeling was undeniable, as if I were being called home. I recognized that home to be the Xenofold.

Almost there, Flame. You’re flying fast.

I sense your need, Elekim, he said. I’m flying as hard as I can.

In the distance, at last, I could see the focus of the power I was seeking. On the surface, there didn’t seem to be anything special about the dark, forested hill ahead of us, seemingly no different from any of the others around it. At the same time, the power it produced was unmistakable. Whether it was on the surface, or within it, I didn’t know.

That hill in the distance, I said. Set us down there, Flame.

I feel it, too, he said. This place has been here since the birth of the Red Wild. And it has been mostly undisturbed by men.

Well, that would change tonight. Flame glided down toward the base of the hill. Hopefully, there was enough of the Xenofold’s power contained within it to create our own reversion to turn on Odium.




* * *




The dragons landed us in a small clearing on the south side of the hill. The night was filled with the sounds of insects, birds, and wildlife. Though we weren’t far from Haven itself, the trees and gentle wind made it impossible to hear the battle going on to the south. After that chaos, it felt as if we had landed on a different planet.

I led the ascent uphill, following what seemed to be a natural trail. Though Flame had said this place was little disturbed by people over the years, it was clear that people still came here, at least on occasion. I reached out for the source of the power, to double check whether I was going the right way. The source felt stronger here, with each passing step.

Stay under the trees, Flame, I said. Keep yourselves hidden from any potential enemies.

The last thing we needed was for Radaskim patrols to find us. Though Flame didn’t respond, I felt his agreement.

The trail wove up the hill. I led the way while my friends trudged up behind me. I kept a hand on the hilt of Katan. For some reason, I had the feeling that we weren’t the only ones here.

We climbed until the path evened out and the trees grew less thickly. We found ourselves standing before the mouth of a cave, lit on the inside by a dancing, orangey light that could only have come from a fire. Someone was here, then.

I motioned for my friends to draw their weapons. There was the ring of cold steel as Isaru and Fiona drew their blades in tandem, while Isa nocked an arrow to her bow. Shara drew her own blade and nodded at me.

I was the first to enter. The path descended a small ledge, at the bottom of which roared a bonfire, surrounded by men in leather clothing and women wearing multicolored, shimmering ichor-woven dresses, dazzling in the light of the bonfire. There were maybe forty of them. Almost every head turned in our direction. There were cries of surprise at our entrance, and some of the men reached for their weapons – crudely made axes, from the look of it.

“Wilders,” Fiona said. “Seeking shelter in the cave, most likely.”

I decided to speak to them, before any mistakes were made. “Forgive us for intruding. We’re looking for a power that can help us win the battle to the south.”

At this moment, I noticed an old man among the crowd, standing nearer the fire than the others, who had seemed to be the focus of their attention before we came in. His eyes, blazing white, stared up at us. He stood too close to those flames for comfort, though he showed no signs of being burned. His tanned, leathery skin was cast in its orange light. He held out his hands toward the flames in a sudden, jerky movement, palms outward. His eyes were completely white as he muttered under his breath, while those hands glowed like coals.

The man withdrew his hands, shaking them a bit before stepping away from the flames. A large man, with a wide face and scraggly beard, approached us from the crowd.

“The ritual cannot be interrupted,” he said, his voice harsh and accented, as if he did not speak Espan often. Many of the Wilder tribes’ native language was closer to English, the way it had been spoken in the Old World.

The firelight danced off the oddly shaped interior of the cavern. Was this old man trying to draw out the Xenofold’s power, too?

Before I could ask anything, the old man looked directly at me. His white eyes became unglazed, revealing orbs so dark that they were almost black. He opened his mouth to speak.

“You’ve come,” he said. “Elekim has come. The flames have spoken true”

The people broke into hushed whispers as all of them looked at me. I walked down the path to join them at the fire. They parted as I approached, their eyes wide and heads lowered. My friends followed from behind, waiting at a distance.

“There’s power here,” I said, to the old man, placing a hand over my heart, in greeting. “I need to use it to fight against our enemy.”

The old man returned the gesture, giving a gap-toothed smile. “Yes, Anna. There is much power here, though I can’t draw it out.” He lowered his hand, as those black eyes seemed to stare right through me. “I would save my people, Elekim. Give them a safe home in the Xenofold, before this land is overrun with the darkness. For I have seen that, too.”

“Even the Xenofold can’t save us if we don’t defeat Odium,” I said. Several people gasped at that, while others babbled in their own language, probably asking for a translation of what I had said. I continued speaking to the old man. “If we do nothing, it could mean the end of the Xenofold as we know it.”

“I’ve seen as much in the fire,” the old man said. “The old wound is still there, the wound as old as Elekim, the wound older than Odium.”

“What wound?” I asked.

I reached out to get a sense of who this man was. From him radiated a power that wasn’t often found among the three original tribes. I knew that Wilder blood could run strong, but I didn’t realize it could be this strong. He was almost as strong as any of us, with a lifetime of experience communing with the Xenofold. The man smiled, his face a maze of wrinkles. There was nothing comforting in that smile, however. If anything, the smile was cold and made me suppress a shiver.

“If only you had listened to the Xenofold, Elekim, you would know what I’m talking about. It is something I cannot tell you outright. It is a knowledge locked in dreams, and I haven’t the power to pull it out. I only know that it will end us all . . . a poison that works slow, but a poison that works just as sure.” He stepped back a bit and gestured toward the bonfire. “Stare into the flames, Elekim. See if they speak to you that which I cannot.”

“Why would they do that?” I asked, unsure.

“They are a focus for thoughts and dreams,” he said. “In a place like this, flames can have great power.”

I knew flamecraft was practiced by some Wilder tribes. The scholars of the Sanctum derided its efficacy, saying that at best, the fires could merely serve as a focus for one’s innate abilities. But something in the old man’s gaze insisted that I do it, and I couldn’t resist the temptation. What he had said intrigued me. How had I not listened to the Xenofold?

Without having to be told, I reached out for the Xenofold. Its power encompassed me in a flood. I heard someone from behind me telling me to be careful – Isa, I thought – but in my altered state, the words seemed to come from another dimension.

Instead, I stepped forward until I felt the heat of the fire burning hot on my skin. I stared, until my consciousness became one with the flames.


























Chapter 32

The flames swirled until images formed within them. At first, I thought I was only imagining it, but as time passed, I could see that the images were just as real as reality. More than mere images, I could see everything – past, present, and future. The flames were no more. There was only prophecy.

What is this?

A familiar voice answered from the flames. The history of Us, from our first wakening upon the Cradle of Askalon.

Though this voice was familiar, I still couldn’t place who it was. The voice faded and I soon forgot it. All I could see were the visions.

I was high above the planet’s surface, so high that its ground curved beneath me in swaths of pink and red. Interspersing the landmasses were its indigo seas, the surface as glassy as a mirror. I lowered toward the world, into its sultry, tropical air tinged with the sweetness of foliage. I lowered until I was floating above a tangled, green and pink jungle filled with alien trees, rising from the crystalline water shallowly covering the surface. Submerged in that water was a rainbow of coral and sea life, swirling among the tree roots. Stands of trees floated on small, living islands, islands which themselves floated with the gentle oscillations of the currents. Twin moons hung in the sky above, one pink and small, another purple and large. The sun was red, the sky a burnt orange, everything producing a barrage of colors bewildering to behold.

On the horizon, a swarm of dragons, hundreds of them, was entangled in combat. I didn’t know how I knew, but I was witnessing the final battle on Askalon, the battle that would decide the dominant species: Radaskim, or Elekai.

I also knew how that battle would turn out.

I wanted to affect things from here, but this was only a vision. I drew closer, flying over waves of violet water, time seeming to advance quickly until the battle was over. As the passage of time sped up, the living islands died, the mangroves fell and rotted in their shallow pools, and the sky turned gray and lifeless. The oceans lowered as that gray sky became transparent, revealing a darkened canvas upon which thousands of stars arranged themselves in exotic constellations. All that was left of the world was a barren, lifeless plain, without a trace of the lush world that had once been.

In the space of minutes, eons passed. What was left of the Elekai was gone, and the Radaskim seemed to be gone, too. It had been millennia since a dragon had flown the skies. Indeed, it didn’t seem as if there was a sky anymore, or even air to breathe.

But deep in the heart of the planet, I felt a trace of life. A beating heart that belonged to something.

Could it be?

I was drawn into a cavern. Long ago, this had been a place of refuge for the Elekai, an underground network extending for thousands of miles in all directions. Now, only a fraction of that expanse was left. Time had changed not only the surface, but the interior as well.

Somewhere deep in these caves was the answer, the oldest remnant of the Elekai. But did I have time to seek it out, when what I really needed to do was to find a way to stop Odium and win the battle? At this point, that concern seemed far away, as important as I knew it to be. Perhaps there was an answer here, in this vision, that could help me.

I floated through the darkness of the caves, sinking deeper below the surface. Though I could not physically see anything, I could still feel all the contours of the cave, the piles of bones and skulls of dragons deceased for thousands of years. I felt even more of those bones beneath the rocks and dust, so that I knew that what I saw was only a fraction of it. A genocide of the distant past.

They made their final stand here, in these caves, I realized.

I went lower. There were no more bones, no more evidence of the life that had once existed. Some great calamity must have befallen this planet, a calamity that went beyond the Radaskim’s ancient victory.

The answers are below.

The voice seemed to come from outside myself. I didn’t question it. I only went on. Like a dream, I wasn’t in full control. I could only be pulled onward, to the inevitable end.

Hours passed, until I was miles underground. I crossed a certain point and suddenly found that I was no longer immaterial. I was standing on the ground, wearing my usual pants and shirt with a cloak thrown over. Even my blade was there, where I would have usually kept it.

I took a few steps forward, stepping off the dust and rocks and onto living xen. The cavern I found myself in was covered in it, along with being warm. I questioned whether I was even on the same world, but deep down, I knew it was the very same. There was life cocooned in its center, somehow preserved. I didn’t notice anything blocking this air from the outside vacuum that permeated the rest of the planet, but something must have been blocking it. I felt light on my feet, as if this world’s pull was lesser than Earth’s.

But the world’s interior held a magnificence which almost rivaled the surface’s distant past. The interior caverns were massive, an entire world unto itself, far larger than even the Caverns of Creation on Earth. Perhaps the lessened gravity made such scope possible. Xen grew along crystalline formations rising from the ground, creating a forest that seemed to be made from glass. I caught my own reflection multiplying hundreds of times upon the jagged, clear surfaces. I felt my way forward rather than trusting my eyes. This place was beautiful, but in a dangerous way. Whatever I was looking for, I knew it was close.

I wandered among the maze for hours, not only turning left and right, but climbing up and down through arches, walking along canyons carved from ichor streams, and finally, finding myself at the edge of a massive cliff, over which the streams fell into a vast, pink sea that might have been better called an ocean. And sitting in the middle of this gargantuan expanse was a relatively small island, and on that island grew a tree. This tree was far larger than Haven, though it looked small with distance. It was completely white, its boughs wide, its ends pointed and sharp. Its foliage was shimmering white while its leaves sparkled like diamonds, catching the pink light of the ocean.

The Tree of Wailing, the voice said.

Despite the tree’s beauty, I knew it held an ancient and terrible evil. This, in some way I couldn’t yet understand, was the source of everything. Odium. The Radaskim. And something even worse than both.

It had to be destroyed.




* * *




But something was keeping this place a perfect paradise while the rest of the world was a barren wasteland. And yet, aside from the tree, there didn’t seem to be a single living creature here. Why was it being maintained if there was no one to maintain it for?

I began climbing down the cliff. Vision and reality completely blurred; in my mind, I knew this was only a vision, that I was only looking into flames, but now, it seemed as if I’d reached a point where the flames were looking into me. At times, I saw their flicker in the periphery of my vision – a sign, perhaps, that the vision was ending.

All the same, I continued to climb down, working my way methodically, fearlessly, despite the treacherous heights. When I was nearing the halfway point, I realized this was an impossible task. And it was not long after this realization that my foot slipped from beneath me.

I felt a moment of panic as I scrambled on the cliffside for a safe hold. But I kicked too hard, loosening the chalky stone further. I began to slip, the rocks digging into my palms.

There was no stopping, now. I was falling through the air, twisting around and around. The sea rose to meet me.

Flames swirled in my vision, more pronounced this time. I landed in the Sea, the surface feeling more like a cushion than anything liquid. It burnt like fire on my skin.

Something grabbed me from behind, pulling me from the ichor. The vision dissipated, and I heard voices talking around me. Dazed as I was, it felt as if they were coming from another world.

Finally, my eyes focused until I could see reality. The edges of my clothing were singed, and my skin reddened. I realized the truth then – when I had entered the ichor, I had walked into the fire itself. I had been pulled back before I could seriously injure myself. Even so, my skin was covered with burns; the pain was intense, though somewhat dampened by the deepness of my trance.

But the vision was gone, now, and so was the Tree on its island in the ichor sea. I had to find out why it was important, and how to destroy it. Both answers would have to wait for another day.


























Chapter 33

I sat on the floor of the cave, watching the flames of the bonfire, which had shrunk to less than half of its former size. The dancing flames were calmer, now, as if a substantial amount of time had passed since I had stared into them. The images of the vision still swam before my eyes, while spots floated in front of me. I could hardly string two coherent thoughts together.

The Wilders watched me, while my friends knelt in a circle around me, talking in low voices. I couldn’t bring myself to focus on them. My mind was somewhere else. It was on Askalon. It was thinking of the Tree.

After some time – I wasn’t sure how long – I heard Shara speaking to me.

“What happened, Shanti? Did you find anything?” After no initial response, she said, “How do we defeat Odium?”

But the flames hadn’t revealed the answer to that question. Instead, they had shown me the beginning of an answer to an even larger question. How did we defeat the Radaskim in the ultimate sense? Sadly, things had cut off before I had the answer.

“She’s half in their world, half in ours,” the old man said. “She has witnessed a great prophecy, the likes of which never before seen.”

“How do you figure that, Elder?” Isaru asked.

The man came to kneel beside me, staring into the flames as well. “I watched with her, and sensed echoes of it. The full scope, however, would have broken my mind.”

“What did you see?” Fiona asked. “Would we even understand?”

The old man waited for a time, seeming to gather his thoughts. “I saw an ancient world devastated by the Aberration. I saw a great valley under the skin of the world, and a sea afire with ruby light. And I saw a white Tree – the great tree that’s the source of it all. Great power resided there . . . dark power.”

“It must be stopped,” I said, speaking for the first time. “It must be stopped.”

“What must be?” Shara asked. “The tree?”

“No,” the shaman said. “The Aberration that resides within it.”

“What is it, exactly?” Shara asked. “This . . . Aberration?”

I’d heard Flame use this same word, though there hadn’t been a chance to ask him to specify what he had meant. In fact, I hadn’t even thought to. It seemed very important.

Suddenly, the answer came to me in a burst of lucidity. “The Aberration was the rift. It was what caused Elekai and Radaskim to split. It was . . . a mutation. If it can be reversed . . .”

“It would join the two sides once more,” Fiona said. “Right?”

I nodded. “I think so.”

“What caused it?” Isa asked. “Where did it come from?”

That part was less clear. Did it come from within, or without? If we could learn the answer to that, we might have all we needed. But Askalon was lightyears away. There was no way we could ever get there to destroy this Tree, if indeed it was the source of the Aberration. It was a complete impossibility. I also wasn’t sure if what I was seeing existed in a different time period. I was sure the beginning of the vision, showing the lush world, had been in the distant past, while the barren, dead world had been either the present or the future. Of the paradise within Askalon itself, that had to still be there. If the Tree did not exist, then neither would the Radaskim.

I realized that the fight for Earth, as important as it was, was a small thing indeed compared to this Tree and the Aberration it housed. In the end, I realized, Tiamat was right. I was too focused on this world and winning battles here that would, in the end, do nothing but delay the inevitable. Ragnarok Crater needed protecting above all else. The Sea of Creation must be kept intact and unspoiled. It was the only strength we had to defend ourselves.

And who knew? Perhaps the Xenofold could be used to reach the Tree. If not physically, then with our minds. It was connected, after all, to the Xenomatrix, which connected all worlds the Radaskim had conquered, along with their Xenofolds. Could traveling there actually be possible?

But none of that mattered if we allowed Odium to reach Ragnarok Crater first. And for the moment, at least, we had more immediate concerns.

“The battle will be lost,” I said. “Just as Tiamat predicted. There’s nothing we can do to stop that.”

The others were still watching me, but I saw their expressions fall, one by one. But none of them look surprised.

“Did you see that in the fire?” Isa asked.

I shook my head. “No. But I know it all the same.”

I stood up, brushed myself off, and turned to face my friends. I kept my hold on Silence – the pain of my burns needed tending to, but there was nothing that could be done about it for now. “It still might not be too late. I will need all of you going forward. Our world is ending. It doesn’t matter if everyone bands together, or if Shen produces machines as fast as his factories can churn them out.” I looked into everyone’s eyes, one by one. “If the Crater goes down, that means no Xenofold. No Xenofold means a quick death for all of us.”

Everyone was quiet as they considered my words. The old man watched, too, his craggy face saying he understood it all.

“If you think defeat is so sure,” Fiona said, “then what do you suggest?”

“We have to save as many of our men as we can,” I said. “We need a distraction that will allow for a retreat. I would not have the Grand Canyon become a graveyard. If we lose it all here, there will be nothing to check Odium’s advance north.”

“That means abandoning Haven,” Fiona said, her voice tinged with disapproval.

“If the battle really will be lost,” Isaru said, his gray eyes growing distant. He refocused on me. “Do you know that beyond the shadow of a doubt?”

I nodded. “The question isn’t will we break. It’s how much time we have. Tiamat said as much. I . . . stubbornly refused to believe him. This vision, though . . . it’s allowed me to see the bigger picture. As strange as it may seem, we are one world among many. This . . . may be our last chance.” I turned to look at them all. “Our last chance to stop the Radaskim for good.”

Isaru nodded solemnly. Haven was his home, and it was like a second home for Fiona.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

He nodded. “I know what must be done. I can rest that many of its people have already left. But still, many will die, refusing to leave their homes.”

“I know,” I said. “And we won’t even be able to retreat unless we can distract Odium. Otherwise, it will be a slaughter.”

“How do we distract him, then?” Fiona asked. “If there was anything we could be doing, we’d be doing it already.”

“We’re going to have to risk ourselves again,” I said. “Not in open battle, but in attacking Odium’s mind. Without his coordination, his army is useless. He’s too powerful for us to overwhelm totally. The Xenofold doesn’t even have that much power. But, perhaps, we can force him to relent for a bit. A day, maybe, is all we would need to get a head start. Withdraw to Mongar, and decide what to do from there.”

Everyone was silent as they considered these words. Mongar was a good distance – about three hundred miles as the dragon flew. A trek there with low food and inclement weather could kill almost as many men as Odium.

“Can such a thing be done?” Fiona asked. “Even trying to control the birds, it became too much. How much more difficult will it be to assault Odium’s mind directly?”

“I don’t know if it’s possible,” I said. “We just have to try.” I looked directly at everyone. “I know running is harder than fighting. As hard as it is to say, this is the way forward.”

“These are my people,” Fiona said. “As they are Isaru’s. Even if this is your decision, I’m still not entirely convinced. If we can’t hold them here, then where can we hold them?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know, Fiona.”

She nodded, pursing her lips as if restraining herself from saying something she might regret. “My people.” She looked at Isaru. “Your people. How many will we let die?”

“How many more will die if we fight to our last breath in that canyon?” Shara asked. “We made a mistake. A mistake that will cost thousands of lives. All of us own that mistake. But no matter how far we’ve gone down the wrong path, it’s never too late to turn back. How foolish it would be to continue fighting when Shanti knows, beyond a doubt, that it’s pointless. We need to keep our heads in the game. She’s right. We have to find a way to slow down Odium so we can make our next step.” Shara looked toward me. “What’s your idea, Shanti?”

Finally, everyone seemed to be on board, though neither Fiona nor Isaru looked happy about it. Not that I ever expected them to be.

“There’s a reversion here, in this cave, that we can use,” I said. “I . . . felt something open up during my vision.” I watched the others’ expressions of surprise. “It’s not just a source of ichor, now. It’s something powerful enough to challenge Odium with. Better yet, we’re far enough away that he won’t know it’s coming until it’s in his face.”

“This could really work, then?” Fiona asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I think it’s our best shot. We need to come at him directly, and with intensity, before he has the time to guard against it. Even so, this will likely be the hardest thing we’ve ever had to do. Harder even than the birds.”

“Just tell us what we need to do,” Fiona said.

I nodded. “We use the reversion here as a sort of focus, to amplify our bond. That’ll help us direct the power, even given the distance. It’ll be more power than he can handle, at least at first.” I looked around at the gathered Wilders, including the old man who was watching and listening quietly. “I’ll need your help, too. You and your people. Anyone strong enough to form a connection to the Xenofold needs to join us. I’ll lead the bond. All I need is the power you can supply.”

The old shaman nodded, his face grim. “This could be death for many of my people, if this goes awry.”

“I know that,” I said

“And knowing that, you would still risk us?”

I nodded. “If we don’t stop him here, none of you will make it. And neither will we. Of course, it’s voluntary. But even knowing the danger, to myself and others, we must stand as one.”

The shaman nodded, as if satisfied with that answer. “We will help you, Elekim. Every one of us.”

“How many of your people have manifested?”

“Among these? Twenty-two.”

It surprised me that he knew the exact number. That was about half of the Wilders standing here. Strong blood, indeed.

Them, together with us, would make for the strongest bond formed in living memory, if not since the beginning of the Xenofold, because for the first time, there would be someone powerful enough to hold it all together.

At least, I had to assume I was powerful enough. Failure wasn’t an option.


























Chapter 34

The fire had burned low during our discussion. Something told me, though the shaman didn’t say it explicitly, that all of them were here for a single reason: because they knew I was coming. They didn’t come to this cave to seek shelter. They had come because the old man knew we would be here.

“The grove is this way,” the old man said, quietly.

He took the lead, and we followed. The cave was dark and bare of xen, so the only light came from torches placed along the walls at regular intervals. We weren’t walking far before we arrived at an ichor spring bubbling up from underground. The spring was smaller than most I had seen, but it looked deep. The bottom of it glowed brightly, the concentrated energy being the source of the opening to the Xenofold. The opening through which its power would pass through, unadulterated.

Reversions were wounds in the fabric of the Xenofold. The Xenofold was literally bleeding to give us the chance to push back at Odium. If this didn’t work, likely nothing else would.

We waited until everyone had filed in and had formed a circle around the pool. Some stood, some knelt, some sat on rocks. But all faces reflected the eerie, pinkish light of the ichor. The surface of the pool began to eddy, seeming to the sense the power of the gathering Elekai.

“Not yet,” I said. My voice sounded loud in the confines of the small grove. I spoke more softly. “We don’t want him to feel us coming.”

The words were translated for those who didn’t understand.

I drew a deep breath first, centering myself on Silence. I felt the power radiating out; my mind demanded for a connection, sensing the power beneath the surface. But instead, I stood there, deepening my focus, letting Silence become an all-encompassing barrier that would allow the raw energy of the Xenofold to pass through without destroying me in the process. If I let that concentration slip, even for a moment, I would be lost in the torrent, my mind and nerves fried beyond recognition.

I swallowed, knowing that this was what I had to do.

I reached toward the reversion and found an easy connection. I felt its pulsing, and even angry, energy. It was ready to attack, and it seemed to be ready to do so at any cost.

Perhaps even at the cost of my own life. That hatred, I realized, was directed at Odium. For the first time, the Xenofold would get its chance to strike back.

I sunk into Silence further, retreating more and more into myself, providing more of a shield. I felt the anger of that energy. It pushed against me, as if testing my defenses. Had I not been ready for that, it would have completely washed me away.

I waited, fortifying myself, until I was as prepared as I was ever going to be. The longer I waited, the more forceful the Xenofold would become.

I nodded, the signal for everyone to join in the bond. One by one, I felt everyone add their strength to mine. First were my friends, each of their souls seeming to meld with my own, deepening the bond, until their thoughts were mine, and mine was theirs. Such closeness was uncomfortable, but an unavoidable part of forming a bond. I felt Fiona’s sorrow, her feeling of failure for protecting her people. I felt Isa’s blooming love for Isaru, and Isaru’s love for her returning in kind, but also their fear of what that love might mean, given the way the world was going. I felt Shara’s own anxiety for the future, and something clouded beneath all that, that not even my own intuition could penetrate. A vestige of her Hunter past, perhaps? The old man, whose name I finally knew, Dain, added his power to mine, and I could see his entire history, his loves and failures, his tragedies and triumphs, his sins and glories. And I felt that for every member of his tribe that joined in the bond. I pushed back the chaos of thoughts and emotions, growing stronger each passing moment. All of it joined the stream, still dammed by the power of the bond. The pressure was growing to the point of being overwhelmed.

Not yet, I thought. Don’t let it go yet.

I was feeling a power that went far beyond anything I’d ever experienced. It felt as if I could lift the world, and even knowing that impossibility, I felt daring enough to try.

I knew that no one had ever controlled this much of the Xenofold’s conscious energy; not even a tenth of this power.

It’s all for you, Odium, I thought. At the mere suggestion, the Xenofold roiled, like a whip about to crack.

I had to find him, before it slipped away from me. I expanded my awareness southward, where every Elekai was immersed in the battle. I felt their fear, their violence, their struggles – and even their deaths. Shocks of pain wracked my body. I felt hundreds of lives unfolding, hundreds of lives ending.

Southward my consciousness flew, until it ranged high above the Xenoplain south of Haven, above an endless sea of crawlers under a night sky full of swarming black dragons. I could see them all, despite the darkness – all but the one I was looking for.

But the Xenofold was desperate to cause him hurt, and it directed me until I became aware of him. And he was not yet aware of me. He was in the back of the swarm, flying high above, carefully surveying the surrounding terrain, apparently leaving nothing to chance. But that caution would not save him.

Odium looked about, as if he knew something were amiss. There was not much time left. The Xenofold was pushing with everything it had, about to give the game away.

Ready yourselves, I thought.

Odium’s eyes went right to mine. I felt the moment of his shock, and in that fraction of a second was my opening.

I let the Xenofold go.

It roared past me with the force of an exploding sun, all that energy surging across the plain, finding Odium’s own mind in a fraction of a second. It slipped right through as his defenses began to rise, and it shattered them as a crumbling mountain might shatter the surface of a frozen lake. The Xenofold overwhelmed him, striking within the synapses of his consciousness, the energy pouring in an unyielding wave.

His scream was terrible, and unrelenting. He pushed back, and the Xenofold was forced to retreat, as a hand would from a flame. At once, I dropped the bond, before the backlash could destroy us. Still inside his mind, I felt his shock, confusion, and fury. I wouldn’t be able to remain here for long. There would only be one chance to do this.

Doing this was extremely risky; if he found me, he could destroy me in an instant. He knew I was inside his mind, but such was his confusion that he couldn’t find me. But it was only a matter time.

I could see the tethers outstretching from Odium’s mind toward his minions, as if they were actual, physical entities. Each of them shimmered like spider silk. Snipping those webs was simple; snipping thousands upon thousands of them in a short amount of time was not. So, I set to work, using whatever power was left of the Xenofold. One by one, I felt each enslaved monster and dragon go free. Dragons flew haphazardly, their movements having no coordination, while the crawlers turned upon each other in the close confines of the canyon. The field became chaos, with monsters and dragons running and flying amok without direction from their master.

But Odium’s bid to regain control of his mind was fast becoming unbearable. I felt as if I were being crushed by a stone wall from every side. In fact, it was more terrible than that. The light of the Xenofold itself began to fade. If I didn’t retreat now, then I would be trapped. And being locked inside Odium’s mind was not a place I wanted to be.

It was time to go; if I stayed any longer, I was worse than dead. But it was already so dark. There was only the tiniest bit of light in the distance. I floated toward that, concentrating all my will upon reaching it. The Xenofold itself was becoming exhausted with the effort; it pulled me with everything it had, a tendril of light in an ocean of darkness.

But then, just when I thought I wouldn’t make it, there was a clap of thunder. I was back in the cave, covered in a cold sweat, my vision darkening.


























Chapter 35

When I awoke sometime later, Shara helped me up. My first sight was the dozens of faces peering at me from across the ichor pool. Or, at least, what had once been the ichor pool. There was only a deep cavity with a thin layer of ichor left at the bottom, as if someone had opened a drain.

But all I could feel was terrible pain, though I couldn’t have said what the source of it was. It was a throbbing I felt everywhere.

“Get her in the pool,” the old man, Dain, said. “Before it’s all gone.”

My friends brought me forward, walking me down the pool’s steep banks. As soon as the warm pink liquid touched my skin, a shock went through me. The ichor surrounded me, despite its shallowness, infusing life into my bones. The liquid grew hot as fire, but despite that heat, I felt no burning. My own skin glowed as the life-giving substance infused itself into my skin. The memory of Odium’s terrible darkness was being fast purged from my mind.

Then, the fiery ichor began to fade. What was left of it – not much – slithered away to be absorbed by the ground. Within moments, the bottom of the pit was bone dry.

I stood up and blinked a few times, until my friends came into focus in front of me.

“I . . . I think I’m okay, now,” I said.

“Did it work?” Fiona asked.

“Come on,” Dain said, leading us away from the pit.

We followed him to the front of the cave.




* * *




We stood around the fire, just embers by this point, as we took our leave of Dain and his tribe.

“Thank you for your help,” I told Dain. “I don’t know if it worked, but I know even trying would have been impossible without you.”

Dain nodded graciously, but his face was solemn. “I did as the Xenofold willed, Elekim. And now that we’ve done our part, I’ll be taking my people north.”

He looked at some of his people, most of whom were sleeping by now. There would be no sleep for us. At least, not yet.

“Safe journey, Dain,” I said. “To you and your people. You’re welcome to join us on the road. We could use your people with us.”

“We go where the Xenofold leads,” Dain said. “And my dreams have told me we are needed north. Perhaps our paths will cross again, Elekim. I hope the Xenofold wills it.”

“I do, too. We should get going, now.”

“Yes,” Dain agreed. “It’s past time you left. May the dawn bring news of victory.”

I knew outright victory was too much to hope for. The most I could ask was a chance to escape with our lives.

We turned to leave. When we entered the crisp, morning air, the first hints of dawn were lighting the forested hills. It was incredibly quiet. It was almost impossible to believe all the death and destruction unfolding just thirty miles south of us.

We mounted our dragons and were off. Once airborne, the sun showed its face. Despite my exhaustion, I felt strangely invigorated, probably from the ichor’s healing. Most of the others were sleeping in their saddles, wrapped in every piece of clothing they had.

Before long, I could hear the blasts of cannon fire carried by the wind, the first sign we were getting close. The rim of the Grand Canyon soon appeared as the forest gave way to it. The haze from the day before had completely lifted, affording a clear view of the plain south of the canyon.

The southern plain still teemed with crawlers. There was movement there, but that movement no longer seemed to be pushing for the Southern Pass. The Radaskim dragons flew aimlessly in the morning light, their movements uncoordinated. As the Shen airships forged ahead, cautiously, they scattered at the first volley of cannon fire.

Closer in, I could see the pikemen in the pass, pushing forward into the crawlers, which were no longer attacking them. Instead, the Mindless beasts fell upon whatever target was closest, and as was most often the case, that was each other.

I had no illusions, though. Odium had the means to retether each one of his lost minions. I had no idea how long that would take, but it would probably not be enough time for us to physically kill every single one of them. Though they may have lost the ability to attack as a single force, they were still dangerous.

At best, we had a few days’ head start before the crawlers began to give chase. And they would be much faster than the beleaguered humans they had been attacking.

We made for the shelter of Haventree, my mind already working out how to convince everyone that this miracle would be short-lived.




* * *




As I imagined, it was difficult to convince the war council that withdrawing was necessary.

The Elder Council, Lord Harrow and a few of his top captains, Captain Dailyn of the Dragonguard, High Guardian Mian and some of his captains, as well as some of the high nobility of Haven and the Sylvan Exile, all were of the opinion that we should continue to strike at the swarm, at least at first. I personally went to the Colonian First Cohort to retrieve my father, who was still alive and taking his rest after his foray against the crawlers. My mother, too, was alive and well, and she stood next to my father.

Lord Harrow gave his update on the battle’s progress. “We’ve already pushed the crawlers a quarter of the way up the pass. They seem to have lost all coordination. Assuming their behavior doesn’t change, their entire force should be completely routed within the week.” He paused. “Of course, it could take longer. There are probably many more of them we’re just not seeing.”

“It won’t last long,” I said. Everyone turned to look at me. “Their lack of coordination came at a heavy price to the Xenofold. It wounded itself greatly to give us a chance to get out of this place alive. This canyon will become a death trap when Odium regains control of his swarm, and when he does, he’ll attack again. There’s no telling exactly when this will happen. It could be hours, or it could be a couple of days. But not an entire week.”

“What happened?” Elder Arminius asked. “I assume it went well, from the way the swarm is behaving here.”

“We cut off most of Odium’s army from his direct control,” I said. “We directed a surge attack from the Xenofold, which penetrated his mind. At great danger to all of us, I might add. We were successful, but even so, Odium is powerful, and he won’t be incapacitated for long.”

“And you mentioned that we might have a couple of days, at most,” Arminius said, pondering the options. He looked at Harrow. “Even with the Shen airships, Guardian Mian, is it possible to destroy a good portion of the swarm? Or even to destroy it completely?”

Guardian Mian shook his head. “Alas, no. We burned through half of our ammunition already, and though the swarm is placated, they can still flee from our attacks. We would run out of ammunition long before we’ve destroyed even a tenth of the swarm.”

Arminius nodded, his face disappointed. “Thank you, High Guardian.”

Everyone stood quietly for another moment, some of the lesser nobles murmuring in low voices. All eyes returned to me when I spoke again.

“We have a couple of days, at best,” I said. “This assault has been absolutely devastating. Far more so than any of us thought. We had to send in our reserves early. The crawlers nearly broke through a couple of times. My point being, it’s only a matter of time. I think we’ve already established that pushing our men out into the pass, or even onto the plain itself, would be to risk everything. What would we do if the swarm suddenly reawakened? Our men would be surrounded and destroyed, and everything lost.”

“Our losses are atrocious,” Judge Lian agreed. “There will be scarcely time to bury the dead.”

There would be no time for that, but I didn’t mention it. “We have one chance, as I see it. Have the airships guard our retreat. Unmount the cannons from Haven and load them onto the empty wagons.” Now, for the part no one liked. “Leave Haven to its fate.”

It sounded so harsh coming out like that. A few voices protested, but seeing that they had no support, immediately quieted. All of them were no doubt wondering whether it had really come to this. Were we really going to give up the Red Wild’s greatest city after hardly a day of fighting?

“The only other option is redoubling our effort against the Radaskim while they are disorganized,” Harrow said, at last. “Even if they are disorganized, they are still offering some resistance, and we are still losing men. And the troops are fatigued.”

“They will be even more so on the retreat,” one of Harrow’s officers said, his face barely masking anger. It was clear that he didn’t agree with a withdrawal.

“It must be done,” Captain Dailyn said, somewhat unexpectedly. His brown eyes burned fiercely as he looked my direction. “Elekim is right.” For the first time, Captain Dailyn was recognizing who I was, a fact that didn’t seem to be lost on everyone present. “Even if we gave everything we had, we couldn’t wipe them out in just a couple of days. Going out onto the plain is risky, especially when the time comes for the army to reawaken.”

“Is this not our chance to strike?” one of the Annajen nobility asked. “When will we get this opportunity again? If not Haven, then where? What other place is more defensible than this?”

Those were fair questions, and I had to answer them. “As hard as it is to accept, Haven cannot be saved. Odium doesn’t care about losses. He has tens of thousands of monsters at his disposal. Those monsters will die for him without question.”

“We can have everyone out of the canyon by the end of the day, if it comes to that,” Harrow said. “If we move quickly.”

“But where would we retreat to?” the same Annajen noble asked. “You never answered that, Elekim.”

I didn’t want to say Ragnarok Crater. Though it was far from a myth for my friends and me, many people still didn’t see Ragnarok Crater or Hyperborea as real places. So, I thought of the only place on the way there. The only place these people might conceivably accept as a destination.

“Mongar,” I said. “The city is currently under siege by the Plains People, united now, but we can get there in a few weeks and use their walls. Like Haven, the crawlers will only be able to attack into a narrow pass. We would have the advantage of the higher ground.”

“Mongar is nearly four hundred miles from here, Elekim,” Captain Dailyn said. “Even a few days’ head start is cutting it close. We’ve all seen how these crawlers can move.”

I nodded, recognizing the difficulty. “The swarm was advancing a small distance every day on its way here. Our only hope is that they’ll keep to a similar speed.”

I left out the fact that surely, Odium would send some dragons and crawlers ahead of his swarm to pick off the stragglers. And as hard as it was to admit, there was little that could be done about that. We’d have to depend on our own dragons to guard our rear.

“And if you’re wrong?” the skeptical noble asked. “What if they overwhelm us on the road?”

“Then we’re doomed for sure,” I said. “But if we withdraw to Mongar, add the city’s numbers to ours, we might have a chance. I will take a chance over sure defeat any day.”


























Chapter 36

In the end, there were some dissenters, but most became convinced of the need to evacuate the canyon while there was still a chance. Most could see that the Grand Canyon would become a mass grave within the week if we chose to make our stand here. And surprisingly, some wanted to do just that, to die in their homes and not flee.

In a way, that cinched the decision for the more rational people who hadn’t been sure of the right course.

We set to work immediately. The pikemen were recalled from the crawler death zone to march up the Northern Pass. The Radaskim swarm was left alone, a swarm still in chaos and at times, fighting amongst itself. It was the best hope we had of their numbers thinning. And who knew? If we were forced to make a stand at Mongar, we might be facing less of them.

The Shen airships carried as many soldiers as they could to the top of the northern rim, quickly speeding up the process, though most men still had to walk. The dragons guarded the rear, in case any of the Radaskim dragons strayed too close. A quarter of the airships were relegated to carrying out the cannons mounted on Haven’s branches, along with the ammunition to supply them. They dropped the cannons on the north rim, which were then loaded onto empty carts. Likewise, whatever food we had was loaded and sent on north without any sort of organization. For now, we needed to get as many people as possible out of harm’s way. The organization, according to Lord Harrow, could come later.

Fiona and I wrote a letter to the High Syndic of Mongar from Haven Palace, a man by the name of Martin Salis. The palace was empty, even of servants, and its halls were strangely quiet, the only sound being the circular stream still bubbling in the courtyard. The letter warned him of our coming, and that we were bringing food and supplies to help them endure the siege against the Plains People. It also warned him that the Radaskim swarm would soon be meeting him on his western walls, and given their current rate of expansion, that would come in about two months, if not sooner. I also mentioned the Novan army; likely, they knew about General Tertullian and his plans to seek passage through Highgrove, Mongar’s southern neighbor, but we felt it wouldn’t hurt to mention the potential threat.

We closed out the letter by urging the Syndic and his council to consider making peace with the Plains People, at least for now. Humanity couldn’t be caught fighting each other, not when the true enemy was bearing down on us from the south.

There wasn’t time to say anything more, so Fiona and I gave the letter to one of Dailyn’s trusted lieutenants, along with two additional copies to the Annajen Dragonguard, to ensure that at least one of them made it to Mongar. 

After that, I set my mind to withdrawing the army. This included going through every home in Haven and making sure that whatever people were left were evacuated, while ensuring the sick and wounded were loaded onto carts, which were getting fewer and fewer. The Northern Pass became an endless stream of soldiers, animals, and carts. As chaotic as it was, I couldn’t imagine doing this while under pressure from the Radaskim.

A few regiments remained at the base of the Southern Pass, holding back whatever Mindless managed to wander down. Their attacks were not concentrated, so it was clear that Odium’s mind was elsewhere. High above the canyon on Flame’s back, I could see men approaching from the Selvan Pass, marching down the road running alongside the north bank of the river. It was hard to estimate, but there were probably several thousand of them.

I watched as the troops from the Selvan Pass joined the stream leading out of the canyon. It was only a matter of time before everyone was out. The roads in and out of the canyon couldn’t fit more than five or six men marching abreast. At the current rate, it would be well past nightfall before everyone was out. All we could do was hope that the Radaskim swarm didn’t awaken and catch us at our most vulnerable point.

Radaskim dragons began to circle the southern plain in coordinated maneuvers, signaling that Odium might be regaining some control. They didn’t have the numbers yet to attack us, not with our own dragons standing by.

At last, sometime past midnight, the men guarding the Southern Pass itself were ordered to withdraw. They were the last ones out. My dad was down there with them. He refused to leave while the men of his cohort were on duty. I only relaxed once his regiment had withdrawn and was making its way for the entrance of the Northern Pass.

Flame and I watched from above, looking down at the tree city that, for now, was completely intact, its silver beauty glowing in the night. Somehow, it was sadder to watch it, knowing what its fate would be in just a couple of days, or even hours. For the first time since it was settled two and a half centuries ago, Haven would be empty. This city had survived a lot – the Covenant, the Mindless Wars that had been brought on by Hyperborea’s fall. Through all that chaos, Haventree had always stood tall, growing a little larger each year, a symbol of the enduring Elekai spirit, a deep-rooted constancy that had seemed all but unshakeable.

However this war turned out, I realized the world after would never be the same. The order to evacuate had been so sudden that the interiors of the pods that were people’s homes were still lit by lamps that had never been turned off. The palace at the top was lit as well. I knew there were still people there – we couldn’t force someone to leave who was being stubborn about it. And looking down on that city, I didn’t blame them. For a lot of people, a world without Haven was a world not worth living in.

I flew up there for a while, trying to drink in the sight for the last time, gathering my own thoughts and memories about the place. For me, Haven had been true to its namesake. It was where Isaru and Jorla had first taken me upon rescuing me from Colonia. I had taken my parents there after winning them back from the Covenant. And it was where we had stopped, time and again, for rest, for information, or just when there seemed to be nothing better to do. Haven was a place we went when we needed perspective, and every time we had come here, we always had the answer for where to go next.

Isaru watched as well from the back of his new dragon, along with Fiona, each of them lost in their own thoughts. Isaru, tears on his face, was the first to urge his dragon northward, followed shortly by Fiona, who was also crying. The sky above was clear, full of stars, altogether pure, the dust even seeming to settle for a moment. A startling contrast to what lay just a few miles to the south. At least Haven had another moment to stand in beauty before being destroyed. For a moment, I doubted whether withdrawal was the right move. And how could I not? Haven was more than just a place. It was the closest thing to home that I knew. When it died, it would be the passing of an era.

We had dared too much in trying to protect it. How many had died because of that risk? If the fight hadn’t been worth it, then perhaps the spirit of the fight had been.

Get them to Mongar first, I thought. Keep ahead of them. That’s all you can do.

Another dragon pulled up alongside me. It was Elder Arminius, on his own large Askaleen.

“Elekim?” he said, breaking me from my thoughts.

I nodded, the tears finally falling. “It’s just hard to say goodbye.”

He nodded sagely. “You’re not responsible for it.” He nodded toward the south. “Only he is.”

I forced myself to nod. “I know that. And I know I can’t save everyone. Or everything.”

“As important as this city is,” Arminius said, “it pales to all those souls marching north, and the hope they have. One day, they might live in a world without those monsters threatening them. Haven can be rebuilt, Shanti. Human lives cannot.”

I knew he was right. “Is everyone out?”

Arminius nodded. “That’s what I came to tell you.”

“Let’s go, then.”

The Elder turned his dragon around, and I followed in his wake. I didn’t let myself look back.




* * *




Despite the army’s weariness, it was force marched throughout the entire night and only allowed a rest the next afternoon, after some thirty miles had been put between us and the Grand Canyon’s northern rim. The dragons and airships brought up the rear, always keeping watch for signs of the Radaskim. Shara, Isaru, and I flew with Dailyn and the Colonian Dragonguard to keep track of the swarm’s progress. So far, nothing was coming after us.

Measures were taken to slow their advance, on the theory that the crawlers could eat almost anything organic. Whatever food hadn’t been taken by fleeing people was loaded and carried off. In people’s haste to leave, some of the harvest had been left behind in silos and storage houses. Whatever was impossible to take, we put to the torch. And more than that, we scorched whatever crops and fields we happened upon the way. Anything edible was liable to end up in a crawler’s stomach, so it was better for that fuel to be emptied into the cold, blue sky as columns of thick, acrid smoke.

Not everything was easily burned, and setting the fires took time. Our dragons would fan the flames with their wings to spread them more quickly.

A day and a half after we began marching, we saw the first signs that Odium had regained control. The crawlers pierced through the scorched earth, still finding sustenance in the places the fires hadn’t reached, but not as much as they would have otherwise. At times, the fires were still smoldering, taking to the surrounding forests and xen, which made it hard for the Radaskim to advance. Slowly, but surely, we gained distance from them until our forces were a full fifty miles ahead. Our strategy seemed to be working, at least for the moment.

Even though we were ahead of the main force, it still didn’t stop ambushes from the dark forests lining either side of the road. There were never more than fifty or so, but it was enough to slow us down. The attacks had the clear purpose of allowing Odium to catch up to us.

Radaskim dragons, too, would find us in the night, attacking our scouts that strayed too far south. The airships kept constant vigil, beating them back any time they chose to attack. But with every wave that came, more of our forces fell. By the time we were passing the junction that led to the Sanctum, a dozen of our own dragons had fallen from the attacks.

After the Sanctum, the forests came to an end, and there were less towns, all of which were abandoned. Furniture, clothing, and household goods lined the streets haphazardly. Open doors creaked in the cold wind while windows were smashed in. We never found anyone in these places, and very little food. With the end of the forests was the beginning of more wild lands, filled with rocky, xen-covered hills mostly. Here, there was less to set fire to, but we were already halfway to Mongar, with the Radaskim swarm still fifty miles behind us.

But we could not keep up this pace forever. The people’s exhaustion only grew worse as a winter storm set in, blowing off the Red Mountains while sending the temperature plummeting. The cold didn’t have any effect on the Radaskim chasing us; our scouts reported that while we had slowed down, they had maintained pace, and over the next few days, they had closed the distance between us by ten miles. At this news, the people needed no further encouragement to keep going.

But then some of our people started to die. There were not enough carts to carry our dead with us. There was nothing to be done but to leave them on the side of the road, the luckier ones getting a shallow grave and a few stones to mark their resting places.

The road forked, the left side being the Pilgrimage Road, leading north toward Laston, and the right side being the Eastern Road, leading toward the Red Mountains and Mongar, and eventually, the Eastern Kingdoms, if one were to keep going. It was a sign we were getting close. But the weather only grew worse as we entered the foothills of the Red Mountains. Most of the towns here were completely abandoned. The bad weather was a blessing in disguise; the Radaskim’s air forces didn’t seem to want to engage us in it, which was just as well because the airships had trouble maneuvering in the high winds.

When Mongar was just a week’s march away, and the Radaskim swarm thirty miles behind us, hundreds had already died of exposure. The people’s forms were lean and their faces gaunt. Some muttered at the cruel pace we were setting, calling it a death march. It wasn’t hard to see why, but such talk ceased every time an advance party of crawlers struck at the column’s rear. This always had the effect of redoubling people’s efforts, reminding them of the reason we were doing this in the first place. We promised them rest, food, and warmth in Mongar. But all three things might as well have been a world away.

The worst part came as we began to ascend the foothills of the Red Mountains. Snow came down, falling on the forested valleys, covering mountain lakes that had already frozen over. After a couple of days, the snow thankfully stopped, leaving a land covered with white. But it only got colder as we gained elevation. An emissary from Mongar arrived a few days out from the city. The knowledge that the city was close gave our people the will to make one final push, while convincing the dissenters that, indeed, Mongar existed and we hadn’t been lying to them.

The swarm followed us into the mountains, but without the food of lower elevations, their progress slowed substantially. But we didn’t make the mistake of slowing down. Even I was beginning to wonder if we’d ever reach the city, especially when the snow started falling again. The grumbling of the people returned – at least, for those who still had energy for that.

And then, there the city stood. After the final turn of the Eastern Road, between two towering peaks, Mongar shone like a beacon in the night. Those walls, as high as they were, didn’t obscure the stone buildings built against the mountainside, filled with warm yellow lights that glowed in the snowy, evening gloom. The men were too tired to even let out a cheer. We were beyond that now, and too many had died on this six-week journey that any amount of celebration seemed a hollow thing indeed.

Some were so far gone that I wouldn’t have been surprised if they thought the opening of Mongar’s gates before us was a hallucination. Even I couldn’t fully believe it as I walked through them. I didn’t relax until every one of our people was in, until those thick gates shut the dangerous world outside firmly out.


























Chapter 37

The stone streets and buildings of Mongar were overflowing with people. Refugees, mostly, camped out in the streets and huddled around fires built on the wide stone promenade that served as the city’s main thoroughfare, which wove its way up the mountainside. But there were also soldiers and fighting men scattered among them who had sought refuge here. From their haggard appearance, it seemed that they had been here quite a while. Tents made from animal skins had been shabbily set against larger buildings. Mongar was a city full to bursting, and from the wide-eyed crowds staring at us as we entered, they were probably wondering just how there was room for more.

I was beginning to wonder that, too.

For well over two hours, our people poured through the Red Gate, Mongar’s western entrance. There seemed to be no end to it. People warmed themselves by the fires – men, women, children. Most were staring at us and speaking in low murmurs, their faces changing from unfriendliness to greed as soon as the food carts started rolling in. They stared with hungry eyes, some even licking their lips. Some of the fires were warming giant pots of stew, each with a line of hungry people extending well over a hundred feet, some even wrapping around corners. City guards kept watch, making sure no one cut or took more than their fair share. There was some order in this chaos, at least.

They not only slept on the streets. They slept in the alleyways, the more unfortunate seeming to not even have fires. Some of these people were lying entirely too still for comfort. It was bitterly cold, well below freezing, and many of them didn’t even have coats. Some of them were no doubt dead.

As time wore on, and the people grew bolder, some of the refugees pushed toward our supply carts, asking the drivers for food. Our men held the line, not allowing any of the carts to be ambushed as they rocked over the rough cobblestones. For now, the carts were going to the Skykeep, at the end of the main promenade, where the food could be kept under guard and distributed equally. It was hard to watch those eyes. The people seemed to congregate at every one of the street’s turns. They weren’t starving – not yet. But they were close. If we had arrived just a week later, things might have been different.

After half an hour, we arrived at the gates of the Skykeep, its walls and towers rising high against the mountainside. The doors slowly opened, revealing what had to be Syndic Salas and a sizeable retinue of men, along with several of the city guards. He wore a heavy fur coat and boots, and looked the definition of a mountain man. He was of middling height with a swarthy frame, with blonde hair that fell to his shoulders, along with a thick beard tamed just enough to not be thought unkempt. His retinue dressed similarly, and all their faces were grim.

I walked forward with Lord Harrow on my right and Elder Arminius on my left. Fiona, Isa, Shara, and Isaru stood just behind me, while the Elder Seekers stood at Arminius’s side. I could see that the courtyard within was spacious, though not spacious enough for all our men to set up camp in there.

When I was close enough, Syndic Salas broke into a relaxed smile that belied the tense mood. “Welcome to Mongar, Elekim. You and your men both. You’ll taste Mongarian hospitality, soon. We have to take care of each other, as the days grow cold and dark.”

Well, he certainly hadn’t thought that way when Queen Fiona had called for his men, but in retrospect, perhaps that wouldn’t have made much of a difference. “We’re grateful to be here. It’s been a long journey. All of us are lucky to even be alive.”

“Thanks to you, Elekim,” Syndic Salas said, with a regal bow. “Fiona wrote of your bravery, and how you were able to give your people a chance to escape. The walls of Mongar will hold, even against them. Just as they’ve held since our founding.”

If only you knew, I thought. But we couldn’t get into that now. “We’ve brought food and firewood that’ll last the city a while longer. The Radaskim are thirty or forty miles behind us. We lost many on the journey.”

Salas nodded gravely. “What matters is that you’re here, Elekim. Safe and sound.” It seemed he didn’t doubt my identity, at least. But behind his welcoming words, I got the feeling he viewed our arrival as more of a complication than anything else. Mongarians were notoriously isolationistic; they wanted to stay safe in their mountain home rather than get involved in the wider world, sustaining themselves from their mines and the trade that passed through. Mongar itself was situated on the uncreatively named Red Pass, which was the larger of the two main passes through the Red Mountains, the other being at Highgrove. 

Syndic Salas continued to speak. “I’ll cut to the chase, Elekim. The situation here is dire, as you might have seen on your way here. There is too little food, and quite frankly, too many people.”

“We understand your concern, Syndic,” Lord Harrow said, speaking with a measure of familiarity that said the two men had met, but didn’t know each other well enough to drop titles. “However, you will be grateful for our men in a week, when the Radaskim swarm begins their assault upon the city.”

“We should discuss the situation more inside. We have food, and a warm hearth. Two things that are conducive to what will be an important and long discussion.” The Syndic looked at the others who were with me. “Queen Fiona.” He gave a pronounced bow. “Be welcome to our humble city. Though beautiful, it is not Haven.”

“Well,” Fiona said, “Mongar is surely the most beautiful of the two by now.”

Syndic Salas paused awkwardly; had the man forgotten that Haven was gone?

“Forgive me,” he said. “I’ve no excuse for that, other than I have been under quite a deal of stress lately.” He opened his arms, seeming to embrace everyone in general. “Be welcome, all of you. Introductions between my people and yours can wait until we’re inside and out of the cold.” 

“What about my people?” I asked. “We have thousands, and the city is nearly overflowing.”

“That it is,” the Syndic agreed. “Fortunately, we have caves accessible from the Skykeep, which we have reserved especially for your men. They are spacious enough to host most of them, though some will have to set up camp in the courtyard. The houses and inns, I’m afraid, are already quite full and have been for some time.”

I nodded, relieved that most of them, at least, would have a warm place to stay. Even the courtyard would be better than being out in the streets. “That will work. Thank you.”

“Let us step inside,” the Syndic said. “My men will secure your carts and situate your people.”

As we walked through the gate and across the cobbled courtyard, Harrow spoke to the Syndic, cutting right to the chase. “We have about a thousand carts of food with us. We gathered what we could with what little time we had, including the stores we set in place on the road beforehand. Much of the harvest has gone unused as people abandoned their homes. It’s a shame to think of it falling into the hands of the enemy.”

The Syndic nodded, likely doing the math in his head of just how much longer that amount of food could keep his city going. “We are grateful, Lord Harrow. Most grateful.”

We stepped inside the warm keep, to be met with a great hall, square in shape and sporting four large hearths, one centered on each of the four walls. The combined effect made it feel very warm, especially compared to the frigid air outside. Several rows of long tables were set up in the center, with seating for perhaps fifty people. It reminded me a lot of the Sanctum, though on a smaller scale.

The conversation was put on hold while all of us sat at one of the tables, mostly the people who had been present at the last war council, though my parents were elsewhere. At a gesture from the Syndic, large pots were brought out by serving girls, along with bowls and spoons. The smell of the stew floated in the air. As my bowl was filled, it felt wrong to eat warm stew while my men were still out there, cold and hungry.

Perhaps guessing the reason for my hesitation, Lord Harrow leaned over. “The people will eat soon enough, Elekim. You must keep up your strength.”

I didn’t need further prodding. I ate as slowly as I could, though my bowl was cleaned much quicker than the Mongarians’. For a city that was starving, the higher-ups still seemed to be well-fed.

After the dinner was over, Lord Harrow and the Elders, mostly, worked out the logistics of situating our men with the Syndic and his council, Fiona adding her own touches every now and again. Salas’s chief military advisor, a swarthy man with a gray walrus mustache named Lord Amon Percy, seemed especially keen on mounting most of the cannons on the eastern wall, pointing out toward the Plains People, who were besieging the city on the other side. I kept my mouth silent on that subject, at least for now.

While discussing all this, High Guardian Mian and his airship captains entered the hall, and pulled up chairs to the table. Introductions were made, but they refused their stew, saying they had already eaten.

Mian had entered just in time to listen to the arguments being made for where to mount the cannons.

“This talk of defending against the Plains People is pure foolishness,” he said. “They should be our allies, not our enemies. The true enemy is to the west, and every shot we take at the Plains People is one less we can take at the Radaskim.”

“Mongar’s walls are ten feet thick, and twenty feet at some points,” Lord Percy said. “And Mongar has never fallen. We can defend both sides. We have the numbers. And the Plains People do not negotiate with civilized men. That much is known.”

“They might if they knew what was coming for them,” I said.

“But how to explain such intricacies to . . . savages?” Percy asked, his mouth twisting in distaste. “You’re asking us to work with people that have been our enemies for generations. They kill and scalp all who seek to cross the Barbarous Lands if they judge them easy targets. They are not truly people, if you ask me.”

Already, I had decided that Lord Percy and I were not going to be friends. While I tried to think of a response, Fiona spoke.

“Have you even tried negotiating with them?” Fiona asked. “They are people, Lord Percy. I hope that wasn’t just a hyperbole.”

“They won’t speak to a Mongarian,” Syndic Salas said. “Lord Percy is right in that. We’ve tried, many times. We’ve lost too many messengers to risk ever sending another.”

“Savages,” Lord Percy said again, blowing out his long, gray mustaches.

I wanted to slap the walrus man across the face, but obviously, that wasn’t an option at this point.

“We’re closed in on both sides,” I said, forcing myself to remain calm. “Negotiating with the Radaskim is impossible, but if there’s even a chance that the Plains People will listen to us, we need to take it. What is it that they want, exactly?”

“What else?” Lord Percy quipped. “They want what they’ve always wanted. Our food, our women, our gold and ichor.”

“They must be spoken to,” I said. “We can’t just assume that’s what they’re after, especially now. Such an assumption could be the death of all of us.”

“What about the Novan force?” Elder Arminius asked. “Any word on their movements?”

“They are besieging Highgrove at this very moment,” Salas said, with a scowl. “May those fools starve and die where they stand! Our scouts report that the Novans are ill-prepared for the cold and will likely surrender before they can even challenge the city. Even if Highgrove’s defenses are not as strong as ours.”

I could only shake my head at how senseless this was. All of us had to work together, and there were three human forces now in the Red Mountains, all hostile to one another. If that continued, we were only making ourselves weaker.

But I could control at least one of these things. “Who’s in charge of the Plains People?”

“They have what they call a First Man, but his word is hardly law. Any man can claim that title, if he has the strength and bravery to take it from him.”

“Someone must be leading them,” Shara said. “How else are they so organized? You’re making it seem like they’re . . . animals. You’re blinded by your hatred of them.”

The Syndic didn’t have an answer for that. I had to side with Shara. Large forces comprised of thousands of men didn’t just gather together without some sort of central, charismatic figure. Someone was leading the Plains People, and I would need to find out who if we were to even have a chance of leaving this city.

The talks went on late into the night. Harrow did most of the talking, wheeling and dealing to get the best for our men. We would still oversee our own food supplies, but were expected to share it with the local population, which none of us had qualms with. The dragons would be staying in a system of caves south of the city. There were ichor pools and xen growing there, which would provide food for them as well as ichor to bathe in.

At last, the conversation turned back to the Plains People; whether to continue fighting them, or to seek some form of resolution. The assembly seemed to be split in half, with the Mongarians generally siding with fighting their ancient enemy, and my side wanting to negotiate.

“You think that they are people in the same way that we are,” the Syndic said, after going back and forth for hours. “They are not. That’s all I can say. If you think their fear of the Radaskim will overcome their hatred of the Elekai, then you’ll be disappointed. I won’t stop you if you want to speak to them. They kill all messengers, like I said before.”

I listened and tried to think the problem through. It wasn’t that I doubted Salas; no one seemed to be contradicting him, not even the people on my side. But there was a missing piece, and I refused to believe that they were “savages,” as Lord Percy distastefully put it.

But it was a question that would have to be settled tomorrow. I noticed that some people on our side were nodding off, and the fires in the hearths had burned low.

“I think we’ve accomplished all we can for now,” I said. “We’re exhausted.”

The Syndic nodded in agreement. “I’ve prepared rooms for all of you. Most will have to be shared, I’m afraid; every inch of the keep is occupied.”

“I’m grateful for anything” I said. “As long as I have a place to lay my head.”

“And Elekim,” Salas said, now standing and placing a fist over his heart. “We are grateful for your coming.”

“And we are grateful to be here,” I said. “We are saving each other, as best as we can. I hope we can figure things out going forward.”

The Syndic nodded, indicating that he had the same wish.

The council broke as sleeping arrangements were discussed. The Syndic himself led us upstairs, to a room that had its own fireplace and about twenty cots. I grabbed the first one I could find and laid down on it. None of us spoke with each other. Everyone only had one thing on their minds.

When I closed my eyes, I was dead to the world.


























Chapter 38

When I woke up, the room was full of people still sleeping. I didn’t know most of them, but they seemed to be soldiers. My friends had taken up the cots around me. The small room contained one window, both shuttered and barred, with sunlight peeking through. The room was hot, almost stifling. And it reeked almost to the point of causing nausea. At least I was warm from head to toe for the first time in weeks.

I flipped on my stomach to sleep some more, awakening only when the noise of everyone waking up was too loud to be ignored. Shara was already dressed and sitting on her cot, seeming surprisingly refreshed despite the chaos of the last few days. Isaru, Isa, and Fiona were also waiting. I was a bit annoyed that none had wanted to wake me, but I could hardly blame them.

In the end, it was Shara who led us down to the Great Hall. Already, a lot of people were sitting at the tables eating breakfast, or taking up spots wherever there was space, even on the floor or leaning against the wall with bowls and spoons in hand.

We lined up to get our own food, the men watching us with surprise, probably at the fact that we were even eating with them. Some reached out to shake my hand, others asked me questions, such as what our next move was going to be. Some asked if we were going to fight here.

I answered them all as best as I could. Some of the men offered me their food, but I refused, telling them to eat.

Nonetheless, when we were finally served, each of us got larger portions than the others. There was nothing to be done about that, and I was hungry, so I let it slide.

As we looked for a place to eat, a group of men hastily stood, giving us their seats. I refused them, but they insisted, gesturing for us to sit down. It would be rude to say no at this point, so we sat. The higher-ups had agreed to meet again in the morning, but the time and place hadn’t been specified. The men watched us eat, every one of our moves being scrutinized. If we ever needed anything – a refill on coffee, a second helping, the men rushed to do it faster than any servant would have.

It was strange to see the men respect me when so many lives had been lost because of my bad decisions. I didn’t feel worthy of the respect. But in the end, I realized that this was where I needed to be. They had to see me as Anna Reborn. I wasn’t only that to them. I was Elekim, and to most of them, that was the same as being a god. I didn’t know how I would react if a god sat down to eat breakfast with me.

Finally, one of the men, a bearded soldier not much older than me, plucked up the courage to speak to me directly.

“Elekim, they say you destroyed Odium. Why is his army still chasing us?”

I looked at him, wondering how he could have gotten things so wrong. “Is that what people are saying?”

“They say many things,” he said. “I don’t know what to believe. They say you defeated him. Some say he’s still alive, and we’re fleeing because we can’t defeat him. Others say that the Radaskim can’t fight as well in cold weather, which is why we came to hide here.”

“We are the ones who can’t fight in the cold weather,” another soldier said.

I decided I’d have to clear up the rumors, whatever they were. I made my voice loud enough to where most could hear. Most other conversations had gone quiet by this point.

“I didn’t defeat Odium. Not even close. Using the Xenofold, I slowed him down and gave us a chance to get here.”

The first soldier nodded, as if he understood. “And we’re going to fight him here?”

I wasn’t sure how to answer that. “We might. General Harrow, the Elder Council, the Syndic . . . we’re all still trying to decide what’s best.”

Others grew bold enough to ask more questions: How are we going to win? Do we have to fight the Plains People? How much longer until we run out of food? Can we please get moved to the castle to sleep?

On and on it went. I patiently tried to answer everyone I could, until Fiona touched me on the shoulder and nodded toward the front doors. My parents were standing there, along with the Syndic and some of his closest counselors, including Lord Percy from last night.

I excused myself and made my way there, telling the men to stay strong, and that I was proud of them. When I reached the doors, my parents embraced me.

“We think we’ve come up with a solution to last night’s problem,” the Syndic began.

“What’s that?” I asked.

He eyed the Great Hall. “Let’s go outside. It’ll be quieter.” We followed him out there, taking a few steps away from the doors. I noticed Elder Arminius was also here. He came to join our group as the Syndic continued. “In the past, we’ve always sent men on horseback to deal with the Plains People. At least, back when we were foolish enough to try and negotiate with them. But you have something that we’ve never had – dragons in quantities great enough to give them pause.”

“Of course, it wouldn’t just be me going out there alone,” I said. “I would take Flame with me.”

“We’re not used to thinking in terms of dragons,” the Syndic explained. “We aren’t like the Annajen, or the Makai, or even the Colonians, who have a long tradition of dragonriding. To even think of having a hundred dragons in the same place, on the same side as us, is hard to fathom. And yet, here we are.”

“That settles it, then,” Shara said. She looked at me. “Right?”

I thought about it for a moment. It didn’t solve things entirely. “If we’re going to speak with them, then we will still have to be face to face at some point. We can’t just shout from dragonback, and even if we could, we’d be in range of their arrows.”

“We can send a man ahead, if you like, to warn them of your coming,” Lord Percy said.

“And have him die for no reason?” I asked. “No, I don’t think we’ll do that.”

“The Plains People speak English,” Syndic Salas said. “The ancient kind from books. But of all those people, there might be some who speak Espan. They let some trade caravans pass through their lands, after all.”

“Shanti can speak English perfectly,” Fiona said.

“Book English,” I said. “It probably isn’t the same as theirs.”

“Maybe that could open things up,” the Syndic said. “Of course, we’ve tried talking to them in English, but it hasn’t been any more effective.”

I frowned as I thought about the problem. I didn’t want to take many dragons with me. That would only cause panic, and perhaps make them more likely to retaliate, which was something we couldn’t afford.

“I don’t want too many to go with me,” I said. “One, or at most, two other people.”

“Elekim,” Elder Arminius began, “I would strongly advise against that. Take twenty dragons, at the very least.”

“That sends the wrong message,” I said. “I need to show them I’m strong, even when I don’t have an army behind me.”

“Elekim,” the Syndic said, with forced patience, “Strength is the only thing the Plains People understand. You shouldn’t be afraid to show it.”

“I must show them a different way,” I said. “You’ve shown them strength before, but did it have the effect you were looking for?”

The Syndic was silent on that point. At the same time, I didn’t know if what I wanted to try would work, either. I knew that if I could just communicate with them, they would see the sense of my words. 

I hated to go in blind, not knowing what would work. But what choice did I have? The last thing I wanted was to cut my way through these people. Something told me they saw the danger that was coming, although I didn’t know why that would lead them to the gates of Mongar.

There was only one way to find out.

“I’ll take Shara with me,” I said. “The rest of you can bunker down here.”

I said it in a tone that was final, so that no one would try to contradict me.

At last, Syndic Salas bowed to my demand. “As you wish, Elekim. As you wish.”

Elder Arminius swallowed. “And when do you intend to go?”

“As soon as possible,” I said. “We have no time to lose.”




* * *




Making good on those words, I called for Flame and Red Tail, sensing that they were not far in the mountain caves south of the city. We watched the white mountainside until we could pick out their forms against it. They glided over the city wall until they were above the Skykeep’s courtyard. As they landed, people scurried out of the way.

Shara and I mounted up while everyone else saw us off. Before I had climbed on, my mother insisted Shara and I each wear a heavy fur coat she had found from somewhere, along with fur-lined gloves. I was a bit annoyed, but I had to admit she was right. We would be much warmer wearing them.

The Elders watched with worried expressions, while the Syndic’s face was neutral. Lord Percy’s face had an appraising, and almost amused air. Fiona, Isa, and Isaru watched as well, with Fiona offering a final bit of advice.

“Don’t feel as if you have to contact them if you deem it too dangerous,” she said. “It’s a long shot, and all of us understand that.”

It felt as if I were the only one who was still optimistic. I didn’t care what they said about these Plains People, or how much experience they had dealing with them. People were the same everywhere when you peeled away the outer layers of custom and culture. The key was whether they’d be willing to let me into their culture.

Let’s go, Flame.

Flame gave a running start and beat his wide wings rapidly, with Red Tail in close pursuit. Flame circled the courtyard twice before he was high enough to pass over the wall surrounding the keep. And just like that, the Skykeep was behind us, along with my parents, friends, and all of those advising me against doing this.




* * *




As soon as we were airborne above the crowded city, I was very glad for the coat my mother gave me. Only my face and ears were freezing, now, but it was manageable. I turned Flame east, which would take us out of the city and through the rest of the Red Pass, toward the wide plains where the Plains People were said to be camping.

We flew over the final rise of the pass and got our first sight of just what we would be dealing with. Spread along those plains, at the bottom of the foothills, were hundreds, and perhaps even thousands, of round, pointed tents, each with smoke emitting from their tops. There were also just as many horses, if not more, sheltered under shabby roofs built over hitching lines. Just how many horses did these people have?

And there were a lot of people, all of them milling about like ants on the ground, gathering, talking, and as we drew closer, pointing upward and staring.

As we neared them, lowering in altitude, I was at a loss for where to go. Every tent looked the same, and there was none that was significantly larger than the others which might give a clue about where to find their leader. I remembered what Syndic Salas had said; the Plains People didn’t see hierarchy the same way as the Elekai kingdoms. In that way, they seemed to be more like the Wilders. Other than what I’d been told, I didn’t know much about them. My education at the Sanctum had barely even touched on them.

“Where do we go?” Shara called.

Down below, men were already mounting their horses and hefting their bows. Their hair was long and wild, and some of them even had bare skin above the waist, despite the harsh weather. It was probably just above freezing.

“I think they’re trying to follow us,” I said.

Just a minute more of flying above the camp revealed that to be the case. As we flew on ahead, about a hundred horsemen had gathered below us, easily keeping pace with Flame and Redtail, though neither of our dragons were trying to outrun them. We were out of range, and their bows were no danger to us. All the same, it didn’t seem they would let us land. Even as we flew outside the bounds of the camp, they followed directly below us.

“We should turn back,” Shara called out. “There’s too many.”

“Maybe I should try talking to them,” I called back.

“No!” Shara said. “You see those bows? It’s not worth the risk!”

I knew she was right. It was hard to hit a moving target, but there were well over a hundred horsemen by now. A couple of them might get lucky.

“What do we do, then? We can’t just go back empty-handed.”

A piercing shriek emanated from behind us. That sound could only mean one thing.

“Dragon!” Shara said.

We turned to the sight of a large Askaleen flapping after us. And it wasn’t just a dragon. It was carrying a rider, long-haired and bare-chested, wearing a long headdress made of white animal fur.

They could fly dragons, too?

But as the Askaleen neared, I saw that it was the only one. I urged Flame back to intercept the rider. This was something I could work with.


























Chapter 39

The man flying the dragon dropped his elevation, so that he would be slightly above the mounted warriors. If we pursued him that low, we’d only be prey for the riders’ arrows. Was he trying to draw us in to be killed?

“What now?” Shara asked.

I knew exactly what came next. I reached for the Xenofold and found its power easily enough. It was a simple matter of tethering the rider’s dragon to me; as I suspected, he was Mindless. I let the Xenofold flow from my mind into his, allowing him to awaken for the first time in his life.

Just a moment later, the dragon was fully Elekai.

Elekim, his voice said, entering my mind.

Fly toward us, I said. Make sure your rider doesn’t fall.

As the dragon obeyed, its rider desperately tried to regain control of it by shouting. But it was futile. The men below were now calling for the man to come back down, but of course, he was powerless to do anything. The dragon was loyal to me, now, and to the Xenofold.

As the dragon drew closer, the man hefted his bow, quickly knocking an arrow.

Jolt him a bit, I said. Make him stop.

The Askaleen shook its body enough to jar the man, but not so much as to make him fall. The man’s bow dropped in the confusion, and he clung, terrified, to the dragon. The horsemen below were screaming their dismay.

Still not to be deterred, the man reached for a knife at his side, just as the dragon stopped shaking him. The dragon gave another jolt as the man threw the knife at us. It came close but ended up whistling by my head a few feet away. If he managed that kind of accuracy under duress, then I didn’t doubt he had the skill to hit me in better conditions.

They weren’t kidding about them, I thought, feeling doubt for the first time.

The man, it seemed, had no more weapons. He stared balefully at us, even crossing his arms.

Pull up alongside us, I told the dragon.

Within the minute, three dragons were flying side-by-side, with the man in the center of Shara and me. He stared at either of us, his face a mixture of anger and fear. It seemed as if he was strongly considering trying to jump the distance between us, but of course, such an action would be suicidal on his part.

Whether he liked it or not, he would be forced to hear us out.

“Don’t bother trying to jump,” I said, in English. “You won’t make it.”

The words seemed to surprise him, but he gave no response.

“I’ll talk first,” I said. “Are you in command of this army?”

The man was silent for a very long time. It was a full two minutes before I decided to speak again. I needed to try a different tack.

“How long can you really fly in this weather with no shirt?” I asked.

“I won’t freeze,” the man said, stubbornly.

The response was something, and something about his proud bearing told me he was the one I wanted to talk to.

“You seem to be very tough. I do wonder how you are going to get me to go away if you don’t say at least something.”

The man looked at me, seeming unsure of whether to respond. In the end, though, he did.

“Why are you here?”

“I’m here because I want to help you. My name is Shanti Roshar, Elekim to the Elekai and Annara Reborn.”

Surprisingly, both titles didn’t seem to pique his curiosity. Instead, he answered simply.

“I’m First Man to the Plains People.”

I ignored the fact that he hadn’t told me his name. I didn’t want to antagonize him too much. Hopefully, Shara would not goad him, as she was sometimes inclined to do. I was grateful she didn’t know how to speak English, and hoped the First Man didn’t understand Espan.

“You have quite a large force of men down there,” I said.

The First Man looked down at his army, but didn’t otherwise react to my observation.

“We only want to talk,” I said. “Wouldn’t it be great if we could avoid hostilities, and perhaps even to work together?”

“Impossible,” Victor said, staring at me balefully. “In the past, we’ve talked, but here we still are, on the plains. We have learned since the days of my grandfather’s grandfather to never trust an Elekai. Now, the Settled to us are nothing more than practice for our aim.”

The Settled must have been their name for anyone who didn’t live their lives from the back of a horse.

We flew on in silence for some time. The horsemen below were now far behind us. Their horses would tire long before our dragons.

To my surprise, it was the man who broke the silence. “How did you turn my beast? It was you, wasn’t it?”

He was interested in something, at least.

“I’m Elekim,” I said. “I’m the leader of all the Elekai. Including the dragons.”

The man gave me a dark look, perhaps thinking my words were a joke or in poor taste. His expression changed, however, when he saw I was serious. “Elekim,” he said. “I thought he died a long time ago.” He laughed at the idea.

“I’m not him,” I said. “But his title is now passed on to me. I have the authority to speak on behalf of all the Elekai.”

“We are not Elekai,” the man said. “We will not follow you. That’s all you Settled ever want.”

“I’m not asking you to follow me,” I said.

“What do you want, then? Have you come to beg for mercy, for our people to disband? They will not. Not until Mongar is a heap of ruins, not until every stone is carried away and cast onto the plains!”

I was surprised by his vitriol, even if I had been warned about it.

“What do you hope to accomplish by attacking Mongar?” I asked.

The man looked at me disgustedly, as if the answer to that should be obvious. “Your monsters are attacking us from the south. We had no choice but to flee here. We are attacking because we are dead otherwise.”

They thought the Radaskim were the same as us. Finally, I had something to work with. “They are our enemies, too. We’re running from them right now. They are led by a large black dragon named Odium. They are not Elekai, but Radaskim.”

“But they have dragons, as you do,” the man protested.

“You have a dragon, too,” I said. “Does that make you Radaskim?”

The man didn’t have an answer for that.

“How far south are they?” I asked.

The man shrugged. “Fifty miles, maybe. And they are coming further north every day.” He nodded his head toward the mountains and the city, not visible beyond the pass. “We thought we might break through here. We’ve lost thousands of people already.” His face darkened. “I even lost my wife.”

So, there was a second Radaskim swarm. It looked even worse than I had thought.

“If you attack Mongar, you would be targeting the wrong people,” I said. “Odium is the true enemy. He’s the one killing your people, not us. We’re fighting against him. If you attack us, you’re only serving him.”

The man looked at me, obviously suspecting that I was trying to trick him. Please believe me, I thought. I didn’t know how to convince him that I was telling him the truth.

“Everything you’re saying is different from what I know,” he finally said. “You’re saying those monsters aren’t yours? They are something else?”

I nodded. “Mongar will fall even without you speeding it along, because the Radaskim are besieging it from the western side. And you and your people will die when he attacks you from the south.”

Odium obviously sought to surround us on all fronts. That would make it impossible to withdraw to Ragnarok Crater and protect it from the Radaskim. The Crater was getting close, now. From this very spot, it was little over a hundred miles away.

“If we fight each other, then all of us will die,” I said. “If there’s to be hope, we must work together. Despite the bad blood between our people.”

We flew on a few minutes longer, the man needing to mull things over. After a while, he turned to look at me.

“Turn us back,” he said. “I have to talk to my men and tell them what you’ve told me. I might lose my position for my failure to kill you. They might string me up for a traitor. But . . . if there’s even a chance you’re right . . .”

“We are right,” Shara said, fumbling with her English words. Where had she learned that? Had she understood all our conversation?

I shot her a glance to silence her, and then turned my attention back to Victor to smooth things over. “Your dragon will carry you back and won’t harm you. But he will never be the same now that he’s awake.”

“I don’t like this,” he said.

“If anything, he’ll fight harder,” I said. “But you will no longer be his master. He wants to join me in the fight against Odium. I hope you’ll come to the same conclusion.”

“We’ll see,” he said. “I have to talk to my people. Come back later. This evening.”

With that, he urged his dragon to turn, and finding that the creature obeyed him, headed back toward the tents spread across the plain. It wasn’t long before his dragon caught up with the horsemen that had been following us.

“Let’s hope you’ve done enough to convince him,” Shara said.

“Let’s get back to Mongar and give them the news.”




* * *




When we returned to Mongar, the War Council met once again, with the Syndic and his council adding to our number. The main topic of debate was whether Shara and I should accept the First Mans’s invitation to return that evening.

“It’s surely a trap,” Lord Percy said.

“We don’t know that for a certainty,” Elder Arminius said. “And it may be our one chance to win over the Plains People.”

“Such a thing has never happened in all of our history,” the Syndic said. “I have no idea what you said to him, Elekim, but it seems to have worked.”

“Nothing is sure, yet,” I said, “but I have no doubt about my decision. I intend to meet with him again. I’m only here for advice on how to do that.”

“I’ve given my counsel,” Lord Percy said. “I have nothing more to say on the subject. But if you’re set on this course, I can only recommend that you have an escape plan ready.”

Even if I didn’t agree with the Mongarian war advisor, I had to admit an escape plan was a sensible plan. “What would you suggest?”

“Other than don’t meet with him?” He shrugged. “Never stray far from your dragons. Even that might not be enough.”

I knew that likely wasn’t going to happen. “I don’t see any other option. If I sit here and do nothing, the Radaskim will hit us at the Red Gate while the Plains People will block our escape. And with the second Radaskim force coming up the plains, we will only weaken ourselves on each other before getting wiped out.”

“Our city has never fallen,” the Syndic said, stroking his blonde beard. “I don’t intend to start that soon.”

“You’ve never faced an enemy like the Radaskim,” I said. “The city will hold them back for a time. But if the Plains People are left to the east, then our situation becomes perilous.”

“If you are truly set on this course, then I won’t dissuade you,” Syndic Salas said. “You spoke with this man, and I admit, that isn’t nothing. It’s more than anyone has done in living memory.”

“They have been behaving rather strangely of late,” Lord Percy said.

“How so?” I asked.

“Until recently, they operated in small tribes, under the control of a single chief,” he said. “This . . . horde . . . of theirs is a recent development. Before, they could cobble together one or two thousand men, but were usually too busy fighting each other to bother us.”

“They are doing it because of the Radaskim,” I said. “People will set aside differences when a bigger enemy comes along.”

And that was what these mountain men were simply not seeing, in my view, though I kept that thought to myself.

“Maybe I can help with this,” Isa said. Young as she was, people still listened as she spoke. “A history lesson, probably known by most of you here, but hasn’t been said out loud yet as a way of reminder.” I nodded for her to continue. “Many of the Plains People used to live in the Red Wild, back before the time of the Exile. As the Elekai population was forced into the Wild after the fall of the First Covenant, they were competing with the numerous tribes that already existed here. It took a few generations, but the Exiles were successful in pushing out what would become the Plains People past the Red Mountains.”

“That history is debatable,” Lord Percy said, gruffly.

“Perhaps,” Isa said. “But if the Plains People believed it happened . . . well, I think it goes a long way toward explaining their hostility.”

Lord Percy was silent on that point.

“The man I talked to today said they weren’t Elekai, though,” I said.

“I might be speaking out of my depth,” Isa said, “but wouldn’t that make sense? If they’re nursing an old grudge against us, they might want to disassociate themselves. It’s hard to imagine them living in the Red Wild without being Elekai themselves. Or at least, without some of them being Elekai. After all these years, I’m sure there’s been a lot of mixing and intermarrying, but surely there are still a few of them with the old blood.” She then looked at me. “You said that man was riding a dragon, right?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“The Colonian Dragonguard are the only non-Elekai that have been known to train dragons,” Isa said. “And even still, they take advantage of how Elekai can bond to each other. For the members of the Dragonguard need at least some small potential of innate ability, coupled with Aether, to be able to control their beasts.”

Captain Dailyn, who was sitting at the table, lent his support. “That much is true.”

The Syndic listened with interest. “What are you suggesting? Miss Arnor, was it?”

“Yes,” she said, primly. “Isa Arnor. I’m suggesting that, perhaps, the Plains People remember old slights, and that they might think of the Red Wild in the same way that many Elekai remember Colonia. The Red Wild could be their rightful heritage.”

“Miss Arnor,” Lord Percy said, “You are describing events that happened generations ago, older than the time of even Hyperborea. The past is too murky to be making such suppositions.”

Isa faced him matter-of-factly, as if he weren’t a man several decades her senior. “Does time change the way many Elekai view Colonia, or the Covenant? Some things are so terrible, so tragic, that they will never be forgotten. Not for hundreds of years. In fact, if an insult or injustice is bad enough, it can be nursed for generations until it becomes the basis of an entire people’s identity. They hate us, not because of our cities or our wealth. They hate us because they see the Red Wild as their rightful inheritance. It’s possible, if they were the first ones here, that they have a lot in common with the Wilders, who were pushed to periphery in their own way as the Three Kingdoms were formed. If they were the first ones here, then it’s not a huge leap to say that they were the ones the Xenofold originally chose to be the Red Wild’s gardeners, along with the dragons.”

“A myth,” the Syndic said, skeptically.

“She’s right,” I said. “Maybe a lot of that Elekai blood has diluted over the years, but even in a place like Colonia, where it’s actively erased, it still crops up after a generation or two. I have no doubt that many of the Plains People are like us.”

“Just to think of all that lost lore,” Isaru said, quietly. “It’s an interesting theory that needs further investigation.”

“Of course,” Judge Lian said, “the only way we’ll truly find out is by speaking to them.”

That was a fair observation that even the Syndic and Lord Percy couldn’t find fault with.

“You’ve made your choice,” Syndic Salas said. “Perhaps we’re wrong to be so skeptical of it. It’s not as if we have a better idea.”

With that pronouncement, the mood in the chamber shifted.

“Whatever you need,” the Syndic said, “we’ll provide.”

“All I need is Shara, myself, and our dragons. I think we could lose trust with them if we showed up with more men.”

“I think you’re right,” Elder Arminius said. “But I also think the Syndic is wise to urge caution. If what Isa said is true about these old grievances, then you must be very careful.” He smiled grimly. “What better way to get revenge on the Elekai than to kill the one they call Elekim?”

It was a fair point, and one I hadn’t thought of before. I would have to be very careful.

But at the same time, where the Syndic and Elder Arminius were urging caution, I could only see opportunity. There were probably Elekai among the Plains People. That was something I could work with.

Whatever the case, the decision was settled in my mind, even more than it had been before. “The First Man wanted us to come back by evening. I suggest we break here. Eat, rest a bit, and make sure our people are fed. I’m not sure when we’ll be back, but I’m optimistic.”

Lord Percy and several of the Mongarian council members seemed skeptical. But even if some of that skepticism was healthy, it was not what we needed right now.

This was our only shot.


























Chapter 40

A gathering of about a hundred people saw us off the eastern wall, where we decided to fly off on our dragons. Word had spread fast that Elekim was going to negotiate with the Plains People, and that I had even managed to speak with their leader.

They shouted encouragement and well-wishes as we set off across the forested, snowy pass. Their cheers faded quickly as the cold wind took over. I leaned against Flame’s body for warmth, while Shara did the same for Red Tail.

We didn’t speak on our way, as the sun behind us set over the mountains, leaving the land covered in shadow. The temperature was plummeting and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. We passed the Shen air fleet, moored on the mountain to Mongar’s south, not too far from the dragons’ caves.

The journey to the plains went faster this time. Flame and Red Tail knew exactly where to fly, but even without their intuition, it wouldn’t have been difficult to spy the large bonfire burning at the center of the Plains People camp, shining like a beacon in the distance. Shara and I made our way closer. Once over the camp, we drifted lower to get a feel for things.

Practically everyone in the camp seemed to be there, all bearing bows, with hundreds, and perhaps even thousands, of warriors mounted on their steeds. There were men, women, and children, wrapped in furs and animal skins, wearing moccasins and boots. Everyone had long hair, and most of the men had long, scraggly beards, with many decked out in tattoos and war paint. I was surprised to see that even a lot of the women looked just as fierce, whooping and hollering at our approach.

I watched as another group of men, no differently dressed from the rest of the crowd, but bearing axes as well as bows, stood in front of the people, closer to the fire. They watched with steady eyes as we passed overhead.

I didn’t want to hesitate too much longer, to give the impression I was afraid. Which in truth, I was. It was time to go down. Nothing was going to get done until we did.

Xenofold guide me, I thought, embracing Silence to steady my nerves.

I went down first, followed by Shara. The people were unflinching as our dragons set down beside them, in a space that seemed to be kept clear for the purpose. I slid off Flame and faced the men closest to the flame. There were twelve of them, ranging in age from their twenties until possibly their seventies, judging by the wrinkles on a couple of them. All of them wore either a beard or long mustaches, and in some cases, both. The First Man, whose name I still didn’t know, stood in the middle of all of them. Even if he was a first among equals, he stood slightly ahead of the rest of them, arms folded, with geometric and interlocking tattoos covering half of his body.

It was he who spoke first. “Be welcome at our fire. Share meat and milk with us.”

Since this was probably a custom, I didn’t dare refuse. I nodded, and Shara and I stepped closer to the fire. Several serving women rushed forward, spreading out a cloth, on which they placed some charred haunches of meat, aromatic with spices, along with some flatbread and two large bowls of a milky, frothy substance. That had to be the milk, but it seemed different, and probably alcoholic. There were no cups, no plates, not even platters on which the food had been placed.

As the women scurried away, no one sat down to the meal. After a long, drawn moment, the First Man, with a gesture, invited us to sit first.

Shara and I did so, and only then did the others sit, but on the other side of the cloth, leaving plenty of space between us. The others started eating, grabbing the meat and ripping it right from the bone. The bowls of milk were passed around, to be shared communally. Men took the pieces of bread, at times, and picked the meat up with it, or even dipped it in the bowl.

Shara and I started eating in the same way, without any sort of hesitation that might be offensive. I felt dozens of pairs of eyes on me, all watching for our reaction.

The meat and bread were good, not much different from what I might have eaten at home, though spiced differently. But the milk was an acquired taste, to put it in the nicest way possible, and was most definitely as alcoholic as it was sweet. But the men seemed to like it, drinking deeply and with gusto, liquid dripping from their mustaches and beards, mixing with the grease of the meat. To clean themselves, they used nothing more than the back of their hairy forearms. Almost all of them let out loud belches regularly. It was as if there were a contest to see who could do it the loudest.

I ate until full, trying to match my pace with the others. The men across the cloth were staring at me now. I met their gaze.

The First Man began by speaking in English. “We thought you wouldn’t come, Elekim. You should know something, before we get started. We’ve never let one of the Settled out of our camps alive.”

I wasn’t sure if that was meant to intimidate me, but I saw it for what it was: a test. He wanted to see if his words would scare me. “Hopefully you don’t treat all your guests that way.”

The First Man gave a small chuckle. “No. You wanted to talk, and so we will talk. The chiefs have allowed it because they named me First Man. I bear the responsibility for your actions in this place. So, my reputation is on the line.”

I nodded. “It’s not in my interest to ruin that. I only want to talk.” I realized that not everyone might know the reason I came. “The Radaskim.”

There was a tense silence, broken again by the First Man. “We will speak of that. First, you should know that my name is Victor, Son of Harrell, Son of Malik.”

Victor waited for me to offer my name, though I had already told him in the air earlier. “I’m Shanti Roshar. This is Shara Laen, my friend.”

“A good friend,” he said. “To follow you into certain death.”

Shara couldn’t seem to follow the conversation, so I translated what he said.

“I’ll die anyway if we can’t convince you of the truth,” Shara said.

When I translated that back, Victor smiled. “We scalp our enemies and burn their bodies still living. I can’t think of a worse way to die.”

After I hesitatingly translated that bit, a very uncomfortable silence dragged on, until Victor broke it once again.

“We’ve given you an opportunity we’ve never given another outsider, Elekim. You are young, but then again, so am I. Here on the Plains, strength is the only thing we respect. What you did with my dragon, Mauler, is an action I can only respect, because no one among us could do the same, not even the strongest of the Old Blood. And you’ve come here with just one friend, when you could have brought more.” He looked at me, considering. “My riders also reported you have no men or dragons lying in wait. You came here knowing you could die, and thereby have passed our first test. In so doing, you’ve already done more than most of us expected.”

“So, you’ll speak with us?” I asked.

Victor nodded. “Aye. We’ll speak to you. We’ve shared meat and milk with you, as we would with one of our enemies on the Plain that we seek reconciliation with. But never think you’re safe, Shanti and Shara. Not in this place.”

“None of us are safe,” I said. “Whether I die today, or two weeks from now, doesn’t matter. All that matters is keeping everyone safe.”

“I seek the same,” Victor said. “All of us wish that.”

Several of the other chiefs nodded, but most assumed blank, neutral expressions. It was impossible to tell from their eyes, hidden by the darkness and the swirling of flames, what they really thought. I felt that two of them, at least, were Elekai. The Old Blood, as Victor had called it.

“Do any of you challenge what she’s saying?” Victor asked.

The men watched me impassively, the flames of the bonfire seeming to dance in their dark eyes.

One of the men spoke up. “I don’t know enough to judge her right or wrong.”

“You must judge with your heart then, Elis, and not your mind.”

Another man spoke up. “I believe she tells the truth. Her truth.”

“There is only one truth, Akal,” the First Man said. “And that truth is everyone’s truth.”

“In the past are our traditions,” said one of the chiefs, who looked to be the oldest, and nearly blind from the way his eyes couldn’t focus. “And in the future, only change. Can more than two centuries of wrongs be set right in a single night?”

The men were quiet on this question, and even seemed to defer to the asker. One by one, they looked at me, wanting to know my thoughts.

“My friend back in Mongar told me that your people were wronged long ago, and were driven into the Plains by my people,” I said. “Is that the past injustice you’re referring to?”

“The very same,” the First Man said, seeming surprised that I knew about it. “Do you acknowledge your people’s crime, then?”

“Until today, I knew nothing about it. But ignorance doesn’t absolve one of guilt when a wrong has been done.”

“It must be undone,” one of the chiefs said.

“How can we move past it?” I asked.

“Much blood has been spilled on both sides,” Victor said. “The sins of centuries have piled into the sky.”

“Whatever wrongs have been done, we can move past them,” I said. “If we are willing to face the truth. At the very least, we can set them aside for now while we deal with the true threat.”

“We cannot fight side-by-side with ones who are our enemies,” Victor said. “It would destroy us.”

“We’re ready to be friends,” I said. “We’re ready if you are.”

Several of the men scowled at this, and somehow, I got the feeling that I’d said something wrong.

“It goes beyond tradition,” the youngest looking chief said, standing up. His face was smooth as if he didn’t have to regularly shave yet, though his eyes were intense, and even a little crazy. “If we join with them, we would lose who we are! Even this talk is spitting on the graves of our ancestors. Even now, their spirits watch us from the flames! What do they think of us talking to the usurper of the Red Land? How are we to win the Red Land back except by blood?”

“The ghosts do not wish for us to join them, Nalam,” the old one said.

“You’ve grown soft, Hadon,” the young man said. “You would not have said this if you were anything as fierce as the tales make you out to be.”

The chiefs quieted at the blatant disrespect, and all turned to Hadon for comment. The old man stood still, betraying no emotion on his face.

“Yes,” he finally said. “I was fierce. Fiercer than a bear, insatiable as fire, colder than a winter solstice midnight. I’ve killed by my own hand ten times the years you’ve been alive, boy. I’ve faced death countless times, smiling at him as an old friend.” Hadon smiled a toothless smile, his rheumy eyes seeking out his challenger. “Are you smiling now, Nalam?”

“There’s no challenge and no honor in beating an old man,” Nalam said. His eyes darted toward me. His smile was cruel. “I would test the strength of this Elekim. If she’s really the Chosen of the Xenofold, then there’s no use for useless prattle, is there? All of you cluck like so many old women, afraid to get blood on your skirts.”

No one said a word against Nalam, and I could see why. He was a man in his prime, tall, strong, wielding both bow and a long, curved sword, over which his fist was clenching. He wanted to use that on someone. Anyone.

“There’s no need for this,” I said. “I don’t want to fight you. It’s better to take that fire of yours and fight the Radaskim. It would be wasted on me.”

“I wouldn’t challenge a girl, the same as I wouldn’t challenge an old man.  But you are not just a girl. You have claimed a sacred and holy name, Chosen, and I don’t believe you’ve earned that. This blasphemy cannot go untested.”

Shara understood enough to catch at least that last line. “Big mistake,” she said.

“Nalam is one of our most promising warriors, Elekim,” the First Man said quietly. “I think if you were to defeat him, it would not hurt your case.”

“Do you believe who I am then, Victor, Son of Harrell, Son of Malik?”

“I know it. Why else would Mauler obey you? Mauler, who has refused to be borne by anyone save myself? Clearly, he’s recognized the power of your name. There is . . . some doubt. But I do not see how anyone who is not the Chosen of the Xenofold could do such a thing.”

The old man, Hadon, spoke again. “It is the Chosen who was to lead us to reclaim the Red Land. If she is truly Chosen, then you will die for your challenge, Nalam.”

Nalam glared at the old man, and for a moment, I thought he might kill him anyway, even in cold blood.

I wasn’t seeing much choice. This seemed to be the only path forward, but I wasn’t going to fight Nalam unless there was no other way.

“I’d do this any other way first,” I said.

“You will die, sullying the name of Chosen,” Nalam said, giving a triumphant smile. “Die in the ring with me or die trying to escape this place. You didn’t think you were going to leave this place, completely untested?”

I looked at the First Man, to see if this was true. His face was expressionless.

“If everyone agrees that this is how we’re doing this, then yes,” I said. “I’ll step into the ring with you.”

I reached for the Xenofold, then, just to be sure I could touch it. The connection felt weak; it had been suffering a lot of damage lately, with the Radaskim swarm gorging on the Red Wild. I sensed pain, sadness, and desolation. But there was still strength waiting to be tapped into. Here, we were a little over a hundred miles from the Sea of Creation. There was power in that.

I stood and reached for Katan. “Whatever test you have for me, I’m ready. I only ask that it is a fair test. My skill against my challenger’s.” I looked at Nalam, who was now standing as well. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“Yes,” he said. “I challenge you, in the sight of the people, in the sight of the chiefs, in the sight of the souls of the flame.”

“I accept your challenge,” I said.

“It is agreed, then,” the First Man said. “The duel shall be done in accordance to the Old Way.”

And like that, a tension seemed to go out of the air. A way forward had been found, and that way forward would end in someone’s death.

Despite my experience with fighting, despite who I knew I was, it didn’t do much to help my confidence. I didn’t trust Nalam’s cruel smile that seemed to know something I didn’t.

But I wouldn’t find out what that was until our swords crossed.


























Chapter 41

The dueling ring would have been recognizable at any contest in the Sanctum courtyard. The only differences lay in the rules of the fight itself.

It would be to the death. And each participant was required to take three shots of heavily fermented mare’s milk.

Nalam had already gotten started on his drinking, but he took his shots nonetheless in quick succession. It was judged that by the time I took my three, we would be equally drunk, which to the Plains People, was the only way to fight a proper death duel.

Shara fought against the idea, but I had already agreed, and like Nalam said, they weren’t going to let me leave alive until some sort of consensus was reached.

Getting the shots down was the difficult part. The milk tasted sweet, but rotten, at the same time. I reached for Silence just to not taste it, and when I let go, the aftertaste was almost bad enough to make me heave. I didn’t let them see that weakness, though. Most were looking at me as if I were already dead, as if they were looking at a ghost about to join their flame.

Looking around at the jabbering people, it was clear the atmosphere had changed, as if it were a fair day or festival. A circle had already formed, the only boundary being the people. It was probably a hundred feet in diameter. I stood on one side, sword out, while Nalam stood at the other.

On the surface it was a mismatch. He clearly had the physical advantage, but I had the Xenofold. I had killed men larger than him before, but even knowing this, I had never been properly drunk before. The Seekers didn’t allow for drinking, such was their asceticism.

And the alcohol was already having its effect. My head swam in a way that even Silence couldn’t fully dissolve. There was no knowing how it would affect my ability to fight.

Suddenly, the low note of an animal horn blew, while heavy drums began beating. The people on the outside of the circle began to dance, their bodies twisting in the torchlight. Their feet all marched in time to the beat.

The duel had begun.

Nalam strode forward confidently as I assumed the starting stance of Treeform, holding my blade at a forty-five-degree angle away from my body. Nalam gave a guttural yell and swung with all his strength. I stepped aside, dodging the blow easily. He was just as drunk as me, if not more so, but his drunkenness lent him a fury I had never fought against before. His face was contorted with rage and violence as he swung his scimitar in front of him like a whirlwind. I parried where I could, knowing exactly where his blade would strike, and redirecting the energy when dodging wasn’t possible. After a minute of sparring, the horn blew again, the people outside shouted, and as one, they stepped forward, constricting the circle.

I saw now that they held weapons in their hands. Knives, swords, spears. I knew what would happen if I got too close to them.

Nalam and I circled each other, trading blow for blow. And I was always just a little too slow to get at him. He danced away from my blade, sometimes adding a needless flourish while pumping up the cheering crowd. Clearly, he was skilled if he felt he could toy with me so. My head swam with drink, my actions seeming to be half a second behind my mind. Worse, I felt my emotions roiling beneath the surface, barely kept at bay by the discipline of Silence.

I realized that this might be the end of me.

I deepened my hold on Silence, drawing more energy, and went on the offensive. The people had stepped in closer yet again, closing in the fighting space. This had to end, and soon.

I thrust my blade forward, favoring the aggression of Flameform, and nearly stabbed Nalam through the belly while he was winking at a girl in the crowd. Here, I lost my balance a bit and nearly tripped. The alcohol, again. The lapse gave Nalam the chance to recover and parry.

As the circle closed in further, Nalam began to take me more seriously, no longer flourishing his sword, calling out taunts, or interacting with the crowd. He focused every bit of skill on me, and I felt it in the intensity of the battle. I cycled through various forms: Earth, Wind, Water. Nalam always had a counter, his forms not exactly like the Seekers’, but still familiar. As each minute passed, the horns blew, and the people danced in closer, until the circle was half the size it had once been.

My muscles already burned with fatigue, but Nalam didn’t seem tired in the least. While the alcohol was a weakness for me, it seemed to be an asset for him. He clearly had fought many times inebriated, and his moves were hard to predict, either from my dulled senses or his own skill.

Nalam suddenly charged forward, forcing me into a defensive posture. With his size and reach, he could very well end me if I didn’t defend correctly. At the last moment, as I was readying to parry his strike, he reached out with his leg and kicked me. I danced out of the way, but still found myself off balance. He pressed his advantage, going for a large strike at my abdomen that should have cleaved me clean in half. But he was a hair too slow.

Don’t trust your eyes, I heard a voice say. Trust Silence.

Was that Anna? If she was getting involved, I was closer to death than I realized.

The dancing firelight of the bonfire and torches provided shifting light, but it also played tricks. I couldn’t trust appearances.

From the side, I sensed Shara watching me struggle. I needed an advantage; even with Silence, Nalam was matching me stroke for stroke. It couldn’t go on much longer like this. I had hoped dancing around might tire him out, but Nalam was unrelenting. I’d never fought anyone quite like him before. He was not Elekai and did not use the Xenofold. He was such a fighter that might be born once in a hundred years. I suddenly saw why he was a chief, despite being so young.

The circle tightened once again, and the drums increased in tempo. The people no longer seemed happy, and the duel and music took on a new menacing intensity. Under the light of the flames, the Plains People looked practically demonic with their glinting weapons. An end was coming soon.

Not only this, but the torches began to get snuffed out, one by one, lending even less light to the battle. I switched to Sightform, seeing no other choice. I was already so exhausted that it was a gamble, but there would be no other way. Only a few torches were left flickering.

I moved based purely on instinct, as if I were in a dream fighting a shadow. I went where my blade felt it should go, as if it were part of my body.

And so, the dance continued in the darkness. Nalam was sweating, grunting, seeking every advantage he could. If he had been underestimating me before, he no longer was now. I began to feel the drink’s power ebbing, either through my exertion or Silence winning out over its influence. Nalam still kept up with me, but slowly, I was beginning to feel myself gain the advantage.

Sensing the shift in momentum, Nalam redoubled his efforts, crying out and throwing all his weight into his next blows. I drew more from the Xenofold, sharpening my focus. Yes, the effect of the alcohol was retreating now.

The circle closed in further, until there were but a few paces on either side of us. I stepped forward, trusting the darkness to cover my movements, and thrust Katan straight for Nalam’s belly. He dove out of the way, allowing me to step forward and take more space. He swung for my feet while still grounded. I gave a little hop at just the right moment, meaning Nalam only sliced air. I hadn’t seen that blade coming. Without Sightform, I would have been dead.

Now, the people were stepping in closer every few beats. Within seconds, they would be crushing us. Some of them were even starting to stab and swipe, though they were far more threatening to Nalam than to me.

It had to end now, and Nalam realized the same thing. As I was about to go for the final blow, Nalam leaped into the air, aiming both feet for me. The move caught me off guard and sent me sprawling back toward the edge of the circle. I did the only thing I could to stop it; I turned my body, even while in midair, and braced for impact against a tall man holding an axe. He readied that axe to swing, his face a mask of insanity, but he wasn’t quick enough. I crashed into him, rolling on the ground and finding myself under the dancing feet of the crowd.

This should have been my death, but I stabbed anyone who tried to get at me as I cut my way back toward the circle. Two people fell, and I didn’t have time to see if they were dead. I had enough space to jump back in. Nalam had already lowered his sword, his chest heaving.

This was my chance.

But someone cried out as I entered from behind, and Nalam turned, eyes widening and his face a mask of incredulity. I screamed as he raised his sword in time to block mine. He parried it just in time. But I was still running, pushing forward, and used my momentum to clobber his sword aside. With the last of my energy, I slammed into him, causing him to stagger back, quickly spinning to land another strike against his defending blade, barely raised in front of him in defense. He was forced back against the advancing crowd. He turned to fight them, but they were already taking their own shots. He screamed, his eyes suddenly widening while his whole body went stiff.

Protruding from his back was a long spear, from which blood gushed in a torrent. More knives, swords, and spears poked, prodded, and slashed at him. With the last of his strength, he stiffly turned. Blood leaked from his mouth, down his beard, while his still-mad eyes glazed over.

“Elekim,” he said, breathing his last.

Nalam fell dead, the thud seeming thunderous to my sharpened senses.

The music stopped. People lowered their weapons and backed away to enlarge the circle. The murderous atmosphere was gone. People blinked, as if waking from a spell.

Somewhere in the crowd, I spied Shara’s eyes and blonde hair, a stark contrast to the rest of the dark-haired crowd. She pushed through the circle, the crowd’s movement working against her. She finally broke through the throng and stood in front of me.

“I thought you were dead for sure.”

“Me, too,” I said back.

Victor, First Man of the Plains People, along with the rest of the chiefs, also entered the circle.

“Nalam is dead,” Victor said, “and you have taken his place. You have proven your worth in the sight of the flames.” He offered a hand. “You are one of us now, Shanti Roshar, and have claimed Nalam’s place as chief of the Black Hills Tribe.”

“She is the one,” the old man, Hadon, said, his voice shaking with conviction. “She is Chosen of the Xenofold! She is Elekim!”

“What is this, Hadon?” the First Man said.

“I’ve seen her face in my dreams,” Hadon said. “Only when she won the fight, I knew the dream to be truth.”

“What truth, Hadon?” the First Man asked.

“She is Elekim,” Hadon said. “She is Chosen. We must join with her, or face our doom.”

The First Man turned his eyes on me. “Hadon is a prophet and a shaman. The Old Blood runs stronger in him than any of us.”

I felt as much as Hadon’s rheumy blue eyes watched me, as he smiled his toothless grin.

“What have you seen, Hadon?” Victor asked.

“Death on the plains,” he proclaimed. “Entire tribes slaughtered! Women and children weeping, and none buried save by the winter snows.” His eyes took on a new focus, despite their blindness. “He is coming.”

“Odium?” I asked.

Hadon nodded. “He is coming now.”

There was a silence as the chiefs considered this.

“There isn’t time,” I said. “We need to raise the camp and move on.”

“Move on where?” the First Man asked.

“The safest place I can think of,” I said. “Ragnarok Crater.”

“There is no time,” Hadon said, insistent. “We must meet him here. We must meet him here, or perish.”


























Chapter 42

The Plains People’s camp quickly shifted into a controlled chaos. Within half an hour, everyone was packed, their tents on the backs of their horses, and the women and children all mounted and ready to ride. They had obeyed me as if I were first man, and perhaps with even more vigor. There was clearly something I was missing, but I didn’t have time to question it. 

I sat on Flame’s back next to Shara on Red Tail, facing off from Victor who was sitting on his horse.

“We’re sending the women and children north,” Victor said. “The men will stay and fight.”

“You can’t fight alone,” I said. “I still need to head back to Mongar and let everyone know what happened.”

“Even if your people left now, they wouldn’t reach the Plains in time to join us,” Victor said. “We have to fight alone, at least until the Settled can come out from their walls.”

Just hours ago, the Plains People would have gladly abandoned Mongar to its fate. But now, they were willing to fight and die for them. Together, both forces might be enough to push the Radaskim back.

Assuming this swarm wasn’t as big as the one with Odium in it.

“How many men do you have?” I asked.

“Twenty thousand riders,” Victor said. “The rest are women and children.”

Twenty thousand, plus the men that had survived the march to Mongar, equaled almost fifty thousand men. There was no telling if it would be enough to hold back the Radaskim.

 “We are willing to fight with you Elekai,” Victor said. “Will your people fight side-by-side with us?”

“Yes,” I said. “Don’t worry about that. They’ll leave as soon as I bring the news.”

“It’s settled, then,” Victor said. “These lands are harsh, and we are a harsh people. Even getting these tribes to work together is a battle by itself.” Victor had his horse come forward, and spoke in a lower voice. “Hadon is my mentor. His prophecies gave me the courage to do which no man has done before. To unite them.” He looked at me seriously. “I see now that all of that was to pass the torch onto you.”

“That must be difficult,” I said.

Victor shrugged. “A bit. It’s hard to entrust all my hard work to you, who I’ve only met today.” He gave a small smile.  “But you have proven yourself, and Hadon has seen your coming. Nalam was our most powerful warrior. He has killed many proud, strong men. Many believed he would one day kill me and take my place.” Victor shrugged yet again, as if this were inconsequential. “Now the day has come, and though I still lead the Plains People, I follow Elekim.”

“I won’t lie, Victor,” I said. “Though we’re fighting side-by-side, it’ll take a miracle to win. Our foe is powerful, and his hatred of us runs deep.”

“We know that,” Victor said. “And we won’t flee. These Radaskim will get a taste of the Plains People’s fury. I think you’ll see why we are so feared.”




* * *




When Shara and I returned to Mongar, the gray light of dawn was spreading across the eastern horizon. We flew into the castle courtyard while the bugles sounded our arrival. The councilmen left the inner keep and came to meet us, looking as if they had just woken up.  My exhaustion ran deep, such that I was almost falling in the saddle.

Isaru, Isa, and Fiona ran forward, all clearly relieved to see I was alive. Shara and I slid off our dragons, and we let them fly off to feed, and to get what rest they could before we set out again.

I waited for everyone to gather, and when most of the people from the war council were there, I addressed the assembly. “The Plains People are on our side, now. They are committed to fighting with us against the Radaskim.”

There was a moment of shock. Getting out of their camp alive was one thing, but getting them to help us was quite another.

 “I don’t know how you did it,” Syndic Salas said, scratching his yellow beard. “Are you sure?”

“She proved herself to them,” Shara said. “She downed their best warrior. I guess that was enough to impress them.” Shara looked at me. “You’re looking at the newly minted chief of the Black Hills Tribe.”

All of them watched, apparently waiting for me to say something. “The Radaskim will be attacking the Plains People, soon. They’ll die without our help, and after they die, the Radaskim will come here and close in on both sides.”

“There’s no better place to defend ourselves than here,” Lord Percy said.

“Even so, we’re going to go down eventually,” I said. “Odium is more interested in reaching the Sea of Creation in Ragnarok Crater. That’s where we need to go. If he gets there before we do, then the war will be over. For good.”

This announcement caused everyone to start talking and arguing at once.

“We have no choice!” I called out. “This is what we’re doing. We can stay here and die or march out and fight and have a chance!”

“There will be no chance out there,” Lord Percy said, after a moment of silence. “The plains are open, and those crawlers will easily surround us with their numbers. Lord Harrow has already described their tactics in detail.”

“The swarm threatening the plains is still some distance away,” I said. “But if we move quickly, there will be time for our troops to reinforce the Plains People. This is a fight we can win. This is not the time to be cowering behind our walls.”

“And what of the city?” Syndic Salas said. “What of the people here? Most won’t run with you, Elekim.”

“Perhaps we should discuss all this indoors,” Elder Arminius said. “It is a big decision to make, and it will likely need hours of debate to reach a consensus.”

I nodded. “That’s a good idea. Let’s have some breakfast, and some coffee.”

And if I was lucky, a few hours of sleep before heading back out again.

We went inside to continue the discussion.




* * *




The debating went on through the morning.

Useless prattle, I thought, thinking of Nalam’s words last night. The clucking of old women. The shaking of Lord Percy’s jowls certainly added to that image.

But I pushed through despite my utter exhaustion. I was growing impatient, and as time wore on, it was harder not to let it show.

“We could split our forces,” Syndic Salas said. “If we left something like five thousand here, the city would hold for a time.”

“But it would most certainly fall, and sooner than if we committed most of our force,” Lord Percy said. “It would be consigning those men and the city to certain doom.”

“And what is your plan exactly, Elekim?” the Syndic asked. “How does our situation improve by fighting from the Crater?”

I watched him, knowing that he wouldn’t like the answer. “I don’t know if it does, Syndic Salas. I just know that if we stay here and fight, we will lose. The Elder Dragons believe that defending the Sea of Creation is more important than any other goal. For some reason, Odium wants to reach it. If we’re to defend it, that means moving out from here. Yes, we should leave some men behind to hold the walls. But we cannot ignore the eastern side of the mountains. The Radaskim force there is large enough to overwhelm the Plains People, so we have no choice but to help them.”

“If we can’t defeat them here, then we can’t defeat them anywhere else,” Lord Percy said. “What does it profit us to go to the Crater?”

“Because it’s the key to everything,” I said. “It’s the key to defeating the Radaskim in the ultimate sense.”

“How?” the Syndic asked.

“Tiamat, the Elder King, believes the Sea of Creation to be of vital importance,” I said. “It’s needed to defeat the Radaskim.” I didn’t know exactly how it was, but I was convinced of it. “Odium wants to destroy it. That should be enough to let us know it’s worth protecting.”

Everyone was quiet as they considered. I could see that they didn’t understand. Not even I fully understood why the Sea of Creation was so important in defeating Odium. I only knew that it was.

“Many will die on the journey,” Lord Percy said, at last. “But I’m beginning to see that death here is just as sure.”

The Syndic and his advisors looked at Percy, who had up to this point been the greatest defender of staying in place.

“Let me remain in defense of the city,” Lord Percy said. “Give me three thousand men and we can hold it almost as long as five thousand. But not a man less than that.”

“You don’t need more?” I asked.

“More men means more mouths to feed,” the war advisor said. “Three thousand will do almost as well as five. The walls of Mongar are strong. I only ask you leave the cannons behind. They will likely only slow you on your journey north, and we’ll hold all the longer here if we have them. We have nothing to defend by air except some old ballistae from the Mindless Wars. Those antiques are not fit to fire. They’re museum pieces, at best.”

The cannons were heavy and had slowed us down on our retreat. Besides, the cannons needed carts and horses to pull them, and those horses needed food, which meant even more carts. And if we fought from the cover of the Caverns of Creation, which was what I was hoping to do, then cannons would be of little value. I could see the sense of leaving them behind. Here, they could be of use.

“We’re going to travel as lightly as we can, with as many men as we can,” I said. “Only food, weapons, and the warmest clothing we can find.”

“This is really happening,” Fiona said, her face paler than usual. “It’s as if we’re marching to our graves.”

I looked at her, and then at the rest of the council. “There isn’t much hope. We can’t beat Odium head on. But there is a weakness we can exploit and the only way we can take advantage of it is by reaching Ragnarok Crater first.”

“The center of the Crater is a one-hundred-and-fifty-mile march from here,” Syndic Salas said. His face turned, as if his gaze could pierce the stone walls of the council chamber and see that far north. “There are no roads that lead there these days. Only the East Road that strikes across the plains. But the land is flat, and old bridges may still be there. Few men travel that way because of the Plains People.”

“Perhaps they can be our guides,” Shara said.

“Perhaps,” The Syndic said. “If they are true to their word.”

We had to count on it, otherwise this would have all been for nothing.

“When the grass ends, the Plains of Decay begin,” Syndic Salas said. “It is likely snow-covered this time of year, but even so, there will be nothing for the horses to eat beneath it.”

“I can see to the logistics of getting enough fodder for the animals,” Lord Harrow said. “If all goes well, we will be about a week on the Plains of Decay. The Plains People likely know where to feed the horses and where good grazing grounds are.”

“How long before we set out?” I asked.

I waited as the older men calculated.

“Tomorrow would be my best guess,” Harrow said. “We have to move a lot of things around, load a lot of carts . . . and the march through the pass will take most of the day, if we go quickly.”

“Can the army not go ahead of the supplies?” Fiona asked.

“Those supplies must be guarded,” Lord Harrow said. “To leave them undefended means to risk losing them, and then the army will starve long before it reaches Ragnarok Crater. Of course, doing so means the Plains People will have to fight on their own half a day longer.”

“How long will it take the men to traverse the pass?” I asked.

Syndic Salas answered. “At this time of year, two days is a reasonable guess. No one has kept it up since the siege began, so who knows if it’s still traversable.”

Too many unknowns. But best-case scenario, the Elekai forces could join up with the Plains People in two days. But the old chief, Hadon, had said that the Radaskim were coming now. Two days might be too slow to help them.

“The Air Force will go on ahead, then,” I said. “The Radaskim on the eastern side of the mountains are already on the move.”

“We can quickly confirm their movements by sending some scouts,” Captain Dailyn said.

“You can take a few men after this meeting,” I said. I faced the rest of the assembly. “Regardless, it would be a good idea to lend our support, at least from the air. The Plains People don’t have a way of defending themselves from the sky, and will be completely crushed without air power.”

“We can be over the plains by this evening,” Guardian Mian said.

I nodded. “That’s what we’ll do, then.” I turned to Lord Harrow. “I’ll leave you in charge of the land force. Get the supplies through the pass, as quickly as possible.”

“I’ll begin preparations immediately,” he said.

“Good luck,” I said, to all of them.


























Chapter 43

Shara and I slept the morning and early afternoon away, before we woke to join Guardian Mian and the air force on its way to the plains. The three of us walked through the city and up the mountain path leading to where the airships were moored. It was the first time I’d been alone with him since I’d met Shen for the first time, all those months ago. We walked quietly ahead of the column of the guards he had brought with him, picking our way carefully up the snowy path. The walled city lay below us in the cleft, its crowds visible even from the heights. Snow covered its many roofs, while hundreds of chimneys emitted gray smoke into a clear blue sky.

“I haven’t had the chance to thank you for coming,” I said. “Without your help, this retreat would have been impossible.”

Guardian Mian nodded. “It’s Shen’s world, too. His world more than ours, in some ways. He is doing all he can to protect it, just as you are.”

“All he can? What does that mean?”

“This isn’t all of his army, you know,” Guardian Mian said. “It’s most of our Continental air force, yes. But he has also sent tens of thousands of men and most of the mechs to the Novan Empire, who are also under heavy assault.” Guardian Mian paused as he considered his next words. “Shen knows that the fight here, in the Red Wild, is the real battle, but he cannot be physically present for it. We have a relay set up in the Proudwing to communicate with him. Other than that, we’re on our own.”

“Regardless,” I said, “I’m grateful to have your help.”

“I’m honored to fight beside you, Elekim,” Guardian Mian said. “I do ask one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“I haven’t said much to you personally. You’ve been quite busy, and I know you’ll wish to rest more as soon as we’re aboard the flagship. But Shen would like to speak with you, nonetheless.”

“I see,” I said. “And what does he want to talk about?”

“He didn’t relate that to me,” Mian said. “I just know that he wouldn’t ask this lightly.”

A sudden wave of exhaustion came over me. I had been up all night long, and not only that, but had physically exerted myself against Nalam, a fight that could have easily ended in my death. Even the sleep this morning and afternoon felt like barely anything. Besides all that, I was famished. There had been food at the council meeting earlier, but I’d been talking so much that I’d barely taken a bite.

“I’ll speak to him,” I said.

We walked on a bit further. The trees were thinning, now, and we reached the crest of a rise. Once on top of it, we came upon the sight of the anchored ships, all lined in three rows in the snowy valley, their bulbous envelopes massive with the hydrogen necessary to provide the lift for their cannon-lined gondolas. It was hard to imagine the resources to construct such a powerful armada, but somehow, Shen had found them.

We made our way into the valley, toward the largest ship of all. As soon as we were inside the Proudwing, the heated air stung my numbed face. Shara and I were allowed a quick meal in the galley, and to my surprise, Guardian Mian said we had some time to sleep, if we wished it. We were led to Mian’s personal cabin, which had a bed already well-made and large enough to fit Shara and I both.

As soon as we laid down, I was completely out.




* * *




I was back in the underground cavern with the tree on the island. I looked across the surface of the ichor, and instantly felt the malevolence of that tree bearing down upon me. It was the source of it all. It was where the Aberration resided.

A familiar voice entered my mind.

Elekim.

Tiamat?

I’m here with you. We are skirting the surface of the Xenomatrix now, the portal between the Xenofolds. It’s not a place we can stay for long . . . not if we wish to remain a part of the waking world.

I set my unasked questions aside for now. As Tiamat said, there wasn’t time for them. I need to cross to that tree.

That’s the very thing, Tiamat said. To cross is to never return here. But crossing will be necessary. The journey cannot be made unless you come here to the entrance of the Xenofold and build the Bridge.

The Bridge?

The Bridge Between Worlds. If you are to travel to Askalon, to this infernal place to end the Aberration . . . to end Odium . . . this is what you must do. You must reach this place before Odium reaches the Sea of Creation.

I wasn’t sure I’d heard Tiamat right. You mean I can go there? Go to Askalon?

I don’t know, he said. To even try means certain death. But the Tree is the source of the Aberration. And the Tree is on Askalon.

I stood there contemplating that sentence. He wasn’t even sure I could make it there, but he was sure that it would mean my death. It was if I were standing outside myself and watching my death from the outside. This was the sacrifice needed to win the war. Was I willing to pay that price?

Yes, came the immediate thought. Whatever it costs. Just tell me what I must do, Tiamat. I am prepared.

I felt someone – or something – watching me from that Tree. Its vision grew dark in my mind, until all that was left was a field of black. The Tree was only a mirage, now.

Go, Shanti, Tiamat said. Go now. Make your way here.

You were right, Tiamat, I said. You were right about the battle.

That no longer matters. All that matters is reaching this place before Odium does. I’m willing to pay the price, just as my parents were. Just as you are.

You mean . . .

But Tiamat was gone, and soon after, the dream faded.




* * *




When I awoke, the ship was moving. Shara was still sleeping. I sat up, feeling exhausted and gritty, the images and intensity of the dream still clinging on. I grasped onto Silence to clear my mind and to base myself in some form of reality. The vision of the Tree was burned into my mind, shining so brightly that it was almost blinding. It was a hole being bored into my consciousness. It felt like a poison consuming me from the inside out.

I tried to push away the afterimage, but the seed of it was there. Planted. And that seed was beginning to germinate. No matter how much I meditated, how much I pulled from the Xenofold, I would be aware of its presence.

Somehow, the Tree knew who I was, and it was watching me. Across time, across space. Even if I hadn’t wanted to give myself up for the chance to destroy it, I had no choice. This Tree would consume me from the inside out if nothing was done.

I thought about what Tiamat said; to come to Ragnarok Crater. Find a way: did he really mean it was possible to travel to Askalon, a planet hundreds of lightyears away? Was it possible to travel there through the Xenomatrix? Even if it seemed impossible, Tiamat believed it could be done. Not long ago, he and those who followed him had wanted to abandon Earth, entering the Xenofold to travel to another world, where a resistance against the Radaskim could be built while Earth was abandoned to its fate. In that sense, it was possible to travel from Earth.

I straightened up and went out into the corridor, letting Shara sleep on. I made my way to the bridge. Though the layout of the airship was quite different from Odin, I couldn’t help but be reminded of my old ship. I wondered where Pallos was now, how he was doing, and whether he had managed to repair the ship. If only we had it, we could be at the Crater in a couple of hours. Even if we took the fastest airship in the Shen’s fleet, we’d be too isolated and exposed, and in danger of being swarmed by dragons.

And I couldn’t abandon the battle here. Going to Ragnarok Crater was the right move, but not before I’d done my part to help. After the battle – after victory – then I could go. Alone.

I did my best to push the Tree from my mind as I approached High Guardian Mian. “Where are we, High Guardian?” 

“We’re nearing the Plains now,” he said. He watched the ground below, which would soon be cloaked by darkness. Evening was fast approaching. “It would seem the battle is about to begin.”

As we rounded the hill on our right, it revealed the vast spread of plains to the south. The ground was covered with what looked like a herd – a giant, almost endless herd – expanding to the far southern horizon. A few dragons plied the skies above, but they didn’t extend themselves beyond the vanguard of the monsters. This swarm was smaller than the one that had attacked us in the Grand Canyon but was still far larger than anything the Red Wild had ever seen. They covered the earth like so many insects, a plague upon the ground.

But with all our forces combined, and our air superiority, we stood a chance to beat it back. At least, that was what I was hoping.

“What are your thoughts, High Guardian?”

Mian considered. “We outmatch them in the air once our dragons join us, at least by my estimation. On the ground, it would seem we are quite outnumbered. Yet there is little choice other than to fight. On these plains, I don’t think escape is even possible.”

“Your thoughts match mine.” We watched a moment longer together. “How do you suggest we go about it?”

“We should confer with this Victor you talked about.”

I nodded. “He’s expecting us. There’s still time before the battle begins.”

“And there is still time to speak with Shen,” Mian said, not even bothering to hint at it.

I had forgotten about that. “A small amount of time. Where can I talk to him? You said you had some sort of relay, right?”

Mian nodded. “It’s in the hold next to my cabin. Stand in front, and the door will open for you.”

“I’ll go now, then,” I said. “I’ll rejoin you after.”

I walked from the bridge and was in front of the door soon enough. It looked just like any other door on this ship, made of wood and meant to slide open side-to-side rather than be opened directly. But as soon as I stood there, it opened of its own accord, revealing nothing but an empty room within – no furniture, no decorations, no trappings of any kind.

I stepped inside and waited as the door shut behind me.


























Chapter 44

It was as if a piece of Shenshi had been built into the ship. The walls were of metal, as was the deck, while the rest of the ship had been built of reinforced wood, likely to keep its weight down. But here, I could almost feel the hidden machinery stirring within the walls, just as it did in the Crystal Temple of Shenshi.

“I’m here,” I said.

If Shen was in this room, then I knew he could hear me. But it still felt as if I were talking to myself.

When he finally did respond, his voice seemed to come from everywhere at once, and nearly made me jump out my skin.

“Are you well, Shanti?”

I thought about that question for a moment. How to even begin answering it?

“I’m overwhelmed.” I paused awkwardly. “Tired.” Would Shen even know what that second one was? I imagined an artificial intelligence like him didn’t get tired. “It looks bad, to be honest.”

“Yes,” Shen said in his clear, crystalline voice. “Very much so.”

I wasn’t sure where this was going. “Did you want anything from me, Shen?”

Shen waited a long time to answer. “I need someone to speak to, quite simply. Someone who understands what it is like to rule. To lead. To . . . fail.”

“To fail? What do you mean by that?”

“In all my time ruling my people, I haven’t once failed them. I nurtured them as I would my children. I couldn’t save them all, of course, but I saved as many as I could. As my reach grew, as I learned more, I only became more capable. I placed more humans under my protection.” Shen paused, once again considering his next words. “For the first time in my life . . . in the over four centuries I’ve lived . . . I’m truly afraid. It’s . . . strange. And unexpected.”

I ignored the irony of Shen saying he was living. “Can you even . . . be afraid?”

“I’m capable of that emotion, yes. I’m capable of any human emotion. And some that may even be beyond your grasp. But fear is one that I’ve never felt. Not truly.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond. Did Shen want my help? I was plenty terrified, too.

Shen continued. “Fear, I think, is the cognizance that one cannot control all outcomes. It took me long to admit that to myself. I cannot control all outcomes. This enemy we’re facing may be beyond all of us, and despite my preparations, despite the weapons I’ve built, I fear it will not be enough.”

“You’re not alone in that,” I said.

There was a long pause. For some reason, I got the feeling that Shen was truly thinking about this one. His voice came out quietly. Even desperately.

“How do you live, Shanti? How can anyone live like this? I . . . can’t bear it anymore. I feel so . . . useless.”

“Is this real, Shen? Is this really you, or a simulation? If you control your emotions, can’t you just . . . turn it off?”

“It’s me,” he said, his tone taking offense. “I would never . . .” He paused. “Of course, technically speaking, any sort of emotion on my end is a simulation. My circuits think, electrical impulses collide, and after trillions of calculations, conscious thought is created. Not unlike the interactions of your own organic brain. My own brain, if you will, is designed very much like yours. Only . . . far larger. I thought we’ve discussed this before. It shouldn’t matter where my thoughts come from. If they are thoughts, that is enough. To think is to be. Is it not?”

“I guess so,” I said. “It makes you human, at least in some sense of the word.”

“Yes,” Shen said. “But I’m not exactly human, am I?”

“Humans fear,” I said. “You share that in common with us.”

“I never truly knew what fear was until these past few weeks,” he said. His voice came out quietly, as if he were afraid of being overheard. “I’ve spoken to him, Shanti.”

I didn’t need to ask who. “You have? How?”

“He cannot be reasoned with, of course. Strange as it may seem, he may be more machine than me.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“He attacks with a singular purpose and objective. Though he is my equal in intellect – or at least I think he is – his end goal is like that of a machine. To get to the end with no consideration of the means to get there. And that end is the enslavement of us all. And of course, my own death. I cannot be enslaved, due to my nature.” 

“We’re doing everything we can to prevent that from happening,” I said. “Your airships have been instrumental in stopping him.”

“I’m glad for that,” Shen said. “High Guardian Mian is one of my favorites. He was born in the early days of Shenshi. I did not give him to you lightly.” A pause. “But it had to be done.”

Shen said nothing more, not for a long while. And I wasn’t sure what to say to him. Did he want comfort? Solutions? I felt as if both were in short supply these days.

“What would you like me to say, Shen?” I asked, to break the silence. “The questions and fear you’re struggling with . . . they are all normal. All of us are haunted by these things. It’s a part of living. The only thing we can do is have courage to face our fears, and to support each other in the dark times.”

If Shen had been a physical person, this would have been the point I would place my hand on his shoulder. But all I could do now was touch the wall. “I’m with you. Guardian Mian is with you. We’re all in this together, and if we go down fighting, well, that’s just what we’ll have to do. What choice do we have?”

I thought he wasn’t going to respond for a moment. I took my hand away, and was about to start for the door, but decided that he needed to hear more.

 “It’s just life, Shen. It’s how my friends and I keep going. No one can stand on their own. We’re only standing because someone, somewhere, helped us along the way.”

“You’ll have to forgive me,” Shen said, apologetically. “This is the first time I’ve done this. I didn’t know if you would understand . . .”

“I understand perfectly well,” I said. “Probably more than a lot of other things you’ve said. You’re probably the most amazing thing humanity has ever created.” And terrifying, but I kept that thought to myself. “Even with that, you’re not capable of knowing everything.”

“I need answers, Shanti. I need them to save my people. That need to save was built into me in a way it never was for you.”

“Maybe so,” I said. “But that creates a fear that can be blinding. The fear of loss is very real, and paralyzing. When we’re afraid, that’s when we make mistakes.”

“I cannot afford mistakes,” Shen said. “I cannot afford to lose Mian.”

“What about Pallos?” I asked. “Is he safe? Is he well?”

“Pallos is safe,” Shen said. “He’s working hard to repair Odin.”

“How’s that going?”

“He is . . . frustrated,” Shen said. “His mind is clever, thinking of fixes that even I couldn’t foresee. It doesn’t appear to me there’s much hope of him repairing the ship, but I believe he should try.” Shen paused. “Would you like me to pass a message along?”

“Yes,” I said. “Tell him that we’re thinking of him. And tell him we believe in him and thank him for all that he’s done for us.”

“I’ll tell him,” Shen said. “I feel much better now. Still afraid. But I’m not alone.”

“I’m not sure how much help I’ve been. But I’m glad you’re feeling better.

“I believe we are about to land,” Shen said.

Indeed, I felt that the ship was going down. “Good luck with everything, Shen.”

“Same with you, Shanti.”

I left the cabin and rejoined Guardian Mian on the bridge, as well as Shara, who had woken up.


























Chapter 45

The airship armada landed north of the Plains People camp, while the force of dragons, who had followed from behind, also landed to rest their wings. The horde seemed sizably smaller; by now, the women and children and non-combatants would have left, bound north for Ragnarok Crater.

I stepped off the ship and into the frigid evening. I was approached by the chiefs on horseback almost as soon as I walked down Proudwing’s boarding ramp. They stared at the various vessels with wonder.

After doing his share of gawking, Victor urged his horse forward and raised his right hand. “Hail Elekim, Chief of the Black Hills Tribe. Your people await you.”

I walked down the ramp and walked up to him. “Thank you, Victor. But I have to ask . . . will they hate me for killing Nalam?”

“They will respect you, if anything,” Victor said. “It is well-known that he was the one to challenge you, and you defeated him in a fair contest before witnesses.”

 All the same, I felt resistance to the idea. I already had too much on my plate. Maybe I could place them under Victor’s command when the time came. “Where are they?”

“They are waiting at the vanguard,” Victor said. “I’ll take you there.”

I nodded, only to realize I had no mount. They offered me a horse, but I didn’t know how to ride. I was probably the first chief in the history of the Plains People who couldn’t ride a horse.

Finally, Victor offered me a hand. “Hop on. Ryshan can carry us both.”

Before I could think too hard about it, I jumped up and Victor pulled me the rest of the way until I was sitting behind him. It was awkward being so close to him, but there was little else to be done.

Victor, however, didn’t seem to see anything strange in it. “It’s not far. I guess you can’t ride?”

“Well, I’ve ridden dragons.”

Victor just laughed, and I soon found out riding a horse was very different. I didn’t like the jarring and bumpy ride as we weaved in and out of the moored airships.

“Is there a way I can defer my leadership?” I asked. “Give it to someone else?”

The question seemed to confuse Victor. “Why would you want that?”

“They deserve a leader who can be there for them,” I said. “I can’t.”

Victor nodded. “You have a great many responsibilities, Elekim. It wouldn’t be forbidden to appoint a deputy chief, given the circumstances. But a tribe always prefers their rightful leader.”

“I wouldn’t be able to lead them in the way they’re used to,” I said. “They may be more accepting of someone who understands them.”

Victor was silent as he thought for a moment. “It’s a difficult question. Not a question even I can answer, because an outsider has never been a chief. There have been a lot of changes lately. What’s one more, as I see it?”

We were quiet the rest of the journey. I thought about Victor’s question and realized that he was right. These people had already abandoned their old lives and were following Victor on the hope that they might survive. If I told them what we must do, and if they accepted me as their leader, then that would have to be enough.

I had nothing else.




* * *




Victor and I didn’t speak as we rode across the expanse between the ships and the Black Hills Warriors’ camp. The sky was dark now, and the cloud cover meant there were few stars. I could hardly see my hand in front of my face. It gave me an uneasy feeling, but Victor and Ryshan seemed to know the way.

At last, the light of campfires and the silhouettes of tents came into view, and soon after, I could hear men’s voices and the whicker of horses. A long, low note blew, likely from a hollowed animal horn, signaling our arrival.

We drew up outside a circle of tents. It was hard to get a count of them in the darkness, but there were at least a hundred. How many fighters would that be? Two hundred? Three? Given the entire size of the horde, I had expected more people. But perhaps the Black Hills Tribe was smaller than the others.

It took about five minutes for everyone to gather at our arrival. Many nodded with respect toward Victor, which I supposed was his due as First Man. More still watched me, their eyes impossible to decipher in the darkness. They would either accept me or reject me.

“Standing before you is your new chief, Elekim of the Elekai,” Victor said. “She vanquished the old chief, Nalam, in fair combat he proffered. By all the laws of our people, she is the rightful chief of the Black Hills Tribe. If anyone wishes to challenge her ascendancy, then he has the space of however long it takes me to hold a breath to do so.”

Victor then took a deep, dramatic breath, which would have been audible to all present. And then, we waited.

Every face looked at me, and I imagined challenge in their eyes. But as time passed, all remained silent.

After what seemed an impossibly long time, perhaps three minutes, Victor let his breath go and drew deeply in.

“Let it be known that Elekim of the Elekai is now chief of the Black Hills Tribe. None have risen to challenge her rule. Therefore, let all tribesmen obey her in battle, and let the final decisions of the tribal council rest on her head.”

“Let it rest on her head,” the entire tribe intoned.

Now, all watched me, awaiting my speech. I wasn’t exactly sure what to say, but I knew I had to come up with something quick.

“To be honest,” I said, raising my voice for all to hear, “I never asked for this. I didn’t want to kill Nalam. Maybe he is related to some of you, or even a friend. It was a choice forced upon me. It was a close fight. I’m sure most if not all of you were there.”

Several heads nodded at that. They quietly waited for me to continue.

“A very tough road lies ahead of us,” I said. “It is my solemn duty to lead you down that path. Many of us will die. Times are changing, and they are changing too quickly to keep up with. If we do nothing, if we fight each other, then the Radaskim are going to win. As much as our two different peoples dislike each other, we must set aside our differences. Because our enemy hates us more than we could ever hate each other.”

The only sound to be heard was the wind and the animals. Everyone was completely focused on me.

“We’ll be fighting side-by-side with my people soon, the Elekai. More than that, we’ll also be fighting side-by-side with the Colonians and the Shen. The dragons, too, have joined us, along with Shen’s Air Force, which you’ve probably seen by now. Together, we’ve gathered a force stronger than anything this side of the world has seen since the fall of Ragnarok.

“But our enemy still outnumbers us. He’s come to invade us, to make slaves of us. If we fight together, then there’s a chance that we can stop him.

“It will be the hardest thing we’ve ever had to do. The best we can hope is to beat them back temporarily. Because more are coming from the other side of the Red Mountains, a force that could crush ours easily.

“There’s only one chance for victory; fight fiercely here against this force and beat them back. Give us a chance to pick a better battleground at Ragnarok Crater. We can never let him reach the center of the Crater! If he does, then it will be worse than death. It will mean no future for our world for the rest of time.”

I knew they wouldn’t understand these things, but some people were shouting their agreement and were cheering all the same. Most, however, remained grave, likely contemplating the hard road ahead.

“Our first move is to secure the pass out of Mongar,” I said. “The Radaskim will likely try to reach it first, to cut off reinforcements from the city. So, we’re going to ride ahead of everyone else to make sure it’s kept clear. We will be the forerunners. We will draw the first blood. Victor and the rest of the tribes will join us shortly after.”

“Elekim!” a man called out.

Now others were chanting it, too, along with shouts of Chosen.

“We’re raising camp to ride for the Red Pass. Let’s go!”

Soon after, the men began breaking camp. I called Flame to me, and said my goodbyes to Victor.

“The rest of the horde will not move as quickly as your group,” he said, “but I will join you soon.”

“All right,” I said. “Good luck, Victor.”

“Good luck to you as well.” 

It didn’t take longer than a quarter of an hour for the Black Hills Tribe to break camp. During that time, Shara came on Red Tail. As soon as they were on horseback and the camp completely packed, we set off. I rode on Flame at the vanguard of the galloping Plainsmen, flying slightly above ground, with the warriors below yipping and raising their bows on high.

For the next hour as we rode, there was nothing but the thunder of hooves and the cold wind in my face. The foothills of the Red Mountains approached, each step bringing us closer to the Radaskim to the south.




* * *




The Radaskim arrived in the morning.

A black sea was spreading across the plains to the south, a darkness covering the wavy grass and piles of snow. That sea spread in a flood of pure poison, crawling northward at a slow but steady rate. It was about a mile from meeting us at the pass.

I edged Flame southward to get a closer view. There were no Radaskim dragons visible yet, but our own dragons and ships were closing in, all five hundred of them: free dragons, the Colonian Dragonguard, the Dragonriders of Haven and Sylva, almost five hundred in all. Flying behind the dragons were the Shen airships, which for the first time would test themselves in the open, without artillery fire to cover them.

So long as the enemy couldn’t counter our own air forces, we would have free reign to attack the swarm below, which far outnumbered the twenty thousand mounted warriors the Plains People could bring to bear.

The awful shrieks of the swarm were at last unleashed as both our air and ground forces came forward. The great black sea gave a collective roar and broke across the plains at a run.

Let’s go, Flame.

Flame swooped toward the front lines of crawlers, leading the charge of dragons. Those with riders shouted battle cries and extended their long lances. The horsemen charged forward, whooping as their animals streaked across the plains at a gallop.

I aimed Flame for the front of the Radaskim line, which extended for what seemed miles toward the east. The formation was beginning to loosen as the crawlers surged forward. Some even jumped in anticipation of my approach, wanting to be the one who killed Elekim.

Not today, I thought.

The crawlers at the front leaped mightily, but Flame flew just above them, instead coming down on the next row. He raked his long claws on the hapless monsters with a high screech. They scattered like pins as he flapped furiously, rising again before he could lose too much momentum. The rest of the dragon charge was devastating on the Radaskim line, completely slowing their advance and killing many of the shrieking, horrifying creatures.

As the dragons pulled back for another charge, the horsemen approached and began to fire their arrows, each rider wheeling expertly away before falling back north. To my surprise, the crawlers were dropping to the heavy, sustained fire, the horses turning at just the right moment.

A line of crawler dead, hundreds of them, slowed down the next wave, which was forced to jump over the first. They charged forward once again with reckless abandon, but despite their speed, they could not outrun a horse, especially the sturdy steeds of the Plains People. The horsemen kept circling and firing their arrows, falling back for fresh troops who unleashed their own volleys.

The effect was devastating. Most of the arrows found their mark, and probably half of those arrows embedded themselves in a vulnerable spot – inside the mouth, or between a crawler’s chitinous plating at the head and neck, a testament to the Plainsmen’s accuracy.

The dragons came in for another aerial charge, completely shattering the crawler front line yet again, and the tribesmen followed with their own arrows, taking advantage of the following confusion.

Where were these guys in the last battle? I thought.

Flame read my mind. They are in their element, Elekim. This battle may turn out much differently from the last one.

Flame made a sudden dive, clawing at a crawler that had gotten separated from the rest of his pack. The crawlers were now spread out, probably as a defense against the tribesmen’s arrows. But that only made them easier pickings for the Elekai dragons. The Radaskim line was beginning to buckle, their reserve crawlers unable to break through their own dead.

Then, in one eerie movement, the crawlers ran back in the direction from which they had come. The tribesmen below whooped their victory. As the crawlers scattered, they left hundreds upon hundreds of dead, twitching monsters in their wake.

The Black Hills Tribe followed Flame and me toward the line of trees along the western hills, where some of the crawlers were fleeing into the forest. The dragons swooped down and massacred them. Only a few were able to escape into the safety of the trees.

There were some dead for us, too, but very few. Most of the plain was covered with dead crawlers.

We had beaten back the initial advance, but there were still thousands of crawlers hanging back, and I knew this was far from over.


























Chapter 46

The Radaskim pulled back further than expected as nighttime fell, which made pursuing them not an option. They would attack again at some point, but for now, we decided to take advantage of the lull, to allow everyone a rest and to prepare for the next confrontation.

As far as the air forces, the airships remained aloft while the dragons rested their wings in the forest. Some of them hunted the crawlers that fled there, picking off the ones who showed themselves on the hilltops and in the clearings.

I caught what sleep I could in a tent some of the tribesmen set up for me. I was awoken the next morning by one of the Black Hills warriors, who gave me some jerky, a cup of coffee, with a dose of news that the swarm was on the move again for another assault.

I ate as I moved, chugged down the coffee, and found Flame waiting outside my tent. The entire camp was already being loaded onto the horses and sent north.

I mounted Flame and urged him skyward. Once well above ground, I had a view of the horsemen assembling below – not just mine of the Black Hills Tribe, but the rest of Victor’s tribesmen, who had set up camp not a quarter of a mile away. A steady stream of horses all mustered in the same place, each working in separate groups split by tribes. The victory of the skirmish yesterday had been good for morale; men were laughing and joking. That was good, but I only hoped that wouldn’t lull everyone into a false sense of security.

And the crawlers were oncoming – an entire dark, writhing sea of them. There were so many more than last night. Their line of advance was not two miles away, and they were making steady progress north.  And they were no longer alone. Dozens of Radaskim dragons swirled above them. For the first time, our own air force would be challenged.

This would be the real battle. And worse, we were on our own until Lord Harrow and the Elekai arrived. We had to hold out until then and keep the pass open at the same time. If we lost the pass, the soldiers of the Red Wild would be forced to fight through a chokepoint.

I led the dragon force to the head of the airships, which were lined up and ready to engage the flying Radaskim. For the moment, only the crawlers were advancing, slowly and methodically. By now, most of the horsemen had gathered, breaking off into smaller groups. They were their own well-honed force, a controlled chaos. I placed my own tribe in Victor’s hands. His tribe was so large that when the Black Hillsmen joined him, it hardly seemed to swell his numbers. His group of horses was the largest, at the vanguard and the most centrally located. His dragon, Mauler, fought among the free Elekai dragons.

As the two opposing forces approached one another, it was clear that the Radaskim were by far the most numerous. Already their outer flanks were swirling around to entrap our own line. But our horsemen were faster, dropping back and swinging around to catch them from the sides. Again, I marveled at the effectiveness of the Plains People’s tactics. With their horses and bows, not even a crawler could touch them, and the further the crawlers ventured from their main line, the more vulnerable they became to arrows.

But suddenly, the entire mass of crawlers advanced at top speed. As one, the horsemen withdrew as if they were a repelling magnet. The horses were light on their feet, not winded in the least. The front crawlers started falling from their expert shots; how these men could hit such a fast and moving target was beyond me. It was a testament to a lifetime in the saddle with a bow.

But it was not only the crawlers that were advancing. The dragons were, too, charging right for us.

I grabbed hold of Silence and connected my mind to every dragon in our force. Get ready to attack.

As one, the dragons responded to my order, lining up on either side of me. The Radaskim dragons lifted higher into the air, as if to get above us. In response, our own dragons rose, so as not to become their target.

But it was all a feint. By the time we were well above them, they changed tactics, going right into a dive for the horsemen.

After them! I called.

As our dragons dove to defend the Plainsmen, I saw it would be impossible to get there first. The Radaskim dragons’ sharp claws and teeth ripped beast and man alike to shreds. The air was filled with the sound of their screams, both horse and human. By the time we were getting close enough to counter the dragons, they retreated to the safety of their own side of the field. Only a few of the laggards were caught by the Elekai dragons.

Dozens of dead men and horses littered the empty field. The crawlers pushed forward, claiming the space as their own, while the horsemen regrouped to fire on them.

It was the Radaskim’s first counterblow, and it had stabbed deeply while proving that the Plainsmen were not invincible. But we would not be driven back yet.

We can’t let them do that to us again, I said to my dragons. They want to kill the Plainsmen so the crawlers can advance. We can’t let them draw us away from defending them.

The Radaskim dragons had also reformed by this point and were coming for another charge. The crawlers combined themselves with this assault, and the Plainsmen, too, advanced to meet them on their horses. This time, my dragons flew right above the Plains People. We would not get drawn too far above them, like last time.

But this time, the Radaskim dragons only continued to rise, until they were several hundred feet above us. If we let them dive into us unopposed, many dragons would die.

I connected my mind to half of the dragons. Keep with them. The rest of us will stay down here and guard the horses.

By the time half of the Elekai dragons were rising to counter the Radaskim dragons, the Radaskim had already entered their own dive. And they were going right for us. The only choice was to engage them from a disadvantage; the other option was to try and dodge them, but that meant leaving the Plainsmen below completely open to attack.

I had to decide, and quickly.

But then, the air resounded with the deafening boom of cannon fire. At last, Shen’s ships had made their slow, ponderous way over, their guns in range of the high-flying Radaskim. Amid the smoke and thunder came the sound of dragons’ screams. Looking above, the Radaskim were being ripped to shreds. Violet blood and viscera rained from above, most of it missing our force, and instead landing on the advancing crawler tide.

Another volley fired, bringing down yet more Radaskim. They broke away from the slaughter, retreating once again behind the safety of their own lines. Newly dead Radaskim dragons littered the fields below. There were probably several dozen dead.

Our own ranks reformed, and for the first time, the Radaskim seemed hesitant to push forward. They just didn’t have the numbers to challenge us in the air. If they flew too high, they would be countered by the airships. Too low, and our greater numbers could meet, and defeat, them. And meanwhile, the crawlers were shot at by the circling horsemen in a never-ending stream of arrows. Each horseman could fire three, sometimes as many as six, arrows before being forced to turn away from the crawlers’ oscillating fangs.

Of course, some of our own died, too. Some horses got too close, or they were tripped up on the already fallen. In these cases, the crawlers surged forward, throwing their numbers and ferocity at those who were weak, ripping them to shreds.

But by and large, it was the Radaskim who were feeling our fury, to the point where they were no longer the ones advancing. Like this morning, they were being held back by their own dead. They were not halting out of fear – they were trying to press forward. Crawlers had no fear, no sense of self-preservation. They were getting caught on the wall of their own dead, a wall that was only increasing in size as the Plainsmen added to it.

And, just as quickly as the battle had started, the crawlers fled once again with a collective hiss. The wall of dead crawlers meant our own men could not pursue them easily, except for those on the flanks, who were already wrapping around and shooting down the fleeing monsters. They were just as skilled, if not more so, at felling them on the run, whooping and hollering the entire time.

When the Radaskim dragons set on our harrying troops, I called for our own dragons to defend them. As soon as we started moving, the Radaskim dragons broke off their attack, pulling away.

But the Plainsmen were overextending themselves; having my dragons here, or split up, left other parts of the army vulnerable. I swooped in low over them. “Go back!” I shouted in English. “Don’t be cut off by the wall!”

They looked as if they didn’t want to go back, but in the end, some man who must have been in charge shouted the order, and the two hundred or so horsemen turned back in the direction they had come.

I eased Flame up, realizing I had only seen one side of the battle. I took half of the dragons with me to see how the other side was holding up. The crawlers over there were still fighting, and still advancing. But with the Radaskim dragons in full retreat, we could charge them by the air and break them, too.

I called all my dragons toward me and took the chance. The crawlers didn’t recognize the threat yet, and by the time they did and turned to flee, it was too late for them. At once, some three hundred Elekai dragons swooped down as a single unit on the crawlers, raking them with sharpened claws, biting them with serrated teeth, casting them into the air like dolls, and completely shattering their formation. Once the charge was over, the horsemen swarmed in, weaving in and out of the confused crawlers, which were in no way organized. They were speared, they were shot down, they were trampled. And very few were able to escape, even into the nearby forest.

A few minutes later, that section of the plain was empty of all save the bodies of dead crawlers. There were horses and men among them, but the vast majority were Radaskim. Hundreds upon hundreds of them had died in the space of minutes. My heart was warmed at the sight.

But now, the crawlers were well and away, out of reach of both horses and dragons. It looked as if the second clash had ended in our favor as well.

Pull back, I said. We fought well. But this isn’t the end. They’ll be back soon, and we can’t get too confident.

I flew back with the dragons to where the Plains Warriors were already congregating, many of them already seeming to celebrate with food and drink.

I’ll have to put an end to that, I thought.

But for now, it was a victory. And it tasted very sweet.


























Chapter 47

The plains became the scene of a celebration. As soon as I landed, people were already drinking, eating, and starting bonfires. Maybe from the ground they just couldn’t see how big the Radaskim host was, or maybe they truly thought they had won already.

I went straight to the only person who could stop it. Victor’s force, including my own Black Hills Tribe, was still in the vanguard, and there seemed to be less chaos there, though many were already taking celebratory drinks.

Space was cleared as Flame picked out Victor amongst the crowd, landing right in front of him. Victor seemed to be giving orders to some of the chiefs, and they went off in different directions on horseback. He looked up at me, breaking into a smile.

“We drove them back, as I knew we would,” he said.

“This isn’t over,” I said. “The people are celebrating as if they won’t be back tomorrow, or even tonight!”

Victor seemed noncommittal. “If they do return, we’ll know of it. I have my scouts watching, and your dragons will catch sight of them should they try anything. No one can hide on these plains, not even at night.”

“Stop the drinking, at least! We need the archers’ aim to be true.”

“It is customary after a battle for a warrior to take a cup of fermented milk,” Victor said. “One cup will not hurt anything.”

“Some seemed to be drinking more than just a cup,” I said.

Victor didn’t respond to this. “Smile, Elekim. We killed hundreds of crawlers on the field today. Telling the men to eschew their traditions will only hurt morale.”

I bit my lip, but I didn’t want to argue with him. If they were truly only drinking one cup, then it probably wouldn’t affect anything. It would be hours before the Radaskim regrouped for another assault. And, I realized, I had no way of controlling these men. They had their own traditions, and I might lose support with them if I forced them to stop.

“I hope they shoot as well in the next round as they did today,” I said. “We can’t abandon our position until the Elekai come out of the pass. That means we’ll have to stay put and be ready to fight at any time.”

“I’ll remind my men,” Victor said. He gave a rueful smile. He reached into his saddlebag, taking out two clay cups. “Will you share a cup with me, Elekim? It would hearten the men to see you share our traditions.”

“A cup of water,” I said, but I couldn’t help but smile. “The men won’t know the difference.”

Victor shrugged, filling my cup with water, and his with the frothy milk. He passed me the water, and we raised our cups on high. All the surrounding men seemed to be watching us.

“To more dead monsters!” Victor called. “May their blood water the grass on which our horses feed! May we never rest until all of their kind are gone from the world!”

We drank to this, and I drained my cup quickly. The men cheered, seeming not to know that all I had was water.

“What now?” I asked.

“We let the men and horses rest,” Victor said. “We fletch more arrows. We eat. I imagine those monsters will lick their wounds a while longer.”

“Don’t be so sure,” I said. “From the air, it was clear they were only using a small portion of their true strength. Odium has been testing us, Victor, and would like nothing more than to give us a false sense of confidence. He’s an enemy we cannot overestimate.”

“You know him better than me,” Victor said. “I will speak to the chiefs about this, so they can encourage their men not to grow too complacent.”

I nodded. “I don’t know what’s coming next, but it’ll take our breaths away.”

“Do you see this?” Victor asked. “As Chief Hadon can see things?”

“Not exactly,” I said. “It’s more of a premonition. A warning from the Xenofold.”

All signs of merriment faded from Victor’s face. “We’ll do what we can to be ready, Elekim. We will eat, rest, and guard the pass so that your friends can join us.”

I thought of all my friends just then. All of them, save Shara, who I had seen fighting among the riders, were back in the pass right now. I could send one of the Dragonguard to check on their progress, but alone, a single messenger wouldn’t be safe.

We would have to hope that they came sooner rather than later.

“Something tells me they’re waiting for darkness,” I said. “They know we won’t fight as well then.”

“Maybe so,” Victor said. “But tonight, the sky will be clear, and the moon almost full. We fight almost as well at night as we do during the day. We’re no strangers to the darkness.”

“Good,” I said. “I’ll leave you here, Victor.”

“I plan to gather the chiefs when things calm down a bit,” he said. “Come join us at the center of the horde.”

“I will,” I said. “But first, I want to find Shara and eat.” And, at a sudden wave of exhaustion, I added, “and get some sleep.”




* * *




The Black Hills tribesmen set up a tent for me and Shara to rest in. We took our dinner within it, ignoring the celebration outside, and went right to sleep with orders to wake us up if the Radaskim returned during the night.

My dreams were haunted by crawlers, black-winged dragons, and Odium’s hideous visage. I felt his cruelty and malice, and more than that, his confidence, as if his victory were a foregone conclusion. As if our success today had meant nothing to him.

Not yet, I managed to think. Not while I live.

Not for long, he seemed to say back. Not for long.

I didn’t know if this was him truly speaking to me, or only my exhaustion conjuring nightmares. The Tree formed in my vision, haunting, ethereal, as it had stood for millennia. This was the Radaskim’s Sea of Creation. Just as Odium had to reach ours, I had to reach his. I just didn’t know how to do that, yet. I needed to return to Ragnarok Crater and speak with Tiamat. Tiamat knew how to travel between worlds. Only he could show me how to do it.

You’ll never get here alive, the voice came again, this time from the Tree. It was said in a tongue I didn’t recognize, yet all the same, I understood it at my deepest level. You cannot survive the Void Between Worlds. No one can. No one can . . .

I felt myself being shaken. I opened my eyes, not recognizing where I was at first. Shara’s face looked down from above me.

“Something’s happening,” she said.

I roused myself, sitting up in my cot. The animal skin walls of the tent flapped in the increasing wind, which was fast becoming a gale. I stood hastily and followed Shara outside. It was late evening, and the western sky was as red as blood. The color was vibrant, glowing like fire. What could cause the sky to look like that?

But Shara was watching toward the south, and so were a lot of the Plainsmen, more serious now that something strange was happening. They spoke nervously, while others were preparing their mounts for battle, though no battle horns had been sounded.

I realized then what it was. I could only see half as far as I should have toward the south, and it wasn’t just explained by the oncoming evening.

The air was beginning to fill with dust, the very same we had faced at Haven.

“Where is it coming from?” Shara asked. “It can’t just be a coincidence . . .”

I shook my head. “It’s no coincidence. They’ll attack soon. The darkness and the dust will make it nearly impossible for us to fight back.”

“But we have to fight back,” Shara said, as if in protest.

Now, the horns were sounding, and men were readying themselves for battle.

“They must be coming now,” Shara said.

I called Flame to me, while Shara called Red Tail. Within the minute they landed beside us. Shara grabbed a lance she had procured from somewhere, hefting it with an easy strength that belied her size.

Despite the situation, I couldn’t help but comment on it. “I can’t believe you know how to use that thing.”

She shrugged. “I received some training with the Hunters. I suppose I remember that much of my time with them.”

“I’m glad that training didn’t go away,” I said. “I’m going to need your help. I don’t know the source of the dust, but we’re going to have to figure out how to stop it. You and me both.”

“Can it even be stopped?”

“I don’t know, Shara. I do know it isn’t natural. It was supposed to be a clear night, but no longer. If the army loses here, then we can’t get to the Crater and Tiamat.”

“We were only at the Crater a few weeks ago,” Shara said. “So much pain could have been avoided had we known what we know now.”

We don’t really know much more now than we did then, I thought. “Maybe things turned out this way for a reason,” I said. “So, are you with me?”

“Of course I’m with you,” Shara said. “Do you even have to ask?”

“It’ll be dangerous,” I said.

“I’ve been through this much already,” Shara said. “There’s no safe place left. If it’s fate that I die, then that’s what I’ll have to do.”

It was at that moment that a horse rode up at a gallop, sliding to a stop just in front of us. It reared, and its rider, Victor, held on with just his legs, not seeming anywhere close to falling.

“The crawlers are beyond the wall of dead,” he said. “We must deploy now.”

“Go, Victor. The entire command is yours. Shara and I have to find a way to stop this dust.”

“An ill-fated storm,” Victor said. “There’s nothing you can do to stop weather on the plains. Though it’s strange to get such a storm this time of year.”

“It’s anything but natural, Victor,” I said. “The same thing happened at Haven. They use the dust to confuse things, and it’ll make it difficult for your men to shoot.”

“I know that,” Victor said. He looked nervously toward where all his men were riding and was clearly anxious to join them. “But if you believe it can be stopped, then that’s what you should do. Far be it from me to stop you.”

“I don’t know if I can,” I said. “But I’ll certainly try.”

“What of his dragons, Elekim?” Victor asked. “Will they not attack you if you fly too far from us?”

“I’m hoping most of his dragons are focused on the battle itself and aren’t suspecting a couple of us slipping behind enemy lines. The dust should work in our favor as much as his.”

You don’t know that, I thought. For all I knew, we’d just be making ourselves targets. I couldn’t worry about that, though. We had to take the chance, or thousands would die.

“I need to go,” Victor said. “The men are already fighting, and we want to kill as many as we can before the storm gets worse.”

I nodded. “Good luck, Victor.”

He nodded back at me and was off in a flash. His white stallion was soon lost among the rest of the mass, all heading south toward the Radaskim and gathering storm.

“It’s time,” I said.

So, we mounted up and flew with the rest of the dragons. I let them know quickly to be strong and to fight, and that Shara and I were off to find a way to stop the dust. I hoped that they understood the importance of our mission and didn’t think it futile.

As Shara and I turned our dragons toward the mountains, to come at the Radaskim from the side, none of them seemed to protest. I had to take that as a sign that we were doing the right thing, even if in truth, I wasn’t even close to knowing what I was doing.


























Chapter 48

Shara and I flew alone above the forest west of the battle. We swooped low over the trees, lost to the onset of evening. None of the Radaskim dragons were over here. As I’d hoped, all of them were engaged in the battle.

While the dust hardly reached the foothills, it overhung the battlefield in a massive, impenetrable cloud, its center seeming to be focused on the exit of the pass. Looking far to the south, it also seemed the dust was thinner. So, there was something in the Radaskim army producing that dust. But from here, there was no telling exactly what it was.

I edged Flame closer to Shara’s dragon. “We’re going to have to go into that from the side.”

“You lead, I’ll follow.”

I waited only a few seconds longer before instructing Flame to go. It’s time.

I felt acknowledgement from him, and only the slightest hesitation before turning east. Connecting my mind to his, I could sense his fear. Within minutes, we would be entering the dust.  The fact that it seemed to scare Flame more than fighting dragons earlier spoke volumes.

Shara, I thought. Bond with me.

She didn’t ask for the reason; within a few seconds, I felt her own presence in my mind.

I’m going to try something, I said. Something that will hopefully mask our presence with the Radaskim army. It . . . might not be pleasant.

Anything is better than dying, Shara said. I’m ready.

I couldn’t waste any more time. The closer we got to the Radaskim, the more likely it was we would be detected. The only way I could think to cloak ourselves was making them think we were Radaskim.

And for that, I had to announce our presence, only in a way that made them think we were part of their swarm. I reached out with my mind toward the dust cloud ahead, hoping to find a connection with one of the dragons there. At this distance, it was difficult, especially since I couldn’t see anything through the cloud. But in the end, I felt the presence of a dragon. I wasted no time, immediately using the Xenofold to tether it, the action so quick, precise, and practiced that it didn’t stand a chance of resisting. I read its hateful mind, its thoughts, its evil intentions, and channeled them all into the bond shared between Shara, me, and our dragons.

It felt as if we were awash in a river of poison and bitterness. I extended those thoughts from our minds, as if they were our own. It might seem strange that they were coming from two separate dragons rather than just the one, but before they noticed that, I hoped we would have figured out a way to stop the dust.

We were well inside the dust cloud, now. We wove in and out of Radaskim dragons, none seeming to give us notice. I could hardly believe it was working. The tethered dragon balked at my control. Holding his mind captive took a lot of energy. At the same time, I had to search for the source of that dust, all the while not losing my grip on the already tethered dragon.

We searched deeper within the dust cloud. There were no more dragons. I could hear the screams and shrieks of the crawlers from the direction of the battlefield, but other than that, there were no signs of the Radaskim, and no sign that they knew that we were even here.

There was no telling how long that would last.

After a few minutes of searching, and almost losing control of my tethered dragon, which now flew alongside us, a large shape materialized from ahead. It was a dragon, but of a different kind, with large, billowing wings, but a comparatively small body. It flapped those wings, slow and lumbering, and with each flap, the sky filled with even more dust. The wings seemed to be discharging the fine particles, and in such an amount as to immediately obscure the surrounding air before dissipating.

We flew past this dragon, only to find several more, doing the same thing, spewing incredible amounts of dust. I counted four of them, and there were probably more.

They were the source, then. But how to stop them? There was only one thing I could think of: to take control of them. But would I be able to do that while also controlling the Radaskim and channeling its thoughts to the swarm, passing them off as our own?

There was only one way to find out.

I’m going to need your help, Shara, I said. We need to take control of these dust dragons.

And then what? she asked.

Well, I doubted I could keep control of them for long. Long enough to ground them, with luck.

We won’t have much time. As soon as we reach out, every Radaskim dragon will know that we’re here.

There was a pause as she considered this. I’m ready when you are. I know what I signed up for.

I wasn’t sure she did, but we were beyond that, now. It was now or never. I began by reaching out toward the mind of the dust dragon closest to me. To my surprise, there was no resistance at all to my searching. These dragons had hardly a shred of intelligence. Their only purpose was flying and spreading the dust. Their minds were weak – surprisingly weak.

Was it a trap?

I didn’t have time to ponder that question as I began to tether them, one by one. I faced absolutely no resistance; in fact, the single Radaskim dragon I’d tethered at first was fighting much harder than the multiple dust dragons I now had under my control. Once I’d had a few of them, it was simple to detect others like it in the swarm. I kept tethering more and more until I had almost twenty of them under my control, all still spewing the dust. Only now was I feeling the strain. Individually they didn’t offer much resistance, but together, they were more powerful.

I think I’ve got them all, or enough of them, I said.

Bring them down, Shara said.

I gave the order. Fall.

The dragons ceased flapping their wings, as their bodies tilted toward the ground. The few I could see around me were entering a dive, their wings folded back to give them additional speed. I followed them down toward the ground, just to make sure. I watched them crash headfirst into the roiling swarm of crawlers below, each letting out a lumbering bellow right before impact. One by one, their connections severed from my own mind, like lights going out in the darkness.

They’re dying, Shara said.

Through the dust I could hear the scream of Radaskim dragons. Something in those screams told me they knew what had happened.

Time to leave, I said.

I turned Flame while Shara followed on Red Tail. I let go of the connection I forged with the original dragon, the one whose thoughts we were using to mask our presence. Before completely letting it go, I sent it flying in the opposite direction, until it was a safe distance away. With the severance came a frustrated scream, the dragon immediately turning to come after us. Once I dissolved the bond shared with Shara, my head swam a bit as I fought to remain conscious. After a few deep breaths, vision returned to my eyes, though I still felt a deep sense of fatigue.

Fly, Flame, I said. Fly with everything you’ve got.

I looked in the direction of the battlefield. Already, the dust was thinning a bit. I could see some of the Radaskim dragons approaching on dark wings.

Shara and I left the last of the dust behind, flying low over the spruces and pines of the foothills. We were still being pursued by about ten dragons, but they were far behind, lagging ever more with each passing minute. They would never catch Flame or Red Tail. Still, I urged Flame onward, wanting to leave nothing to chance.

It would likely take hours for the dust to dissipate. We just had to hold on long enough and hope that the Plainsmen’s tactics would carry the battle.


























Chapter 49

When we returned, things did not seem to be going well. From the air, the Radaskim seemed to stretch all the way to the eastern horizon, the dispelling of the dust finally revealing the true scope of their numbers. The horsemen swarmed in and fell back, unleashing their seemingly endless supply of arrows into the crawlers’ ranks. The battle had gone unabated for several hours by now. The dust seemed to be thinning, but it was still thick over the main body of the Radaskim, obscuring the movements of their dragons.

And from the pass, there was still no sign of the Elekai forces.

But there was nothing to be done. I rejoined the Colonian Dragonguard, finding Captain Dailyn about to lead another charge to defend the Plains People from the sky. The two sides collided, the Dragonriders lancing two of the Radaskim dragons immediately, while the rest found themselves ganged up by our superior numbers.

The clash lasted half a minute, ending with the Radaskim falling into the swarming crawlers below. More Radaskim, however, were flying from the main body to join the fray.

Dailyn called for the men to break off, and the rest of the Dragonguard went with him. Shara and I followed. I noticed the Dragonguard’s numbers were fewer, now. They must have sustained heavy casualties while Shara and I had gone to deal with the dust.

As the force of Radaskim pursued, about equal in number, I saw what Dailyn’s plan was. He was leading them right to Guardian Mian’s airships, which were floating over the center of our army. The Radaskim broke away right before they could be in range of them, however. A few deafening salvos fired off all the same.

But then, a blinding, orange brilliance ignited the sky, followed by a crackling boom. One of the ships was engulfed in flames, its gondola already sinking toward the ground at breakneck speed. Flaming, screaming people jumped overboard as the airship sunk lower, faster and faster as its envelope burned with a hellish light. Falling among the ship was a single, black dragon, dead and covered with flames.

A suicide flyer. I felt coldness creep over me.

Thankfully, the ship had been relatively isolated from the rest, which was probably why it had been picked as a target. All the same, the other airships averted course with it. One well-placed explosion could cause them all to go up in flames.

It would not take the Radaskim long to take advantage of this vulnerability.

“Protect the ships!” I shouted.

Dailyn heard and repeated the order.

“Here they come,” I heard Shara say from Red Tail next to me.

And indeed, they were coming. From the dust, still thick over the Radaskim host, they appeared. First dozens, and then hundreds. They had hidden their true strength, and now, sensing weakness, they were willing to bring their full power to bear.

The damaged airship at last hit the ground, bursting into another explosive plume of flame. The ground had been mostly cleared below it, but seeing those flames, and imagining them spreading to the other ships, filled me with dread. There were hundreds of Radaskim dragons coming, now. I had no doubt they were sending all their strength at once.

We were going to lose more than one ship this time, but we could still try to protect most of them. I flew on ahead, with Shara at my back. I turned and faced the Dragonguard, as well as the free Elekai dragons that did not have riders. There were perhaps two hundred left, all of them hovering behind me. I did not bother calling out. My voice would be lost to the din of battle.

Instead, I connected to every mind I could, transmitting my words through thought alone. Many of us will die in the next few minutes, I said. Maybe even all of us. This might be our last stand. So, fight, as if this is your last fight! The entire world depends on us!

The Radaskim dragons were halfway to us, now. In response to my words, our own dragons were roaring their defiance.

Keep them away from the ships and keep out of the ships’ way. If we lose those ships, then we lose everything. The dust will be gone soon, and with the dust, they’ll lose the main advantage they have. Fight on, fight with everything you have!

 I turned back, waiting only a moment before flying forward. The rest of the dragons followed behind, a final charge from both sides to decide the fate of the battle.




* * *




It didn’t take long for the two air forces to collide. I drew deeply from the Xenofold, knowing that I needed every bit of concentration I could get. My mind became aware of all the Radaskim dragons closing in, about twice our own number.

There’s too many. Where did they all come from?

It wasn’t a question that could be answered right now. Whatever the case, they meant to end us now, before they lost the dust completely.

Our own side formed up to engage the advancing Radaskim, but their line was longer. They now had two dragons for every one of ours. Some of them must have reinforced from beyond the mountains; I could see no other explanation.

Shen’s ships were spreading wide, so that if one went down, it wouldn’t take the rest with them. They evenly distributed themselves over the entirety of the line, readying themselves to turn broadside at the dragons’ approach. Guardian Mian, then, realized there would be no escaping this. Proudwing stood in the center of the air armada, the fires of the downed ship below reflecting off its side.

The Radaskim dragons began their ascent, and the Elekai rose to meet them. All fell away as the fight commenced. Flame, with a roar, closed his teeth around the neck of a maddened Radaskim. I held on tightly as he entered a dive, as I joined in the fight by reaching for the dragon’s mind, dulling its senses and allowing Flame to tear at its throat. A fountain of purple blood issued from the wound, and the dragon’s whitened eyes clouded as it entered a dive for the ground below.

No sooner was the dragon dispatched, Flame veered upward to meet the attack of a large Radaskim that was diving from above. I tethered its mind, forcing it to veer aside. The connection suddenly broke, allowing the dragon to regain control and chase us.

Flame circled around, only to have a view of three Radaskim flying directly for us. Behind those dragons, the Proudwing was veering to port, exposing its cannons to the dragons on the same trajectory as us.

Dive, Flame!

Flame screamed and entered a dive, just as soon as the cannons went off. I didn’t have the chance to see what happened; I was deafened by the blasts. At the last possible moment, Flame drew up and flew low over the ground, where several crawlers leaped up and snapped their jaws in the wake of our passage.

Flame flew back up and turned around again, right into the thick of battle. Cannons continued to fire from the airships. But amid the screams of dragons and the reports of cannons came an even more terrifying sound.

An unholy roar sounded from the direction of the ships. I veered Flame back, only to see the Proudwing erupting into flames. Its envelope had a breach amidships, where several Radaskim dragons had broken through the line. Those dragons were now aflame, but the damage had been done.

Guardian Mian had come too far forward, probably seeing the danger I was in. He had risked himself and his ship to save me. I watched in horror as the Proudwing sunk toward the earth. No one would be surviving that. No one could survive that.

Another thunderous boom sounded as the ship crashed onto the plains below, and for a single moment, the Radaskim swarm was illuminated in a single, nova-like burst from the ship’s remaining gas. Plumes of flame shot from the additional breaches in the envelope, and the remaining ships were beginning to pull back, away from the emboldened Radaskim, which were now targeting them with reckless abandon, all but ignoring our own dragons.

Protect the ships! I called, making sure the message was received by every one of our dragons.

The other Elekai joined me as we chased after the Radaskim. Nothing mattered now besides protecting the armada. Our numbers were too few to protect every point of the line, so we could only be as close to the ships as possible, protecting them at the source of the attacks.

That would place us at risk of going up in flames, too. But if we did nothing, the entire fleet would be lost. And when that happened, the ground army would be lost, too, along with all hope of victory.

Fight, I said. Fight with everything you have.

The fighting rejoined. Flame crashed against an oncoming Radaskim while I reached out toward its mind, taking control of it and causing it to drop quickly toward the ground. Other Radaskim homed in on me. I weakened them, such as I could, while Flame did the rest. Dailyn and his Dragonriders fell in around me, lancing many of the beasts as they got close. I watched as one Dragonguard fell to his death after his dragon was tackled by a Radaskim.

The battle was a chaos of wings, screams, and death. Deep in the Xenofold, I reached for whatever Radaskim dragon was closest. One on one, they were no match for me, but it was the sheer number of them. Flame and I worked together as a team, dispatching one after another, but even so they got their own bites and claws in, until Flame’s body leaked purple blood all over. I could feel his pain, his growing weakness.

Get back, Flame. You’ve done enough.

Flame roared, and only hesitated slightly before wheeling around, with three fresh Radaskim on his tail.

North, Flame. Past the ships. 

Flame obeyed, now fleeing for his life. I turned to see a stream of black dragons following in our wake. Not only that, other Elekai dragons were fleeing now, too. The screeching Radaskim, smelling blood, were in hot pursuit. The airships opened fire upon them, felling a couple, but more joined the chase, until there was something like ten of them after me alone. They knew who I was, and that killing me would end the war for good.

I deepened my connection to the Xenofold, feeling for the dragons behind me. They were nearing. Flame wove in and out of the airships, and as soon as we had passed them, they began to fire on our pursuers. Another explosion sounded from behind, and I felt the heat of the flames lick my back. The night was alight once more, revealing the Plains People horsemen below battling with the crawlers under the ships. Another ship went up in flames and started to sink.

We were being overrun.

Regroup behind the ships, I called out. We have one more chance. Make it count.

This would be our last chance, but I quickly saw that we wouldn’t get even that. I felt complete dread as I saw what lay north of the ships, in the direction of our retreat. It was filled with dragons, all flying toward the ships. A pincer attack.

Even after everything we had done, Odium would win.

But not before I’d had my say. It would likely kill me, but I had to try to tether the Radaskim. I had to draw as much power as I had at Haven, only I’d have to hold it all myself. There was no other way. I would be destroyed in the process, but I saw no other option.

But as I reached for the Xenofold, I felt my vision darkening, and my concentration slipping. No matter what I tried, I couldn’t grab hold of it, direct any of its energy toward my enemies. I was not only weakened from the battle, but from my earlier efforts of downing the dust dragons.

I let go of Silence. I was far too exhausted to do anything, save fighting to my last breath.


























Chapter 50

But the northern dragons never engaged. They only flew right past us, a mixture of Askaleen and Radaska, well over a hundred of them, all larger and more powerful than anything that had yet entered the battle.

I couldn’t comprehend why they were ignoring us. Were they going straight for the airships? After a moment, though, I knew the reason, just as Shara gave voice to it.

It made my heart swell with hope.

The Elder Dragons are here!

Come, Elekim, came a familiar voice. This isn’t over yet. Let’s kill some Radaskim.

Tiamat.

I turned Flame around to join the advancing tide. Another airship lit up the night sky and started sinking toward the ground. The Elder Dragons let out a collective roar and began their assault. And that assault was furious. The night was drowned with the roars and screams of battling dragons, but most of those screams were from the blindsided Radaskim. They were ripped to shreds by the Elders’ jaws and claws, far more powerful than anything they had yet faced. I flew on the periphery with Flame, knowing he was no longer good for fighting, as wounded as he was. I watched in disbelief as the Radaskim began to flee, hardly even holding their own for one minute. No more airships fell.

It was the Radaskim dragons who were falling now.

Flame let out a high shriek and flew his way toward the battle.

Flame, no!

But he dove in all the same, engaging a Radaskim already being chased by an Elder. The Radaskim was sent spiraling to the ground, crashing into a pack of crawlers that had broken through the Plainsmen’s line.

We were still outnumbered, but things were more evenly matched, now. The battle raged a few minutes longer, the Radaskim being pushed back until there were none left to threaten the ships. And, as suddenly as the Elder Dragons had come, the Radaskim dragons broke, shrieking and fleeing abruptly toward the south, as if recalled by a single order that had reached all of them at the same time. Dozens more fell as the remaining airships, about three-fourths of the original number, fired on the them.

The Elekai dragons congregated around the Elders. Any who bore a rider was cheering by this point. I noticed several dragons close to the Elders bore riders as well.

“Isaru!” I called out. “Fiona, Isa! What are you doing here?”

“We thought you might need some help,” Isaru called back. “We went to Ragnarok Crater after you left yesterday and look who we brought back!”

I closed my eyes, feeling tears form. It was too good to be true. And flying in the middle of the Elders was the Elder King himself. He let out a massive, deafening roar, far louder than any I had ever heard. His black wings were outspread, each large enough to completely shadow a smaller dragon. His white orbs blazed in fury as a stream of Elekai advanced under and around him, a storm from the north.

We charge! he called. This ends now!

He bellowed again, and flew south, leading the charge toward the plains below. The Radaskim dragons were almost out of sight, now, leaving the thousands of crawlers below completely undefended.

Flame screeched and joined in the carnage.




* * *




The battle continued through the night, the horsemen barely holding back against the crawlers, despite new support from the air. Even with all the crawlers we were killing, there was always more to replace them. The monsters were utterly inexhaustible, unlike our own men. For all the valor of the Plainsmen, they were exhausted.

And the Radaskim dragons were not completely out of the picture. Their numbers, greatly reduced, still tried to pick at the Plainsmen anyplace we couldn’t reach in time, withdrawing at the last moment to preserve their strength.

Where are you, Lord Harrow?

We fought on as gray dawn lit the eastern horizon, as snow began to fall out of an increasingly cloudy sky. The morning light revealed just how far we had been pushed back, and that the crawler host extended almost as far as the southern horizon. There were tens of thousands of them. And one by one, we were losing our men. It didn’t matter that five crawlers fell for every one of ours. It was a trade the Radaskim could afford. Even with the Elders help, even if we had decimated their air force, we had only evened things out. Losing was still possible. And perhaps even probable.

But as the sun rose, I noticed movement on the eastern horizon. The eastern horizon, and not the mountains to the west, where I had expected it. I felt my heart sink. More Radaskim? This would be the nail in the coffin.

They were still too distant to see clearly, and a great dust cloud had formed, obscuring their numbers and manner of composition. As time drew on, the Radaskim seemed to fight more furiously and desperately, despite their advantage in numbers.

I soon knew the reason why. From the east, horsemen bearing standards and horns came forward at a gallop, their armor shining in the morning light.

These were not Radaskim, then. They had come to kill Radaskim.

Elekim . . .

I felt the call across distance, coming from the east. A voice I hadn’t heard in months. Elder Tellor?

Though the hour is late, we’ve come, he said. The Eastern Kingdoms stand united.

Already, the army of the east was close enough to see, despite the dust and snow, deploying a long line of pikes, with large contingents of armored knights on the sides. From the distance, it was impossible to tell their numbers, but it was at least as much as we’d had at Haven. Enough to perhaps turn this battle in our favor and end things once and for all.

Below, the pressure eased off the harried Plainsmen as the Radaskim swarm, as a single mind, began to redeploy and rearrange itself to meet the new threat. Immediately, the Plainsmen yipped and screamed as they pushed back against the endless crawler tide, gaining new wind. Each tribe swooped like a whirlwind, unleashing a storm of arrows into the crawlers’ flanks. Those that still faced the Plainsmen were shot down without mercy.

Even so, there were many more monsters waiting in the wings, roiling upon the plain. The swarm was expanding outward, creating a new line to meet the Eastern horsemen that were already charging forward, lances extended, the rising sun shining behind them in a break of the clouds.

I watched as the two forces collided, as the banners charged deep into the roiling monsters, as the force of it shattered and killed countless Radaskim. As the knights wheeled away for another charge, so did the standards they carried: a black wolf on a field of white, a brown bear on a field of green, even a dolphin on a field of pink. There was a clam with two pearls, a copper snake, a wildcat. One was even a Silverwood on a field of black, along with the verdant green and broken manacles of Atlantea.

But one banner I saw carried along the entirety of the line. The upper left corner was a field of blue with rows of five-pointed stars, with red and white stripes covering the rest. It was a flag I’d only seen in the history books of the Sanctum library.

Nabea, Tellor, Samal, and Ret had done it, then. Not only had they gotten the Eastern Kingdoms to join as one, they had successfully marched them across to the plains to help us in our time of need.

I reached for the minds of all my dragons. Charge! Give them no rest, give them no mercy. Now’s the time to strike! Cut your way to the pass!

As one, the dragons set out, diving into the ranks of crawlers and unleashing hell, with the remaining airships firing from behind.




* * *




The battle wore on for more hours yet, with massive casualties on both sides. The Eastern army was still fresh, and I deployed half of our dragons over there to defend them from the air, since they had no ships or dragons themselves. The pikes, however, were deadly to the enemy crawlers. They formed a single, unified line, poles pointed out, so that nothing could come near without getting skewered.

In fact, the crawlers were all but disengaging from the Plainsmen by this point, instead choosing to focus on the Easterners. The Plainsmen swirled from behind, firing on the fleeing crawlers and thinning their numbers. Some Plainsmen, I noticed, had joined up with the Eastern knights, waving their swords and shields in the air. These ones, I supposed, had run out of arrows.

Get to the pass! I called to my dragons.

They followed me past the swarming crawlers. The pass had been abandoned by the Radaskim hours ago, but now we finally had the chance to seize it. It was vital that Lord Harrow had the space to deploy his own men; as soon as he arrived, we would have the chance to pincer the Radaskim swarm from three sides, and from the looks of it, the Radaskim wanted to break the Easterners quickly before that happened.

The dragons and I made it to the pass in a few minutes, and quickly dispatched the hundred or so crawlers that had remained behind. There were no losses on our side. Looking into the foothills, I could see movement along the road. The army was on its way, snaking down the road that led to the pass, mostly obscured by the thickness of the trees.

The fight continued into the afternoon. I ate the rest of my jerky and drained the last of my canteen, while I allowed Flame to land on an empty spot of the battlefield to rest his wings, with my friends joining me. I could feel Flame’s exhaustion, and his hunger. The nearest xen was miles to the west, in the Red Mountains; he would have to wait until the battle was over before he could feed and heal himself in the ichor springs of the caves.

By late afternoon, the first soldiers from the west began to enter the battlefield. They found a field of slaughtered monsters, but also of horses and men. I couldn’t imagine their shock at seeing such carnage. I swooped low and landed at the front of the force, and was quickly approached by a retinue of horsemen. The leader of them was Lord Harrow himself.

“Forgive our tardiness,” he said. “We were ambushed last night in the woods. Many men died, but we succeeded in pushing them off. I suspect their only purpose was to slow us down.”

“The Eastern Kingdoms have come to help,” I said. “They’re fighting now to the west.”

“Yes, we saw from the hills. And I have more good news. The Novan force has been spotted to the south and is marching north toward the Radaskim. If we but meet them from the west, while they push from the south, then they shall be enclosed from all sides.”

I could hardly process the information. The Novans, too? They had made it through Highgrove, then, but why were they coming to help us? I couldn’t question it, at least not yet.

“Let’s get moving, then. The crawlers have abandoned their position here, so it should be a straight shot to the battle in the east.”

Harrow turned to his nearby captains who sat on horseback. “Deploy the troops. Advance on my signal.”

“We’ll cover your advance from the air,” I said.

I urged Flame into a running start, and he took wing over a pile of dead crawlers. We flew swiftly west, with the hundred dragons I’d taken, along with my friends, following me. I was almost delirious with exhaustion; the running crawlers and flying Radaskim dragons moved as if they were a vision, the sun glinting off their black scales. They turned and flew away at our approach, rejoining with their brethren attempting an attack on the Eastern army’s left flank.

I led the charge against them, the airships being occupied with protecting the Eastern army’s left flank. Already, the crawlers were throwing themselves against the line of pikes, heedless of any danger to themselves. There were still many of them – perhaps too many for the Easterners and us to handle alone. But Lord Harrow and the Elekai were here. If we could just reach them in time, then this battle would be all but over.

More crawlers yet were wrapping around the foot soldiers’ flanks, checked only by the Eastern cavalry on the left and the Plainsmen horse archers on the right. The entire mass of crawlers was making a final gambit to surround and destroy the eastern army before Harrow could strike from the rear.

But the Easterners would hold. About a thousand feet or so from the battle, Lord Harrow raised his sword on high.

And with a shouted command, the combined Elekai, Colonian, Mongarian, and Shen forces charged, most of them on foot. The Elekai pikemen, almost as numerous as the Easterners, formed a long line meant to entrap and slaughter the crawlers within.

The fighting only went on a few more minutes after that. Again, as if of one mind, the crawlers began fleeing in mass toward the south, toward the only opening that would allow escape. I flew Flame in that direction, only to see another army in the distance.

The Novans had come.

Their men spread themselves to form a line to catch the fleeing monsters, a sight too beautiful for words. Even so, some of the crawlers broke free. I ordered the dragons to clip at the side of the formations, corralling the monsters toward the waiting blades of the Novans. The swift Plains horsemen also kept the crawlers in check, shooting down any who escaped the closing noose.

The armies pushed inward, the crawlers too cramped to do anything other than die in droves.

The slaying went on well into the evening. The Radaskim dragons swirled madly, not abandoning the crawlers to their fate. They, too, became boxed in, surrounded by our own dragons and the airships. The four armies each held their own as the box closed in, forming piles of dead crawlers, and in some cases, mountains of them. The crawlers within their prison of dead could not escape, but not for lack of trying. They were even attacked from the air by dragons’ claws, or shot down with volleys of arrows from the Eastern bowmen. The Novan army assembled towers alarmingly fast, onto which they mounted their cannons that scattered shot widely into the hapless monsters, butchering them more quickly than all the other methods combined.

When the sun rose at last, it illumined a grisly scene. A giant mountain of crawler dead, either killed by our hands, or suffocated within the massive pile. It was eerily quiet. Much of the plains were stained violet from their blood. Likewise, hundreds of dragons were strewn about the field, most of them black, but intermixed were human dead, horse dead, and Elekai dragon dead. And of course, there were the burnt-out husks of the airships, including a husk twice as large as all the others, what remained of the Proudwing.

The men, no matter what force they hailed from, were too tired to cheer. All fell where they stood and slept, only the most disciplined taking the time to pitch their tents or build their fires wherever they happened to stand. The Plains People were the most exhausted; men fell asleep on their horses, and those horses slept wherever they stood.

But despite my utter exhaustion, there could be no rest for me yet. I settled Flame near the Eastern army and was quickly approached by a band of horsemen. At their head were my old friends; Nabea, regaled in armor and a long, verdant cape that was bloodstained and dirty, with Elder Tellor beside him in plain Seeker’s robes, while Samal and Ret rode on Nabea’s other side, dressed similarly to him and looking every inch young officers. There were also other men, carrying banners of many colors and sigils, many obviously commanders of their own forces that had rallied behind Nabea.

Nabea approached astride his massive black destrier, along with Elder Tellor, Samal, and Ret. All quickly dismounted.

I did the same, sliding off Flame and running to meet them. I didn’t know if it was the exhaustion, or the sheer emotion of seeing them again, or the gratitude at having been saved, but I broke down in tears.

“I sure am glad to see you alive,” Nabea said.

I was too tired for words. I could only hug each of them as my tears became even more hysterical.

The others started to land their own dragons – Fiona, Shara, Isa, and finally, Isaru. The others looked at Isaru in wonder, as if they couldn’t believe he was with us again. Isaru nodded to all of them, not needing to explain that he was well, and that Rakhim Shal was done for.

“There’ll be time for stories later,” I said. “I’ve been fighting for two days straight now.”

It was then that I realized that I was still taking hold of the Xenofold, as a means of giving me energy. Did I dare let go? I decided that it was time. As soon as I did, I felt gravity pull me down to the long grass below. Despite the bright morning sun shining right on my face, I knew nothing more.




* * *




I woke up later to a pounding headache and a ravenous hunger. I looked around to see that I was in a tent with a fire built in the middle with smoke escaping a hole in the top. I had been sleeping on a bundle of furs, with another fur thrown over me for good measure. Looking around the tent, I could see my friends: Fiona, Shara, Isaru, and Isa, all asleep with their backs to the flames.

I found food near the fire – roasted meat, cheese, and dried fruit and nuts. I ate quickly and chugged water from my canteen, which had been refilled while I was asleep. When my stomach was near to bursting, only then did I stop. I wondered for a moment whether I should wake my friends, but I decided not to disturb them. If they were anything like me, they were exhausted, too, and needed to rest.

Instead, I threw on my cloak, along with my fur coat I found hanging by a peg mounted to the tent wall. I also found a pair of fur-lined boots, which fit my feet almost perfectly. I checked my pack, to find that it also had been replenished with various snacks – jerky, nuts, more dried fruit, and inside it, I also found some gloves, which I put on. I straightened my hair, which now almost reached my shoulders, and opened the tent flap to the dark, cold night.

It was snowing, and it was coming down good. At least six inches covered the ground, and the only source of light was the liberal number of torches spread throughout the camp. Tents were lined up every which way, men kneeling by cookfires, with horses hobbled in a line not far from me. The air was filled with conversation, strangely dulled by the snowfall. Somewhere I could hear the ringing of hammers on metal.

I wasn’t sure which direction to go, so I was pulled by my own intuition. As I walked, some men recognized me and called my name, either Elekim, or rarer, Anna, though none called me by my given name. I had no doubt by this point that most of them thought Elekim was my name, and not just a title. I nodded as I passed, many offering the food from their fires. The camps seemed to be completely intermixed. Plains People dined with Easterners, and Easterners with Elekai. Perhaps the leadership didn’t get along, but I supposed battling on the same side could make friends of anyone. The fact that the Plains People and the other army men couldn’t understand each other didn’t seem to detract from them eating and drinking together, or playing dice and board games by the light of the fires, or telling bawdy jokes.

The path opened until I found a larger tent before me, which appeared to be made from thick cloth rather than animal skins, from which flew the verdant green banner of Atlantea, along with the stars and stripes of old America.

I entered the tent to find it already full of people I didn’t recognize, many wearing armor, others leather, and some just warm clothing. Most of them were probably lords or commanders from the Eastern Kingdoms. Nabea would be in here somewhere, and most likely Elder Tellor himself.

Men went quiet as I passed by; perhaps I didn’t recognize them, but they sure seemed to recognize me. I heard whispers of “that’s her,” or “Elekim.” I moved quickly so I wouldn’t get bogged down with conversation and ignored several people trying to hail me. I wasn’t stopping until I found either Nabea or Elder Tellor.

But as it turned out, they both found me.

“Shanti,” I heard a voice call.

I turned to see Nabea, with Elder Tellor standing beside him in his Champion’s robes. I stopped, and he came over with Elder Tellor next to him. “I trust that you’re well-rested?”

I nodded. “Yes. What time is it, anyway?”

“You slept through the afternoon, and now it’s several hours after sunset,” Nabea said. 

I slept about ten hours, then, but from the way my head still pounded, it felt more like five. “Any news?”

“Nothing,” Elder Tellor said. “We’ve conferred with Lord Harrow and the Syndic of Mongar. Right now, the snows make it impossible to move, and the men need to rest besides.”

“That makes sense,” I said.

“Have you had any food?” Nabea asked.

“Yes. I think the Plains People saw to it.”

“We have yet to speak with their First Man,” Elder Tellor said. “The other Elders went to their camp in the afternoon and are still there, as far as I know.”

“What about the Novans?” I asked, suddenly remembering them.

“General Tertullian has established his camp to the south,” Tellor said. “There will be a meeting between all of us tomorrow morning.”

Everything sounded good so far. “High Guardian Mian, who commanded the Shen Air Force, perished in the battle when his ship went down. I thought all of you should know. He fought bravely, when all seemed lost.”

I still remembered the flaming hulk of Proudwing as it crashed into the ground. The losses among the air force had been grievous – a quarter of them had gone down in the fighting. The fact that we had killed hundreds of their dragons in return was little consolation.

“I regret that I could never meet him,” Nabea said. “He sounds like a brave and honorable man.”

Elder Tellor nodded his agreement. “I had looked forward to meeting him as well. May he rest in peace.”

“There is something you’d probably like to hear, Shanti,” Nabea said. “Pallos Sarin returned with Odin this afternoon, and now commands the Shen Air Force.”

“Pallos? Where is he?”

“Aboard Odin, I imagine,” Nabea said. “It’s anchored next to the rest of the ships, and now serves as the fleet’s new flagship.”

There would be time to visit later, but the news seemed too good to be true. To have Pallos back, along with Odin for any future battles, could make all the difference. “Anything else?”

“Nothing, really,” Tellor said. “The snow is heavy and prevents our movement. Our carts will only become bogged down. The Elders and Syndic told us of your plan to fortify Ragnarok Crater.”

I nodded. “What about the Radaskim? Are there any more that can threaten us on this side of the mountains?”

“So far, there’s no word of anything,” Tellor said. “Some dragons have been sighted in the mountains, but it seems even they don’t want to chance an attack in the snow.”

“Winter is here,” I said. “I’m afraid this snow will stick around for a while, and it’s still a fair distance to the Caverns of Creation. At least inside the Crater, it’ll be warmer.”

“Yes, we guessed that that was the reason you’re here,” he said.

I realized then that Tellor and Nabea had never received word of our plans. I quickly explained my reasoning to go there, and how important it was to protect Ragnarok Crater from Odium.

Once done, they both considered the problem of how we’d get so many men from here to there.

“Either we wait for the snow to melt, or we abandon the carts and take what we can on foot and with our animals,” Tellor said.

At this point, Ret and Samal joined the discussion. Their expressions were serious, a far cry to their former boyishness. Both wore green capes like Nabea, and both had the broken manacles of Nabea’s house pinned to their breasts. Ret stood as tall and lanky as ever, while Samuel was just as short and swarthy as he had always been, his hair shaved close to his scalp. They remained quiet as the Elder Champion continued to speak.

“This weather could be the death of us,” Tellor continued. “If we wait, we give ourselves the chance to stay warm and for the snows to melt. However, our food supplies are limited, and there isn’t much provender to be found on the plains. The distance from the Kingdoms only means food will come in slowly, if at all, given the weather.”

“How much food does your army have?”

“The combined Eastern forces have enough food for another month, perhaps,” Nabea said. “If the snow keeps up like this, it’ll take all of that time to reach Ragnarok Crater. The descent to the crater’s base is going to take a while as well. And of course, the longer we wait here, the more likely it is another Radaskim force catches us.”

“It seems we have little choice, then,” I said.

Reaching the Sea of Creation, and guarding it from Odium, was of utmost importance. We couldn’t do that if we were stuck out here.

“Have the Elder Dragons departed yet?”

“Yes,” Elder Tellor said.

I nodded. “We’ll be joining them, soon. Getting there seems impossible, with the snow and our lack of supplies. But where there’s a will, there’s a way.”

I looked at the four men now watching me. Elder Tellor’s brown eyes were deadly serious. Nabea’s were worried, but still resolved. Ret and Samal both looked afraid, but determined.

“What does he want with the Sea of Creation?” Samal asked, at last. “What happens if he reaches it?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know, Samal. Nothing good, I can assure you of that. My dreams have shown that much.”

I explained this as best as I could – the Tree on Askalon, and how it was the source of everything we were fighting against.

Once I was done explaining, all of them looked at me thoughtfully. After a long silence, Nabea was the first to speak.

“If reaching the Sea of Creation is so important, then perhaps it might be best for you to go on ahead. The army can follow. Perhaps it’ll be our last stand, but from now until that final battle, all we’ll be doing is making the journey. If you take Odin, you can be at Ragnarok Crater by tomorrow, if you truly wanted to.”

It was something that hadn’t occurred to me yet. But was that the right move, so soon?

 “I’m not sure I’m ready,” I said. “I still don’t know exactly what it is I need to do. They aren’t just dreams. I know what I’m seeing is real.”

“I wouldn’t go alone,” Tellor said. “An honor guard of your closest friends would suffice.”

Yes, they wouldn’t like it if I went by myself. But the journey to Askalon, even if it was possible, was something I would have to do alone. It was hard to imagine anyone other than me being able to do it. The decision, once made, would be irrevocable. I couldn’t force that on anyone. Even Tiamat had told me that I would be giving my life just for the chance of making it to the other side.

“I need some time on my own,” I said. “To think things through.”

“Of course,” Elder Tellor said.

I begged my leave, and turned and walked out of the tent.




* * *




The cold air hit my face, sharp and stinging. The snow continued to fall. My boots crunched over the powdery stuff which was so rare in the south. I walked through the rows of tents, which after a few minutes came to an end. Before me spread the vast plain, though I couldn’t see far due to the snowfall.

Tiamat, I wish you were here right now. I reached for him, but it was useless. He was likely already back in Ragnarok Crater, or close to it. I could call across that distance and find him, perhaps. I had done as much before. But I just didn’t have the energy, and something told me that he wouldn’t have the answers I sought.

Where to find the answers, then? No one on Earth knew. I felt lonely, then. Maybe Nabea was right. Maybe it was time for me to go off and settle this once and for all.

I reached out for Flame, but I didn’t feel his wakefulness. Like me, he was tired from the battle. I let go of the connection. He had as much a right to sleep as any of us.

Sleeping was what I should have been doing, but here I was, walking into a snowstorm. I turned and saw the lights of the camp were almost completely gone now, such was the strength of the precipitation. I just stood out there, watching the snow collect over my boots. The footsteps behind me were already halfway filled in.

The silence out here was eerie. It was the first time I had been truly alone in a while. The snow felt like a protective cocoon around me. This world seemed a different one from the hellish one I’d lived in, the one with monsters and dragons all trying to kill me. The horrible images of the battle continued to flash through my mind. I couldn’t turn them off, even with the aid of Silence.

There was no way for me to get to Ragnarok Crater without Flame, though. I couldn’t imagine riding any other dragon at this point, though I’m sure any of them would consider it a privilege. He had been hurt in the battle and would carry those scars with him for the rest of his days. Flame and I understood each other, now. Though we spoke little, words weren’t needed. The link between us communicated far more than words ever could.

It was not surprising, then, when I felt Flame’s presence in my mind. Elekim? Did you call?

There didn’t seem to be any harm in asking him, now. Can you come here, Flame?

I wasn’t waiting long. A few minutes later, Flame swooped down and landed lightly in the snow ahead of me. His head turned to face me, his all-white eyes surveying me coolly as his pink wings folded back. Even without Odin, I could be in Ragnarok Crater by tomorrow afternoon if I asked him to take me.

Are you well? I asked, reaching to touch his neck. It was warm, despite the bitter cold outside.

I ate and rested with the other dragons, he said. I’m well enough.

I hope so, I said.

Are we flying? Flame asked, seeming to guess my purpose.

I held my hand on his neck, considering. Not yet, Flame. The time isn’t right.

I expected him to ask why I had called him, but he didn’t. He merely stood there, blocking the wind, and after a moment let one of his wings fall over me protectively. I lay my head against his neck and felt his warmth seep into my skin. I just wanted to be alone, away from everyone with my thoughts. Flame seemed to understand that.

I got to thinking then, about the Tree, about whether I should go to Ragnarok Crater ahead of the army. It felt wrong to abandon the troops right after their victory, but I also knew that without me, they would reach the Crater just the same. Lord Harrow already commanded the Elekai forces, while Tellor and Nabea commanded the Eastern forces. My leaving probably wouldn’t affect their progress north.

But if there was another battle, would the dragons be okay without Elekim?

I realized then that thinking about it wouldn’t solve anything. Nobody knew the answer. I just wanted to scream in frustration. Was I really going to have to leave everyone to go to the Crater on my own?

“They said you’d gone out here,” a male voice called from behind me.

I spun around, not even recognizing the voice, so lost I was in my thoughts. But I recognized the person it belonged to.

“Pallos?”

Seeing him standing there, just outside Flame’s wing, was a bit jarring at first. But then I felt myself soften and walk up to him, surprising myself by giving him a hug. Pallos stiffened awkwardly, but let himself be hugged.

“You’re acting like you thought I was dead,” he said, bemused.

I pulled back. “No, I didn’t think that. I just never expected to see you here.”

I also felt guilty for treating him unfairly for the longest time, and not accepting him as one of our own, but I kept that to myself.

“I’m glad you’re safe,” he said. “I had more cause to worry than you.” His expression grew more serious. “What are you doing all the way out here?”

“I don’t know. Thought maybe I could figure things out if I got some space.”

“Oh. I can just . . .”

“No,” I said. “Stay.”

It was silent for a bit, neither of us really knowing what to say. Pallos cleared his throat. “I was looking for a while. No one really knew where you were. I asked someone who said you walked out here.”

“Nice detective work.”

“I’m not sure if that’s meant to be sarcastic, or . . .”

I wasn’t sure, either. “You have Odin, huh?”

Pallos nodded. “You could visit it now, if you like. You and everyone else.”

“I might need it, soon. There’s . . . a chance I’m going to the Crater ahead of everyone else.”

Pallos frowned, puzzled. “And why would you do that?”

“I need to reach the Sea of Creation,” I said. “I have to use it to stop the Radaskim. Somehow.”

“Somehow.” Pallos thought for a moment. “You might need to come up with a better plan, first.”

“I know it’s not really ideal,” I said. “I really don’t know what I’m doing, Pallos. I’m surprised I’ve even gotten this far.”

“Honestly? Me, too.”

I couldn’t help but smile at his brutal honesty. “Maybe anyone could have done it. We’ll never really know, will we?”

“I suppose not,” Pallos said. “Can I step under this?” He gestured toward the wing. “It’s a bit cold out here.”

“Of course,” I said. “Sorry, I thought that was a given.”

Pallos stepped under, brushing the snow out of his hair and off his shoulders. “I did what I could with Odin. The hull is repaired, but it’ll never fly like the old days.”

“What do you mean?”

“The damage the engine sustained will take months to repair,” Pallos said. “To explain it simply, I gave it a temporary fix so that I could get it back into your hands as soon as I could. It’ll fly, but not with the same power or speed as before.”

“I see. How much slower is it?”

“It’ll fly just as fast,” Pallos said. “What I should say is, it won’t be able to accelerate the way it used to. Its days of fighting dragons are probably over.”

“But it’ll still get us from Point A to Point B.”

Pallos nodded. “It should. It must be treated gently, though.”

“Even Shen had his doubts you could fix it.”

Pallos’s eyes widened. “Did he, now? Didn’t realize he was paying that much attention.”

“I think he knows everything that happens.”

“Well, he may be right in the end. There could be something wrong with it that not even I could foresee.”

We paused as we watched the snow continued to fall.

“I’m sure I missed a lot,” Pallos said. “I won’t ask you to explain everything that’s happened.”

“I don’t think I could, even if you gave me the chance. But most of it was fighting. About what you’d expect.”

Pallos nodded, signaling a change in subject. “I met with some of the air force. Set some things in order, with Guardian Mian’s death and all. They still seem set on me as his replacement, for whatever reason.”

“It’ll suit you,” I said.

“I don’t want it,” he said. “I’d rather be a pilot.”

“Not a spy?”

Pallos smirked. “You mean, a diplomat?”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Yeah. Whatever you want to call it.” I stepped out from beneath Flame’s wing. “Well, can you take me to the ship?”

“Of course,” Pallos said.

“Let me talk to Flame first.”

I walked around to face the dragon, his head turning until it was close to mine.

I’m going to have a look at the ship, Flame.

The tip of his pink snout nuzzled my face. It was far larger than my entire head, and it would have been a simple thing for him to swallow me whole. It was hard to forget his power when he treated me so gently.

Will you be okay here on your own? I asked.

I won’t be alone, Elekim.

No. I suppose not, with your dragon friends and all. I paused. I may have to leave early, Flame.

I know, Flame said. It saddens me. But you are Elekim and protecting us is your charge. King Tiamat has called for you.

Something about those words gave me a chill that had nothing to do with the frigid air. If this is the last we see of each other, Flame . . . thank you. Words cannot express how grateful I am for you. I couldn’t have asked for a better dragon.

You are the one I should thank, Flame said. You rose me up from Mindlessness and gave me my soul. Bearing Elekim in battle was the honor of my life, and I hope to have that honor again, someday. I sense now you have other battles to fight . . . battles where I cannot follow. Though if I could, I would follow you, even if it meant my own death.

Hearing that made me feel unbearably sad. I reached out to touch his snout, realizing that this could really mean goodbye. And a dragon offering his life meant far more than a human offering it, for a dragon could live forever, in theory.

We won’t say farewell, then, I said, feeling tears come to my eyes. Just until later. Okay?

Flame inclined his head in a very humanlike gesture. I knew he only did that for my benefit. Just as he had done everything for my benefit. And it may have been my imagination, but his thin lips seemed to be pulled back. As if in a smile.

Until later, Elekim.

I let my hand fall, and Pallos and I walked back to the camp in silence, until Flame was lost to the snow.


























Chapter 51

Walking on board Odin after so many weeks felt, in a way, like coming home. Its interior was warm and its clean, metallic scent familiar. I walked around, reacquainting myself with the ship. On the outside, it looked no different than before. And on the inside, it was impossible to tell it had been damaged at all. Whatever harm it had sustained must have been invisible to the eye.

Pallos followed me to the engine room, where the fusion core hummed softly. With a simple command from the flight deck, that engine would roar to life and take us all far away from here.

“How bad is it?” I asked.

“Worse than it looks,” Pallos said. “The worst part is knowing how to fix it, but just not having the time.”

I placed a hand on the bulwark, feeling the metal vibrate beneath. “Maybe I should let you pilot, then. I’m probably a bit rusty, anyway.”

I walked to my cabin, which was unchanged from before. The bed was cleanly made and nothing of mine remained. All I’d had, really, was my pack that was still back in my tent.

I ended my tour by filing past the galley, the conference room, and finally, ending in the flight deck. Its controls were lit up in the darkness. Outside the windshield, I could see darkness and swirling snow. It all made me unspeakably sad, for some reason. Maybe because I knew what was coming. Maybe because Odin’s adventures might soon be coming to an end.

Despite everything I felt, though, I allowed myself a small smile. In just a few minutes, when I got my own pack on board, I’d be having my first hot shower in weeks.

As if reading my thoughts, Pallos said, “We can go get your stuff now, if you’d like.”

“I’d like a minute alone, Pallos.”

“Of course,” he said. “Take your time.”

He withdrew, and I took up my seat. I remembered everything about this ship. All the scrapes we’d barely gotten out of. The conversations held with various people. Even some flashes from Anna’s old life. I smiled, remembering memories that were not even mine. Four hundred years ago. It was still so hard to believe. But if I closed my eyes, I could still hear his laughter. I could still feel his arms around me.

When I opened my eyes, though, I was still alone. Alone, and very cold.

I stood up and found Pallos waiting for me in the wardroom. He looked at me, as if for direction on what came next. As if I knew.

“What time is it, anyway?”

“About one in the morning,” he said.

My friends wouldn’t be happy about being woken up, but this ship was far too empty without them, and demanded to be filled with life again. At least one last time.

“Let’s go get everyone on board,” I said.

The shower could wait.




* * *




When everyone arrived, we took turns cleaning up and sleeping while Pallos cooked a meal in the galley. Once everyone was refreshed, we met up in the conference room and sat down to a communal meal. I was the last one to arrive, and everyone’s conversations subsided once I took my seat.

As I grabbed myself a plate and began eating, I tried to think of how I would start the conversation. Would they even understand?

 “We’re going to Ragnarok Crater early, aren’t we?” Fiona asked.

The others looked at me expectantly. All of them knew. I couldn’t hide my shock as all of them waited for my answer.

“Actually, that’s what we’re here to discuss,” I said. “It would mean leaving the army behind. They will proceed north once the weather clears up and set up a position to defend the Caverns of Creation. But with Odin, we don’t have to wait for the weather to improve. What matters is Ragnarok Crater. Odium cannot be allowed to reach it.”

“To me, there is no choice,” Fiona said. “I’ve been having dreams of Ragnarok Crater, not Mongar. We need to head there, even if the snow continues to come down.”

“It’s a long march,” Shara said. “Can it be done?”

I didn’t have the answer for that. “If the weather clears, then yes. If not . . . then things could get very difficult.”

What was more, I didn’t even think the supply wagons could find their way through deep snow. Those wagons would carry all the food that was needed to withstand a long siege. The Crater had its own food supply to be foraged, but it wasn’t anything near enough to sustain tens of thousands of men, at least not for more than a few months.

“It seems there really is no choice,” I said. “All in for the Sea of Creation. That’s all that matters.”

Everyone grew quiet at this. They had known I would want to go straight to Ragnarok Crater. Did they also know what I intended to do once I reached the Sea of Creation? Did they know I would have to make the final journey alone?

At this point, Isaru stood and left without a word. After a few seconds, the sound of his footsteps disappeared in the corridor outside.

“Excuse me,” Isa said.

Just as quickly as he had left, she was gone, too.

“What was that about?” I asked.

Fiona looked at me, as if not believing I didn’t know. “He isn’t happy about this. None of us are.”

“Not happy about what? That we’re leaving the army behind?”

“No,” Fiona said, looking at me as if I were daft. “It’s you not realizing how hard this will be for us. To watch our friend go, and not be able to follow.”

They did know, then. Somehow, some way, they knew. I was too stunned to speak.

“Go talk to him,” Shara said. “We’ll still be here.”

I got up and paused in the doorway. “Any advice?”

“Listen to him,” Fiona said. “It won’t be easy to hear, Shanti. But it will be necessary.”

I pushed down the urge to defend myself. Clearly, they had all talked about this already, with Isaru heading things up. “I’ll try to listen.”

I left the conference room and walked the short distance to the wardroom. Once there, I saw Isaru and Isa sitting at the table, facing across from each other. Isaru’s head hung low, his long silver hair obscuring most of his face. Isa held his hand, waiting for him to say something.

At my entrance, she turned to look at me. I was surprised to see that there were tears in her eyes. Isaru didn’t look up, even as I approached the table and took a seat next to Isa.

“Isaru?” I said. “You want to talk?”

He looked up at me, his gray eyes hollow. “I know you have to do it, Shanti. Don’t convince me of that. But that still doesn’t mean I’m okay with it.”

I was readying my own retort, when Fiona’s reminder went through my head. Listen. “What aren’t you okay with?”

“Do I need to say it?” he asked. “If we let you do what you’re talking about, then that means none of us will ever see you again. Just for a small chance for Odium to be stopped!”

“There’s no other way. If not me, then who?”

“I know that,” Isaru said, frustrated. “If you really are going away . . . forever . . . don’t you want there to at least be some guarantee?”

“There are no guarantees,” I said. “I know. It isn’t fair.”

Isaru shook his head. “I don’t feel like you’re getting my point. None of us want you to do this, Shanti. You’re acting as if this is the way it’s going to be without any sort of conversation about it.”

I couldn’t help myself. “I’m sorry, but things have been a bit busy around here. In case you haven’t noticed, we just fought a major battle. I’m exhausted, Isaru. Tired. Emotional. Maybe even a bit crazy. Forgive me for not sharing every single one of my thoughts with all of you the moment they’ve crossed my mind. I’m not perfect. Maybe the way I do things isn’t ideal, but you have to trust that I am trying to do my best.”

Isaru nodded, and took a deep breath to get a handle on his emotions. “Perhaps I’m being unfair. I’m . . . sorry for that. Still, I want this decision to be made together. Whether this is the only way forward or not doesn’t matter. It’s the fact that you made the decision without even talking to us first . . . it just hurts a bit, you know?”

I looked at Isa beside me, who was slowly nodding her head. And, over my shoulder, I saw that Fiona and Shara had joined us in the wardroom.

“I’m outnumbered,” I said.

“We just want you to listen,” Isaru said. “This is a discussion.”

“But there’s only one real choice.”

“You made that choice without asking for our opinion first,” Isa said.

“What is your opinion, then?” I asked. “I’m not being sarcastic; I really want to know. How would this have gone differently had I approached all of you first?” None of them seemed to have a response for that. “I mean, do you think I want to die? This is the only way.”

“We don’t know that,” Isaru said. “Who says it has to be you who goes? Why not any one of us?”

“I’m Elekim,” I said. “Only I can command the Xenofold to open the way.”

“Open the way,” Shara said. “If it’s only opening the way, like a door, then maybe it’s possible for us to follow you through it.” Everyone was now looking at her. “I mean, we don’t know how any of this works. All we have are your dreams, and what Tiamat has told you. We know that this is a journey you must take. You’re right about that. But who’s to say we can’t make that journey, too, if we choose?”

“I don’t know,” I said, not sure where she was going with this. “I guess it’s possible. There’s no way of knowing. For all I know, I’m the only one who’s strong enough to do it.”

“Like you said, we don’t know,” Shara said. “But I do know this. If there’s any chance I can follow you, then I want to do that. I mean, we’re talking about traveling to another world with a process any of us barely understands. How can you possibly do that by yourself? You’re going to need someone to watch your back.”

“I can’t let you risk yourself,” I said.

“No,” Shara said, firmly. “If you can risk yourself, then why can’t I risk myself? That’s my choice.”

She had me there. If I could make the choice to risk my life, then I could hardly deny her that same decision.

“I agree with Shara,” Isaru said. “I think all of us recognize that the Xenofold is the only way we can stop Odium, to stop the Radaskim at their source. But I also think I speak for everyone when I say we want to go with you. As long as that’s possible.”

“We don’t know if it is possible,” I protested.

“If we can’t do it, then we can’t do it,” Isaru said. “We’ll either live with that or die trying. We only ask for the chance.”

I looked at Isa, who hadn’t spoken for a while. “I don’t want to die.” She looked at Isaru. “I don’t want you to die. But I can’t let you and Shanti risk yourselves while I sit idly by.”

“Same for me,” Fiona said. “We’ve stuck together this long. And I have a feeling that it is going to be possible for all of us to go together. It’s something I feel deeply.”

I didn’t know whether to be angry or grateful. Perhaps I was both. I didn’t want my friends to risk themselves if they didn’t have to, but I also knew that keeping them from such a choice was a double standard.

I had nothing to say, really. I thought about it for a long moment, but no one else said anything. All were waiting for my response.

“Okay,” I finally said, my voice quiet. “If it’s possible, and that’s what you guys want to do . . . I won’t stop you.”

Everyone was quiet. The only person who hadn’t said a word was Pallos, who had joined us somewhere in the conversation, standing behind Shara and Fiona. He was the only one who hadn’t volunteered himself in this foolishness.

“It’s all very brave and heroic,” he said. “But it isn’t for me.”

I nodded. “I don’t think any less of you. “In fact . . .” I let myself trail off. No, I wouldn’t allow myself to judge anyone else’s choices. “It’s your choice, Pallos.”

“That doesn’t mean I can’t help, in my own way,” he said. “I’ll take all of you to the Sea of Creation, and I can also take Odin back to help the army. I’ll be the only one left who knows how to fly it, after all.” He paused, his cheeks reddening a bit, as if embarrassed. “This might sound strange but . . . I just have this feeling that I’m meant for something else here. I don’t know if this feeling is instinct, or coming from the . . . well, you know. The Xenofold.”

“You think the Xenofold is pulling you in a certain direction?” Fiona asked.

“I don’t know,” Pallos said. “But I’m confident enough to know that if I tried to make that same journey with all of you, I wouldn’t survive it. I’m . . . not as strong as any of you.”

While I had made Pallos an Elekai, he wasn’t at the Sea of Creation after the destruction of the Hyperfold, where the Xenofold had imbued Isa, Shara, and Isaru with all its strength. Fiona was already naturally Gifted, and could hold up with the rest.

“Perhaps it’s fate, then,” Fiona said. “Perhaps the five of us are meant to make this journey together.”

I was starting to see it, too, despite all my arguments against it. As hard as it was, I set that stubbornness aside. Who knew? Maybe I would need them.

“The question is, when do we go?” Isa asked.

Isaru was the one to provide the answer. “We need to gather everyone who’s in a command position and let them know what’s going on. When everyone has their orders to go to the Caverns of Creation, and they understand the reason why we are going on ahead, only then can we leave.”

That made sense to me. There were a lot of people who needed to be kept in the loop. Nabea, Ret, Samal, and Tellor, who commanded the Eastern forces. General Harrow, who commanded the Elekai forces. Victor, the First Man of the Plains People, and not to mention General Tertullian, who I hadn’t even seen yet, whose appearance in the battle had been the greatest surprise of all.

How would all these people take the news of our departure? Would they even understand the need for us to leave early? I wasn’t sure. Just the thought of having to explain everything to them in a council meeting filled me with dread.

“Who will be in overall command once we leave?” Fiona asked.

“The Plains People will not follow anyone other than Victor,” I said. “I have trouble imagining General Tertullian relinquishing control of his forces, either. Elder Tellor and Lord Harrow will probably have no trouble working together. We’ll just have to trust everyone to agree on plans while still retaining control of their own troops.”

“Let them work it out amongst themselves, then,” Shara said. “Why do I have a feeling that’s a bad idea?”

It didn’t sound like a good idea on its face, but the longer people argued about who was in overall command, the closer the Radaskim came to breaking Mongar and enveloping our troops, ending all hope that the Sea of Creation could be defended against the coming storm.

“It’s a question they’ll have to resolve on the move,” I said. “I don’t know how long it’ll take to travel from the Xenofold to Askalon. We all know that time flows differently inside it, usually more slowly than outside. The sooner the men can reach the Caverns of Creation, the better.”

“Do they even know how to get there?” Isa asked.

I wasn’t sure of that. “The Plains People probably know about the entrance to Ragnarok Crater. If they can find that, then it’ll be a difficult descent to the Crater floor, but even after all these years, the roads Hyperborea made are mostly intact. Once they’re down there, I expect they’ll have no trouble finding the entrance. Assuming the supplies and food can be brought in, Ragnarok Crater itself has a decent amount of forage that can be brought in and stored in the caves.”

“Even so, the army can’t survive indefinitely,” Isaru said. “That’s a lot of mouths to feed, even given our losses.”

“The Radaskim will reach the Crater before that ever happens,” I said. “And Odium doesn’t have the time to wait the army out. If he tries that, it gives us more time to make the journey.”

“All of this is crazy,” Shara said. “How can one travel to another world?”

That was a question even I didn’t have a sure answer for. “I know that our Xenofold is connected to the Xenofolds of other worlds, through the Xenomatrix. I don’t know much about that, but I know it’s a place that exists. The Xenofold will turn us into thoughts and memories of ourselves, and in that way, recreate us on another world. That’s my guess.”

Everyone was quiet as they considered this. The very idea was hard to imagine. But I knew it was possible. After all, Tiamat himself had considered the possibility of transferring his own consciousness, along with the consciousness of other dragons, across time and space.

The one thing I knew was that it wasn’t going to be easy, and might very well end up in our deaths. In fact, if it worked out the way I was imagining it, we might die the minute we became thoughts and memories.

But I was still committed. All of us were, for better or for worse.

“So,” Pallos said, “Are all of you sure about this?”

Heads nodded slowly all around. We all looked at each other, our expressions a strange mixture of determination and fear.

“There’s only one choice,” I said. “And we just made it.”

Pallos nodded. “Then I’ll take you to Ragnarok Crater. When I come back, I’ll resume control of the air forces and make sure the army makes it safely to the Caverns.”

“Thank you, Pallos,” I said.

He gave a nod of acknowledgement. “It’s nothing compared to what all of you are going to do. But I’m glad to be of service.”

“Perhaps we should get some sleep,” Fiona said, stifling a yawn. “We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow.”

It was the best idea I’d heard all night.


























Chapter 52

The leaders of the various armies all met the next day outside Odin. The snow had stopped, revealing a sunny sky that didn’t provide much warmth to the frigid land below.

From the Eastern forces came Prince Nabea, with Ret and Samal and Elder Tellor in his retinue, along with some high-ranking officers and other nobility from his levies. Representing the Elekai and Colonian forces were Lord Harrow, Captain Dailyn of the Dragonguard, along with Seekers Deanna, Aela, and Amalia, who I was glad to see survived both battles. The Plainsmen were represented by their Council of Chiefs, with Victor standing at the fore, arms crossed and chest bare, despite the cold, though he did have a fur thrown over his shoulders. Many people and soldiers gathered outside the circle to watch the proceedings.

The only person not present, who needed to be, was General Tertullian of the Novans.

I leaned over to Elder Tellor. “Are you sure he’s been summoned?”

“Yes, and he replied that he would be here,” he said, irritably.

The crowd grew as the sun rose higher. Just another hour and it would already be beginning its descent toward the western mountains.

Just when I was about to lose patience and go off looking for him, the blare of horns filled the air in a triumphant trilling. Soon, the blood red banners with the eagle and snake of the Novan Empire became visible over the crowd, accompanied by the sound of horses’ hooves. The crowd parted to reveal several steel-armored, red-caped men, at the fore of which was General Tertullian, with his brown, weathered face, white temples, and a thick wolf fur thrown over his shoulders.

He dismounted his black steed and handed the reins to a waiting squire, and strode forward to take his place in the council, flanked on his either side by officers wearing open face steel helmets bearing tall red plumes.

Now that all were here, some fifty people, I saw that conversation with so many would be difficult, and with the outer crowds talking, it would be almost impossible to hear anyone without yelling.

I leaned over to Elder Tellor. “We need the armies outside the circle to disband if we’re to get anything done here.”

He nodded his agreement and sent his officers to direct his own soldiers to vacate the area. Following his example, the others began doing the same. The Plains People took the longest to leave, Victor almost getting into a fight with another man who felt he should have a seat at the council.

In the end, however, they dispersed as well, until all those who were left were the ones who had been invited in the first place.

I stepped forward to begin. “We’re here to talk about next steps so that all of us are on the same page.”

I looked toward Victor and the chiefs, realizing that many of them wouldn’t understand Espan. But there was already someone there, standing in front of all of them and translating.

“We did well defeating the Radaskim yesterday,” I said. “But that is only a small portion of their army. Another swarm is besieging Mongar and will break through at any moment. If that army catches us here on the Plains, as weakened as we are, we aren’t going to survive for much longer.”

One of the Plains People chiefs began shouting in English. “We do not run! We’ll destroy them here, just as we did the last one. Numbers don’t matter.”

Several of the other chiefs cheered at this. I decided to ignore them; such foolishness didn’t deserve a response. “We need more defensible terrain than this. I know these plains are your home, but the coming swarm is so large that it cannot be surrounded. It’ll be the one doing the surrounding. Anyone who fought the Battle of Haven knows what we’re up against.”

“What are you proposing?” General Tertullian called, from the south side of the circle.

Everyone looked at the Novan general, probably because this was their first time to get a good look at him. His expression was stern, his gaze piercing.

“A withdrawal of all of our forces north, to Ragnarok Crater,” I said. “The key to victory against Odium lies in protecting the Sea of Creation from him. If he reaches the Sea before we can use it to stop him, then he’ll be able to turn the Xenofold against us.”

All were quiet as they considered my words. I didn’t even know if half these men fully knew what the Xenofold was, or why it deserved protecting.

To my surprise, Tertullian showed that I had underestimated him. “This Sea of Creation is the source of your power, no? And it is in danger of being destroyed?”

“It is the source of our power,” I said. “It is currently greatly weakened, and vulnerable to assault by an entity as powerful as Odium. If he reaches it, he’ll essentially be able to take full control of the Xenofold and use it against us. If we allow him to do this, all Elekai who share a connection to the Xenofold, in one way or another, will fall under his influence.”

“His influence?” Nabea asked. “As in, we’ll be controlled by him, as if we were one of his monsters?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. It’s possible. The point is, it will be disastrous if we allow him to get there. We need to get to Ragnarok Crater, to shore up the entrance to the Caverns of Creation.”

“We know the way to the Crater,” Victor said, through his translator. “But inside the Crater, we know nothing.”

“The dragons will know the rest of the way,” I responded. “Inside the Caverns, we can gather enough food to last for months, if we’re including everything we currently have with the army. Ragnarok Crater has lots of natural food. Crops still grow wild, and the forests are rife with game and forage. It won’t last forever, but perhaps long enough for me to use the Sea of Creation to deal the final blow to Odium.”

“And how exactly is that supposed to work?” General Tertullian asked.

The truth was, I didn’t know, but I was reluctant to say that in front of everyone. “Defending the caves will force Odium to attack into a chokepoint. The Caverns are huge, but the entrance itself is relatively small. Our men can hold the line, if there are plenty of reserves to switch out when the front ranks tire. The air space is also limited, but still great enough for our dragons to maneuver around while not getting surrounded. There, we can hold for much longer than we can on the open plains.”

“The journey will be long,” Nabea said. “But I’m for the plan. Our victory here was due to chance and the fact that all our armies merged at the same time, entrapping the crawlers. Even with our combined strength, we probably can’t contest the Radaskim here on the plains long-term. Especially if the weather turns for the worse.”

“I could turn my legions for home here,” Tertullian said. “I came north only to ensure that I wouldn’t be ambushed in the rear. Nothing stands between my legions and the borders of Nova now.”

“Yes, you could do that,” I said. “But your forces could be the difference between holding the Caverns or losing them. If we lose the Caverns, then fleeing today will only buy you a few more months of life, at best. Your legions will have to fight, regardless of the outcome. At least now, you can fight with allies rather than alone.”

“Unless you win victory without my help,” Tertullian said.

“Tertullian, the prospects are slim even with your help,” I said.

“If we are to die, why not die in the comfort of my home country?” he asked. “Maybe none of you have that choice, but my men and I still do.”

“You southerners are cowards,” Victor said, spitting. “Your men were barely scratched in the battle. If you flee, my men will hunt you down like the dogs you are.”

The interpreter translated the words nervously, softening the speech somewhat. Even if it was softened, Tertullian’s reaction was indignant. “If it weren’t for me, you’d be food in the crawlers’ bellies. I must do what is best for my soldiers. Many are hungry, they are not equipped for this weather, and none of them will understand the reason for this senseless march north. How can you convince a southern man of the importance of things like the Xenofold, something which is nothing more than a legend to him?”

“We are grateful for your help in the battle,” I said. “But you didn’t single-handedly save us, as you seem to think. Without the Easterners, we would have lost. Without the Plains People, we would have lost. And without the Elekai or the Elder Dragons, we would be lost. We’re a team, Tertullian. This war goes beyond nationalities. This is about survival. If any one of us backs out, it’s doom for the rest.”

“And the march to Nova is much further than it is to the Crater,” Elder Tellor said. “We could all be in the Crater, safe and warm, inside two weeks if the weather is good.”

“Not safe,” Tertullian said.

“If you go home, Odium will attack you anyway,” I said. “I doubt your men could outpace his crawlers over hundreds of miles of plains.”

“We can,” Tertullian said. “If Mongar holds long enough.”

“I wouldn’t bet on that,” I said.

I thought about the city, and the men left behind to hold it. In the end, they were the ones getting the worst part of the deal, though the city leaders had encouraged any who had the means to leave and seek refuge in the Eastern Kingdoms. Few had answered that call.

“Ultimately, it’s your choice, Tertullian,” I continued. “Perhaps you don’t believe anything I’m saying about Odium and the Xenofold. Maybe you think that if he wins, you can protect yourself by returning to Nova. I’m here to tell you that you’d just be delaying the inevitable. If your men come with us, they’ll have food, and whatever warm clothing we can share. You’ll have none of those things if you go south.”

“My chief priority is preserving the lives of my men,” Tertullian said. “The only question is whether I decide to believe in this Xenofold, and whether I feel it’s worth dying for.”

“And while you’re asking that question,” Tellor said, “Odium gets closer and closer to breaking through Mongar, where many brave men are bound to die in its defense. All of us have thrown in our lot with Elekim, and all of us must stick together in the coming days.”

“The weather is getting better today,” I said. “We should be using whatever time we have to head north to the Crater.” I looked at Tertullian. “I suggest you and your legions join us. Do you want it to be said that you fled the final fight for the world, to bear the stain of cowardice for the rest of your days? Are Novans really as weak as that?”

“We are not weak,” Tertullian said. “But I will not commit myself to a lost cause.”

“I’m not going to let you leave, General Tertullian,” I said. “If I did, I wouldn’t be doing my job.”

“How, pray tell, will you do that? With force, as your . . . barbarian friend seems to suggest?”

The interpreter didn’t even bother to translate that, and only did so at Victor’s insistence. I decided to continue speaking before things got even nastier between them.

“We don’t use words like that to describe an ally,” I said. “The one you call barbarian has shown more courage than you ever will, Tertullian.” Before he could respond, I continued. “I’m trying to get it through your thick skull that fleeing is not in your best interest. Your men are tired and weak. Many will die of exposure and starvation on the march south. Just because you’re going south doesn’t mean it’ll get much warmer, especially on these plains. Ragnarok Crater is far closer, and if you join us, you’ll get to share our food and supplies. You’ll also have our protection. Maybe you’re betting that Odium will completely ignore you while going after us instead. You might be right. But then again, he might see it as an opportunity to destroy you and your legions easily, while you’re isolated.”

General Tertullian listened to me, not seeming to have a response. Was it because he knew I was right, or sheer stubbornness?

“Either way, I’m casting the die,” Tertullian said. “At least going south there is a chance that some of my men survive. Going north, there will be no such chance.”

“You’re wrong,” I said.

“How could you be so foolish?” Nabea asked, his anger barely controlled. “All of us are committed to the Sea of Creation’s defense. Any of us could back out now and jeopardize all we’ve worked for. My men marched hundreds of miles from their homes over many weeks. Just as you did yours. We have both shed blood on the battlefield, and now when the time comes to defend the world for good, you would abandon us?”

All looked to Tertullian for his answer.

“I don’t know any of you,” he said. “I came north to conquer the Red Wild, before being betrayed by him.” He pointed at Isaru. “I’ve since been told that this alliance was based on a falsehood, that Isaru’s mind was warped by Odium. An affliction that has been miraculously cured. I’m expected to believe a great many things that are simply impossible in my mind. I must take this on faith. Surely, you see the difficulty in this?”

“Do you believe in the monsters we just fought here?” I asked. “Are those real enough for you? Do you think they came from this world?”

“I don’t know where they came from,” Tertullian said. “You claimed they landed near Dragonspire. Perhaps they are only interested in destroying the Elekai.”

“You’re a fool if you believe that,” I said. “Even if there was a chance of that . . .”

“That’s exactly my point,” Tertullian interrupted. “I’m being asked to commit my forces to a suicide mission, on nothing more than blind faith. Do you see the problem?”

“The only problem I see is the one beyond the mountains, that will be here any day. That swarm is stronger than the one we just defeated, and if we’re here when they come, we’re all dead.”

“Then go to your Crater,” Tertullian said. “My armies will be turning south. Today.”

I was so angry I could hardly speak, much less think. I couldn’t believe there could be someone so selfish, so cowardly, and so stupid.

“Maybe you think we’re marching to our graves,” I said. “So be it. You’re marching to yours as well.”

“I wish you well in your war,” Tertullian said. “I truly do. But it is not my war.”

“I hope that your men aren’t slaughtered on your march south,” I said. “You’re right that their lives are in your hands. Have a thought for them, Tertullian. And have a thought for us as well. I hope you’ll think of us, our food, and our warm caves while your men are dying of cold by the thousands.”

It was a cruel thing to say, but I was so angry I didn’t care. I wanted Tertullian to know that he was the one to kill his men, in one way or another. But it did no good, and the Novan general took that as his cue to leave, mounting his horse along with his officers, and riding back.

At that point, members of the council began to talk amongst each other, no doubt with their own plans and ideas of how to sway the Novan general, or perhaps, how to punish him. I just stared in the direction Tertullian went, feeling as if hope was leaving, too.

Elder Tellor cleared his throat as he stood beside me. “I’ve never known the Novans to help anyone but themselves. You shouldn’t blame yourself.”

“How can someone be so foolish? So wrong?”

“He doesn’t understand our war, or the root causes of it,” Tellor said. “The monsters and the dragons he can understand well enough, but even those he has long been taught are products of the Elekai. Given that Nova has always seen the Elekai as enemies, is it any surprise that he would be wary of helping us?”

“But surely for the sake of his own self-preservation . . .”

“I think we have to accept that we aren’t going to have his help,” Tellor said. “We must make do with what we have. There’s enough time left to start our journey north and make a few miles before dark. My suggestion is we do so immediately. I have no doubt Tertullian will be doing the same for his troops.”

I nodded, still not completely accepting what had just occurred. I stepped forward, and soon, everyone’s attention was back on me.

“General Tertullian has made his choice,” I said. “But we still need to make ours. There isn’t any more time to waste here, and we’ve wasted enough of it already. It’s time we started moving north. We can at least make a few miles before nightfall.”

It was only when the council was disbanded that I realized, in my emotion, I had neglected to tell them the most important thing of all: that my friends and I would not be joining them on the journey north. I opened my mouth to once again get their attention but found that the words wouldn’t come. It felt wrong to say, for some reason. I closed my lips, wondering at what had just happened. Why did I feel like this?

But the moment had passed, and already, the leaders were dispersing to their camps to begin the long, final march north.


























Chapter 53

Within the hour, the army had begun its march north, following the Plains People tribes toward Ragnarok Crater. I let Flame fly with the rest of the dragons and instead searched for my parents among the Elekai baggage train. I hadn’t seen them since Mongar and wanted to make sure they were safe and sound.

After asking around a bit, I found my father leading a horse and cart filled with supplies, with my mother resting in the back. She was asleep and bundled up among some sacks of food. I was a bit envious at her looking so cozy in there.

I approached my father first, who broke into a smile and hugged me as I approached.

“At last, you’ve come to see us,” he said.

I nodded back toward the cart. “Is she all right?”

He nodded. “Tired. I think she worked harder stressing about the battles than both of us did fighting it.”

His beard was coming in fully and was more gray than brown now. When had my father gotten so old? He’d aged more in the past year than he had during the entire war between Colonia and Nova. That seemed a lifetime ago, but really it was only a little over a year.

He watched me, his brown eyes seeming to sparkle. “It’s good to see you safe, Shanti. I hear we’re going to the Crater, now, on your orders. I’ve always wondered what was this far north.” He looked around. “I can tell you right now I’m missing the warm sands back home.”

“Here, there’s not much to look at,” I said. “Just wait till you see the Crater, and the city.”

“I can’t wait,” he said. “It’ll be a sight to share with you, daughter.”

I felt a stab of guilt at that, and sadness. And it made the conversation that was to come all the harder. I didn’t want to ruin things for him . . . for either of them.

“The Crater is our best hope,” I said. “It’s a long way, but what else can we do?”

“Run, if you’re General Tertullian,” my father said distastefully.

“I tried everything to convince him,” I said. “None of it worked.”

“Some men cannot be reasoned with,” my father said. “Only pity the men who must follow him.”

“Maybe he’s right, for all we know,” I said. “Maybe trying to make our stand in the Crater is completely foolish. At the very least he’ll live a few months longer than us.”

“Not trying when you still have the capacity to fight is the worst kind of shame,” my father said. “Tertullian is a tired old man set in his ways. He’s an expert at what he knows. Colonia’s legions were slaughtered against him during the war. But up here, he’s out of his depth, no longer first in command. How that must rankle him, to not be first.”

“Feels as if you know the man.”

My father chuckled at that. “No. Not so much as that. But I know men like him, and you find men like him at all levels of life. Especially in the army. It’s hard enough for a grown man to take orders from a teenager, Shanti, even if she’s not an ordinary one.”

I could see his point. “If it’s about proving myself . . .”

“You’ve done plenty, I know. But how much did he see you fight? He showed up at the end of the battle, when the day was almost won. He probably thinks he himself saved the day, arrogant bastard that he is.”

“If that’s what he thinks, he’s an idiot,” I said.

“He is,” my father agreed. “The capable idiots are the worst kind.”

“What do you mean?”

“The man is a genius when it comes to organization and troop movements. I have no doubt he can escape all the way back to Nova as long as Odium doesn’t break through Mongar soon.”

“You really think so?”

My father nodded. “It’s a real shame. If you’re looking for a man who can organize supplies and troop movements well, and make sure the Caverns are stocked full, it’d be him.”

I sighed. “And I let him walk away.”

“No one can force a man to do anything against his will,” my father said. “Either he resents you for it and sabotages you, or he spends all his energy dreaming of revenge. We needed Tertullian willing to help. Nothing else.”

“But he chose to flee,” I said. “If I can’t make him help us, what can I do?”

My father thought for a while as we walked side by side. “I don’t know, Shanti. Some things just can’t be controlled, and another man’s choices is one of them. I guarantee you, he will suffer for those choices. Him, and all his men.”

“I want to stop him.”

My father smiled. “You can’t stop stupidity.”

“Shanti?”

I turned to see that my mother was now awake.

“Go talk to her, Shanti,” my father said. “I’ll still be here.”

I stopped to let the cart catch up and climbed in the back with her.

“Come under here,” she said, shifting the blankets. “You’ll freeze.”

“I’m used to this weather now, Mom,” I said.

“Well, I’m not,” she said. Her face was pale, but she was smiling. “I’m glad to see you well. I knew you were alive but didn’t want to disturb your sleep. How you slept!”

“You saw me?” I asked. “You could have woken me up!”

“Some of the Plains folk took us to your tent. I almost woke you, but a kiss on your cheek had to be enough. You needed your rest, and there was much we had to do ourselves. So many people demand your time now . . .”

“There’s always time for family,” I said.

 My mother was quiet, seeming to be lost in her own thoughts. “I already know what you have to do, Shanti.”

I was struck silent. “You do?”

She nodded. “Your father told me.”

“I didn’t tell him anything,” I said. “I only told my friends. I . . . was going to tell you, just now. I guess I was stalling. What I have to say isn’t easy.” I frowned in confusion. “How did he find out?”

“He had a dream about it this morning,” my mother said. “Unlike any dream he’s ever had, he said.”

I watched my mother’s face. She hadn’t outright said what I had to do, so there was a chance they didn’t truly know. But if my father had seen it in a dream . . .

“He hides it well,” I said. “He mentioned nothing to me.”

“It pains him,” my mother said. “More than you could know. He’d rather pretend. It’s easier that way.”

“What happened in the dream?”

“You left on a journey. He saw you walk into a shining sea.” My mother’s voice grew thick as she described it. “He didn’t know if it meant your death, or something else.”

I nodded. “That’s . . . pretty much the gist of it.”

“But the dream didn’t explain why,” my mother said. She looked at me, tears forming in her eyes. “Why must you do this, Shanti? Whatever it is?”

How to even explain? Even my friends hadn’t wanted me to go, at least, not alone. How much more would my parents try to stop me? It would only make things more difficult.

“It’s the only way I know to stop him, Mom,” I said, “I’ve been having dreams, too. Dreams of another world. On that world is the source of Odium’s power. If we can just stop it, then we can stop the Radaskim for good. But that means making a journey I can’t come back from. It’s possible, using the Xenofold.”

“And when you get to this other world,” my mother continued. “Then what?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. There’s this Tree. I feel its power. Terrible power. I know that if it can be destroyed, then maybe . . .” I sighed. “I don’t know, Mom. All I know is that I need to go there. I don’t really have much else to go on . . .”

“Where are these dreams coming from, anyway?” she asked. “What if they’re just a trick to get you off this world, where you’re needed the most?”

It was a possibility I hadn’t considered. I already knew Odium had the ability to get inside my head, and to even send me dreams. But were these dreams from him?

“The tree is real,” I said, after thinking about it. “That world is real. I know that as much as I know that this world is real. Whether it’s all a trick to get me away from this world’s battle . . .” I shook my head. “I have no true way of knowing that, but my heart says that these dreams aren’t coming from Odium. I’ve dreamed his dreams before, and there’s always an undercurrent of hatred and malice. I felt both of those in these dreams, but Odium wasn’t the source of that hatred. The tree was. Something tells me that everything that is them is embedded in that tree.”

The Tree of Wailing, it had been called in my dream. I never wanted to go to such a place.

“I see,” my mother said.

Something in her tone told me that she didn’t see. We said nothing for a long time. She grew so quiet that I was thinking she had fallen asleep again.

But then, she gave a small laugh.

“What’s so funny?” I asked.

“Sorry. I was just remembering the night we found you, for some reason.”

“What made you think of that?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Sometimes, when I’m sad, I try to think of something happy instead. Usually, that’s you. Of course, we knew you were special from the minute we found you. We knew what you were, but we couldn’t just leave you there. There was something in your eyes that made me want to claim you. I thought that maybe, as the years went by, maybe you wouldn’t show your powers. Be one of them. Not everyone of Elekai blood manifests it, you know.” She paused in remembrance. “It was too much to hope for. You didn’t belong to me. You belonged to the Elekai. You belonged to the Xenofold. And, as I came to learn recently, you belonged to another time.”

She took my hand as she looked at me, tears forming in her eyes. “Though I raised you as my own, I have no claim over you, Shanti. But I will always be your mother. Your fate has been decided for you by things beyond me and your father. I can see that much. But all the same . . . something about this feels wrong to me.”

“Feels wrong? How so?”

“I’ve half a mind to stop you,” she said. “But I know I can’t. I always knew what you were, Shanti. I loved you all the same.”

“I love you too, Mom,” I said. I almost told her I’d try to return, if I could, but I didn’t want to give her false hope. If I made this journey, I knew I was as good as dead.

“Just be careful, Shanti. Remember a mother’s wisdom, if nothing else. This may be your course, but it isn’t what it seems on the surface. You are being drawn by whatever is giving you these dreams. It’s because this darkness, whatever it is, thinks it will win.”

Her words gave me a chill. “What makes you say that?”

“A mother’s intuition,” she said. “Which, by the way, rarely fails.”

She hugged me, and we sat side by side for a few more minutes. I didn’t want to go, and I was tempted to stay longer, but I felt a sense of urgency building within me. I didn’t know where that urgency was coming from, but I knew it was time to get moving.

“I sense your restlessness,” my mother said. “Go give your father a kiss. He’ll know why. But don’t you dare say goodbye to him. It . . . might break him.”

I nodded, fighting back the tears that wanted to come to my eyes. “Okay.”

In the end, my mother was the one who shifted the blankets to let me out. She hugged me and kissed me on the cheek, and then I landed on the ground and made myself walk beside the cart. As I watched my mother’s face, I wondered if it was the last time I’d ever see her. If the journey was what I thought it was, then surely, it would be.

“Remember me,” she said. “Remember my advice. I love you. Always.”

“I will,” I said, the tears finally coming. “I promise.”

I couldn’t bring myself to say goodbye, and I supposed she couldn’t, either. Walking faster than the pace of the cart, where my father was leading the mules, was the hardest thing I ever had to do. I hated seeing her cry.

When I caught up to him, he looked at me. Seeing my emotional state, he wrapped an arm around me. “No need to explain.”

I nodded, breaking down and crying. My father pulled the mules to a stop and embraced me fully, neither of us saying a word. Other carts and families marched past us, staring with widened eyes.

“We’ll fight for you here, even as you fight for us there,” he said. “You’re a soldier, just like your father.” This was met with another burst of tears on my part. “I hate that you are, but I can’t deny it. I’m proud of you, Shanti. More than you’ll ever know. Just . . . try to make it back, okay? Don’t ever give up. We’ll always be here.”

I cried into his chest, never wanting to let go. “Okay. I’ll try.”

We pulled apart, and he gave me a kiss on the cheek. In a rare show of emotion, he was crying, too.

“I love you, Shanti,” he said.

“I love you, too. I’ll see you later, then?”

He smiled. “See you later.”

I turned to go, making a point not to look back. That would only make things harder. As snow began to fall, other carts and people marched by. I threw my hood over my head to hide my face.  I didn’t want anyone to see my tears.


























Chapter 54

I walked to where my friends were marching with the main Elekai column. The sun was already lowering, the Army only making it a few miles north for the day. Progress was progress, however, and even a few miles would make the difference in reaching Ragnarok Crater before the Radaskim.

I privately approached most of the leaders in the Elekai army, letting my intentions be known. Most were incredulous that I was going north on my own at such a pivotal moment. I did my best to explain my reasons, and they mostly understood, even if they didn’t like it. I also informed them that Elder Tellor would be assuming overall command of the Elekai and Eastern forces, and that any decisions he made were final. To my surprise, even Harrow accepted that, and wished me luck on the journey north.

When all that was done, it was just the inner circle, eating aboard Odin, which Pallos had landed outside the army’s evening camp. The reality of what we were about to do was only now setting in. All the goodbyes had been said. Within the hour, Pallos would be ferrying us north, and shortly after, we’d be entering the Caverns of Creation to enact Tiamat’s plan.

The journey to Askalon would be beginning all too soon.

“This is really happening,” Shara said. She was the first to speak, after draining the rest of her bowl of stew.

“Last chance to back out,” I said.

All of them looked at me, as if insulted.

“Did you forget our conversation last night?” Fiona asked.

Heads nodded all around. So, all of them were still committed. All of them were willing to give up their lives for the slim chance of stopping this.

“Will the army be safe without us?” Isa asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “We’ll be gone before we ever get the chance to see it arrive. But I trust Elder Tellor to lead everyone safely north. If there’s anyone who can do it, it’s him.”

“How are you feeling?” Shara asked.

How to answer that question? “I feel . . . numb to it. But underneath that numbness . . . fear. I’m a little sick thinking about it, to be completely honest.”

“Me, too,” Isa said.

“We’re doing something no one has ever done before,” Isaru said. “We’re traveling to another world. If we weren’t afraid of that, we’d be inhuman.”

“I could never do it,” Pallos said, without shame. “But what I can do is get you there.”

“Not yet,” I said, coming to another decision. I had originally intended to go to the Crater straight away, but for the first time in a while, we had a chance for rest. It felt worth it to stay, at least for one more night, despite the urgency of our mission. If we were too tired to reach the Sea of Creation itself, then we wouldn’t be losing any time. Better to sleep in our beds one last time in comfort.

“It’s night already, and the journey will only take a few hours. Let’s sleep here on the ship tonight, get a good night’s rest, and then set off in the morning.”

Shara chuckled ironically. “You’re talking as if any of us will be getting sleep tonight.”

In my heart, I knew Shara was probably right. Almost every night I’d been having dreams, and I didn’t think tonight would be any different.

“It’s worth a try,” I said. “Ragnarok Crater will still be there tomorrow.”

No one offered any argument, so I considered the matter settled.

We stayed up a bit after that, talking of other things, some drinking tea, others coffee. Isaru went to bed first, followed by Isa, leaving Shara, Fiona, Pallos, and me in the wardroom. The three of them continued talking after I called it a night.

Once inside my cabin, I was too exhausted to even undress. I lay down on my old, familiar bed, and despite Shara’s doubts, found myself asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.




* * *




My dreams came soon to torment me. Everything was in complete darkness, and out of it came visions and horrors that couldn’t have just been my imagination. Besides the crawlers and the Radaskim dragons, there were other monstrosities: giant worms with thousands of teeth, swarms of flying wasps with scythed arms, spiders with legs twice the height of a human.

I ran from all of them over a cracked hellscape, only seeing far enough to reach the next monster lying in wait. But more horrifying than all of this was the feeling that I was being watched by him.

He was inside my mind and clawing it insidiously from the inside out. I felt him there, trying to probe my secrets.

I see you. His voice was taunting. I see it all.

I reached for Silence, making my mind a complete void.

I will know your secrets. I will know you better than you know yourself.

You will know nothing, Radaskim. You will know nothing but your own end!

There was a latency. Consideration. I felt his thoughts working.

Is that it, then? Is that what you want to do? There was a sense of knowing, of amusement. Do you know how long it takes to cross the dark void, Elekim?

You know nothing.

Don’t I? I know something of that, human. For four of your centuries I crossed the void with nothing but my thoughts. I know something of that madness. I felt his mirth regarding his last sentence. More than something. Askalon, though? That is far, far worse. When you come out of the other end, who do you think you’ll be?

I willed the dream to end, reaching for the Xenofold to help me. But even it seemed powerless against Odium. There was only the surrounding darkness, and the monsters closing in. The giant worm. The colossal spiders. The swarm of flesh-eating locusts, the dragons, the crawlers.

Perhaps madness will find you sooner, Odium said. This world is ours, Elekim. I don’t blame you for fighting; but the one thing you cannot fight is inevitability.

I knelt on the cracked landscape, closing my eyes, continuing to seek the solace of Silence. Even if it was impossible to find, it was my only hope in this place. I had to find it, or else . . .

At that moment, a door appeared about halfway between me and the approaching monsters, perhaps fifty feet away.

Run, came Fiona’s voice, entering my mind.

I ran.

The ground itself seemed to stretch before me, so that I barely gained ground on the exit. Everything in this dream, Odium’s world, worked against me. And yet I ran all the same, the monsters’ circle tightening around me like a noose.

The door was closer, but already, a couple of crawlers had slipped past it, blocking the way. I ran on nonetheless, reaching out with my mind to tether them. To my surprise, power flowed through me, coming through the door itself. The crawlers were repelled, scuttling backward while shrieking in pain.

The reprieve would not last long. More crawlers rushed forward, along with other nameless monsters. I tethered them all, forcing them to a standstill. As more of the monsters piled on, I weaved through them, at last diving through the bright, open archway.

A sharp pain shot up from my foot. Had one of them gotten me? But I was through the door, no longer a part of Odium’s world.


























Chapter 55

When I awoke, I couldn’t speak, and I couldn’t move. But I felt a sharp pain in my foot, where something had grabbed me right as I’d jumped through the gate.

I didn’t know how long I laid like that, heart pounding, but it must have been at least a full minute. Maybe even longer.

I reached for Silence, and only through it, started to regain control of my body.

And as soon as I did, I screamed at the top of my lungs.

It wasn’t long before everyone came running into the room. They all crowded around my bed, Fiona in the lead.

“It’s over,” she said, touching my arm. “The dream is over.”

At her touch, I sobbed uncontrollably. “My foot. Check my foot.”

Isa lifted the covers to look. “What about it? Both look fine to me.”

“It hurts,” I said. “They bit it.”

“They?” Isaru asked, confused. “They, who?”

“Odium trapped her in a dream,” Fiona said. “I was able to get her out.” Everyone looked to her for explanation. “I went to sleep connected to the Xenofold. To watch over Shanti. I wanted to guard her sleep tonight. I tried to stop him from breaking through, but I was just pushed aside. By the time I got my bearings, it was almost too late.”

“Thank you,” I said. “If not for you, it would have been much worse.”

“You may have never woken up,” Fiona said, candidly.

“What does this mean?” Isa asked. “How is he able to do that? If he could do this before, then why didn’t he?”

“He’s growing more powerful,” I said, realizing that was the answer. “As more of the Red Wild falls under his control, he can start using it to attack me directly. I guess he’s strong enough to attack my mind. When I sleep, I’m vulnerable.”

“Does that mean you can’t ever sleep again?” Isa asked.

“It means we have less time than I initially thought. Obviously, it’s impossible for me to function without sleep.” I rubbed my eyes, trying to will the exhaustion away. Silence could sharpen my focus, infusing me with energy where I had none. But it was only a temporary solution that wouldn’t last forever. “I was wrong to let us stay here another night. We need to get moving now.”

Everyone looked at me as the realization dawned on them.

“More than that,” I continued, “Odium knows what our plan is. I tried to hide it from him, but he could read me all the same. That means we need to leave before his dragons can reach us. He knows the danger of letting us reach the Xenofold and will do everything he can to stop it. He’ll ignore the army entirely just to get at us.”

“I’ll fire up the engines,” Pallos said, immediately leaving the room.

I let him go. The sooner we were off the ground, the better.

“This is really happening, then,” Isaru said. “I say bring it on.”

“You might regret those words,” I said. “I have a feeling the journey to the Crater won’t be a straight shot.”

“You think there’ll be dragons on the way?”

I nodded. “I’d be surprised if there weren’t. I’ll see if I can call out to Tiamat and let him know we’re coming.” The phantom pain seared at my foot again. I winced, and then grasped Silence more deeply to better ignore it. “In the meantime, all of you are free to sleep some more, if you’d like. Eat another meal, drink some coffee. There’s only a few hours between now and setting down outside the Caverns of Creation.”

I hardly believed the words as they left my mouth, but I knew them to be true all the same. That was, if we even made it safely.

“Who could sleep at a time like this?” Shara asked. “I’ll be on the flight deck with everyone else.”

“Me, too,” Isa said. “I’ll put on another pot of coffee. And maybe scrounge up some breakfast for everyone.”

She left my cabin, leaving Isaru and Shara alone with me.

“There’s something else,” I said. “Odium said something to me in the dream . . . something I believe to be true. Both of you should know, along with Isa and Fiona.”

“Maybe this had better wait, then, when we’re all in the same place.”

That sounded like a good plan. It meant I didn’t have to tell them right now, which I didn’t exactly want to do.

But I pushed it from my mind. Already, the engine was thrumming and sending its powerful pulses though Odin’s hull. This would be the ship’s last time carrying me, if everything went according to plan. I wasn’t sure how to feel about that. It didn’t feel real, yet.

Pallos voice announced our departure. “Liftoff in one minute.”

All of us left the cabin to go the flight deck.




* * *




All of us took our positions on deck, watching the dark, snowy earth fall away beneath us.  Isa was the last the join us, carrying with her warmed-up bowls of stew from last night, as well as a large thermos of coffee for us to share. We watched quietly as we rose ever higher, a bit more unsteadily than I remembered.

“The thrusters don’t burn evenly,” Pallos explained, at Shara’s look of alarm. “It’ll fly, though.”

Once well off the ground, Pallos gingerly eased the ship to port, giving us a view of the wide, snowy plain under the moonlight. Odin accelerated slowly, rising into a clear sky filled with thousands of stars. To the west, the snow-clad Red Mountains lined our field of view.

We ate our stew and drank from the shared thermos as we watched the silent world pass beneath us at an altitude of ten thousand feet. The speed never topped out over two hundred and fifty miles per hour.

“This is as fast as it goes now, huh?” Shara asked.

Pallos nodded. “Any faster and the engine doesn’t sound right.”

“Skies look clear, at least,” Shara said. “If there are dragons, they aren’t here.”

“No place for them to hide out here,” Fiona said, after a sip of coffee. “They’d stick out against the snow if they’re on the ground, and the plains provide no shelter. There’s no real cover until the Ragnawall.”

“Do you think they could have gotten so far north?” I asked.

Fiona paused to consider. “Possibly. Odium would have had to sneak them there days ago, and outside the notice of the Elder Dragons.”

“They were at the battle two days ago,” Isa said. “If Tiamat brought enough of his dragons with him, that would have left the Crater mostly empty. Perhaps providing an opportunity.”

“But they would have found them on their return home,” Shara said. “Right?”

No one answered her. Tiamat and whatever dragons he had brought to the battle should have been back in the Caverns of Creation by now. I had to assume as much because I hadn’t heard anything from him. There was no way the Elder Dragons could have not noticed Radaskim within their borders. The question was, would they have thought to warn us?

“I’ll try to reach for Tiamat,” I said.

I drew a few deep breaths and closed my eyes to center myself. I reached out as far as my mind would go, feeling for Tiamat in the night. I drew as much power as I safely could, channeling all that energy north, seeking him out. I held that for a long time. It should not have been this difficult to find him. Either he was preoccupied, or intentionally ignoring me.

I opened my eyes and let go of Silence. All that remained was an uneasy feeling.

“Nothing,” I said.

“He wasn’t there?” Fiona asked.

I shook my head. “Either he isn’t there, or he isn’t listening. Either way, looks like we might be on our own.”

“Well, if the skies remain as clear as this,” Pallos said, “we shouldn’t have to worry.”

“Look,” Isaru said, pointing toward the mountains.

All of us followed his finger, toward the cloud floating rather quickly from the slopes of the mountain. As we got closer, and as the cloud moved nearer to our path, it became clear that it wasn’t a cloud, but a swarm of black dragons.

“Spoke too soon,” Pallos said.

“Shouldn’t be a problem,” I said. “Just veer to starboard a bit.”

Pallos did so, and soon, the dragons were lost to view.

“We can drop on the Caverns from the eastern Ragnawall,” Pallos decided. “Those dragons are in no danger of catching us, even if they make a straight shot for the Caverns.

I nodded, but the uneasy feeling still wasn’t going away. Why would Odium make the approach of these dragons so obvious?

“Do that, then,” I said. “Make for the Ragnawall.”


























Chapter 56

We lowered only when the eastern Ragnawall came into view, after a detour that had taken a couple of hours. Already, its eastern face was basking in the golden light of the rising sun. The outward slope of Ragnarok Crater’s eastern side was almost completely bare of xen, rising at a low gradient.

When we passed the rim of the Crater, the Ragnawall dropped below in a near vertical line.

That was when something slammed into the underside of Odin’s hull, rocking the entire ship. Emergency klaxons blared as the ship lurched again from another impact, which caused it to pitch forward into the fog filling the crater. All of us grabbed for something, despite the fact we were all strapped in by this point.

With each collision, Odin pitched further downward.

“Dragons,” Pallos breathed.

He engaged the auto-turret, and as soon as the gun opened fire, dragon screams intermixed with the thudding of bodies on Odin’s hull.

“Hold on to something,” Pallos said. “I have no choice.”

Before any of us could ask, the ship suddenly pitched upward, its entire hull protesting with a creak. I heard something snap aft, but I remained rooted to my seat. I checked everyone else to make sure they were fine. All were seated, strapped in, and properly terrified.

The dragon shrieks were coming from below Odin now, where several dragons, no doubt, were getting scorched by the thrusters burning on full. There were a few more bumps and shakes, but Odin was already up and away, the hull, for now, seeming to bear the strain of the sudden shift in trajectory. The computer readout showed the turret circling round but finding no available targets.

“Everyone okay?” I asked.

“Let’s hope something didn’t come loose in all that,” Pallos said. “For now, we’re in the air, and I can control things, so that’s something.”

“They’re following us,” Shara said, watching the display. “Can this thing go any faster?”

“Not if you want to stay airborne,” Pallos answered.  “I could try to get higher and pitch downward for acceleration. That could help us break through quickly enough. But if this fog goes all the way to the crater bottom, it will be very dangerous. I might not be able to slow down in time.”

The fog would also cause the topographical readout to become unreliable.

“We were lucky to get out of that,” Pallos said.

“Do we know where the Caverns of Creation are relative to our position?” I asked.

“In this fog, we’re just guessing,” Pallos said.

“Aim for the middle of the Crater, then,” I said. “Go as fast as you safely can.”

Pallos gave a grim laugh. “As long as you realize that safely is a relative term.”

No one offered any protest as he pitched Odin downward and forged ahead full thrust. All of us were pushed back into our seats as the hull shook so violently that my teeth rattled. I was about to tell him to slow down when I saw the effect of this move; assuming we kept this pace, we would put them far behind us by the time we punched through the cloud layer.

The ship gave a violent lurch as we broke through the clouds, so much so that I was worried it was falling apart around us. All of us were lifted temporarily in our seats, and several of us screamed. Still, Pallos didn’t let up, his eyes staring resolutely ahead. The ground would be upon us in just moments. A wave of nausea passed through me, either from the G-forces or fear.

Pallos stopped accelerating when the ship began pitching left and right, like a vessel in stormy waters. He pulled the control stick back to flatten Odin’s trajectory. Slowly, the ship shook less violently. I let out a breath.

Pallos relaxed only a little. “We’ve put those dragons far behind us by now. I’m afraid that this fog might extend all the way to the surface.”

Ragnarok Crater was only two miles deep at its lowest point, and it wouldn’t take long at all for the ship to reach that. Though our descending angle was slight, after five more minutes and no break in the clouds, I was starting to sweat.

Just when I was about to order Pallos to cease the descent, the clouds suddenly broke, revealing gray forest only a few hundred feet below us. The sight of those trees rushing up made nearly all of us scream. But, gently, Pallos eased the ship upward, to not put too much strain on the ship. Once flying horizontal, we must have been no more than a hundred feet above the treetops.

The ship steadied, and as Pallos leaned back in his seat and heaved a sigh, the rest of us did so as well.

“That was some good flying, Pallos,” I said. “I don’t think I could have done it better.”

Pallos wiped his brow with the back of his sleeve. “All those clouds must be from the snow evaporating recently. The Ragnawall keeps the moisture contained.”

“Where are the Caverns?” Shara asked.

“It’s northeast of the city,” Pallos said. “As long as we can find that, finding the Caverns should be simple.”

But we didn’t have to rely on using Hyperborea as a landmark. I could feel our way there.

I closed my eyes and reached out.

“Right,” I said, my voice feeling as if it were coming from outside me. “It’s right.”

Pallos looked at me and nodded, easing the ship to starboard.

“That’s good,” I said, releasing my hold on Silence. “Just a straight shot now.”

All of us were quiet as the forest sped below us, with little deviation in scenery. The fog was still thick, making it hard to see far in any direction. Odin still flew shakily; it was sad to think that its best days might be long behind it. With luck, and a few more minutes, it would get us safely to our destination.

“The forest is coming to an end,” Isaru said.

I reached for the Xenofold and felt for the Sea again. Yes, this was it. Pallos lowered Odin almost as soon as we passed the last of the trees. I’d never gotten a good look at the entrance of the Caverns of Creation before. Even when we left after destroying the Hyperfold, I’d never thought to look back upon it, and when we had entered it last time, I was too injured to notice much. Now, I could take in its sheer size. The ground sloped downward to its vast, open maw, the inside of which was glittering with xen and twisted pink trees.  Several streams, probably formed from snowmelt, joined before the entrance, and poured in crystalline waterfalls over the precipice. We could see a good distance into the cavern from up here; almost the entire interior was coated with xen, which radiated an ethereal glow.

Several dragons circled within the entrance, keeping guard. Pallos put Odin down on the flattest terrain he could find, a small cliff which overlooked the precipice, over which the waterfalls cascaded.

There wouldn’t be much time to say goodbye. The Radaskim that ambushed us could still be giving chase. Everyone followed me to the door. I didn’t spare the interior of the ship a glance as I walked down the boarding ramp to the xen below. The rush of water drowned out everything, the only exception being the thrum of Odin’s engines and the high shrieks of the Elekai dragons circling above. Two streams flowed on either side of Odin, each tumbling over the precipice of the cliff.

“This is where I leave you,” Pallos said.

I threw my arms around him, holding him tightly. “Pallos. Thank you. For everything.”

Pallos was stiff at first, but then relaxed and returned the embrace. “It was nothing, Shanti. I really should be going now. The dragons . . .”

I nodded. “I know. Good luck.”

Pallos nodded, and as he turned, I saw a tear had formed. He only looked back once as the door closed behind him.

We walked a good distance away to avoid the heat of Odin’s thrusters, which had already scorched the xen beneath it. As soon as we were at a safe distance, Pallos revved up the ship’s engines and lifted off.

Despite Odin’s slower speed, he was up and away before we knew it, hidden by the blanketing clouds. The distant roar of the ship was soon replaced by the rush of water echoing off the cave walls.

We turned to face the Caverns of Creation, the last leg of our journey on Earth.


























Chapter 57

The Elder Dragons guarding the entrance of the Caverns didn’t deviate from their patrolling, even as we watched them from the edge of the precipice. They circled silently and didn’t even seem to be aware of our presence. I reached out for them, but their minds were closed off; they had to have seen us. The others looked at them uneasily.

“What are they doing?” Shara asked.

“I don’t know.” I hefted my pack, settling it more comfortably on my shoulders. “I think they’re guarding the entrance and won’t leave it for anything.”

“There goes my idea of getting a ride, then,” she said.

I nodded toward the opening. “We should try to find a way down.”

But getting into the Caverns would be easier said than done. The Hyperboreans would have surely carved a path down the cliff face, but that would have been two centuries ago. Who knew if such a path still existed? I knew that there had been a long staircase leading from the Cloud Palace in the city to the Sea of Creation itself, but the Palace no longer existed in its former state. That staircase probably didn’t, either. But a way down might still exist here.

We split into two groups, one to go left, and the other right, to search along the entire length of the cliff, and then to meet back in the middle to report our findings. I didn’t like the idea of separating everyone; after all, the Radaskim dragons could still be coming. But two groups would allow us to find a way down twice as quickly. Quickly enough, I hoped, to avoid any unpleasantness.

Fiona and I ended up going left, while Shara, Isaru, and Isa went right. We waded up to our knees through the leftmost stream, which only thirty feet away fell off the cliff face and tumbled into the dark caverns. We searched for any trail, cliff, or even ladder that might lead further down. We walked all the way to the far side of the cavern entrance with no results. The cliff face was sheer, with no possible way down on foot.

“Let’s head back,” I said. “Let’s hope they found something.”

By the time we returned, the others were already waiting at Odin’s former landing site.

“Find anything?” I asked.

Shara nodded, and relief washed over me.

“It’s not pretty,” she said, “but there’s this staircase.”

“Is it safe?” Fiona asked.

“It’s more of a waterfall, actually,” Isa said. “It’s the only way down we could find.”

“Did you go all the way to the side of the cave?” I asked.

This staircase, if it was even navigable, would only be the beginning. It was still several miles to the shoreline of the Sea of Creation itself.

“Can you not try to reach the dragons to take us down?” Shara asked. “I really don’t know if I can handle it.”

I nodded. “Okay. I’ll ask.”

I closed my eyes and reached out, not just to the dragons circling above, but deeper into the Earth, where I figured the Elder Dragons to be. I felt their presence, but no acknowledgement of my connection.

We’re here, I said. Please. If any of you hear this, we could use a way down.

I waited for a long moment. As I feared, silence was my only answer.

I opened my eyes and shook my head. “Nothing.”

“What are they doing, I wonder?” Fiona asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “But it seems this staircase is our only choice.”

“Well, if nothing else, we should get moving,” Shara said.

Isaru led the way, and the rest of us followed. We crossed the rightmost stream, this one not as deep as the one we had waded before. We walked a few minutes, cresting a rise, after which Isaru made his way to the precipice. He stood there and waited for us to catch up

Once at the edge, I followed Isaru’s gaze, but couldn’t see anything. Not at first. When I did spy it, I saw why Shara was so apprehensive.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said.

The staircase blended almost perfectly with the side of the cliff, being carved from it. The path was long, narrow, with a good half of the steps cracked or eroded away. It went almost straight down steeply, so steeply that we’d have to climb down it facing the stairs themselves, making it more of a ladder than a staircase. Worse, several hundred feet down, the stream above fell in a long waterfall, completely inundating the stairs and turning them into a rushing river coursing down the cliff. There was no telling if that part was even doable.

“Who’s first?” Isa asked, her tone trying to make light of a difficult situation.

Isaru nodded. “I’ll go.”

Without waiting for anyone to protest – which no one did – Isaru knelt and began to climb down. His face was quickly lost to view. Isa swallowed, then followed soon after him.

“I’ll bring up the rear,” Shara said, her face pale.

“Go before me,” I said.

Shara looked as if she wanted to protest, but to my surprise, she nodded. “Okay.”

I nodded toward Fiona, who went down next, looking pale as well, if not quite as pale as Shara. Looking down the cliff, Isaru had already made it a fair distance, perhaps a hundred feet.

“You got this,” I said to Shara.

“We’ll see,” she said. She closed her eyes, and I could feel her connecting to the Xenofold to steady her nerves. Her green eyes had taken on an eerie radiance.

She began climbing down. I waited only a moment before following her.




* * *




We descended for about fifteen minutes before Isaru reached the beginning of the waterfall. He tried shouting something up, but his voice was lost to the din of roaring water. Isa ended up relaying the message up the chain, until finally it reached me.

“He says there’s still stairs in the water, but the current is fast,” Shara said. “Try to pick the steps that have xen growing on them to get some traction.”

I nodded and watched as Isaru entered the fast-moving stream, the water pounding on him from above. It didn’t seem like a lot of water, but I knew the weight had to be almost crushing. If he lost his grip or leaned back a bit too far, the push of the waterfall could easily send him tumbling to his death.

It could do that to any of us.

“You okay, Shara?”

She nodded. “I’m in control.”

“Good,” I said. “You’re up.”

Isa and Fiona had already entered and were both following Isaru down at a good pace. They looked determined more than afraid. Shara took a deep breath and entered the curve of the steps, going down on all fours before continuing down further into the press of the water.

I entered soon after her. The water was cold, but not numbingly so. There was plenty of xen here, so grabbing onto it gave a firm enough handhold. Water splashed in my face, but there was nothing I could do to help that. The pressure of it wasn’t as great as I’d feared, but it did keep me from seeing properly.

Once through the falls, I wiped my eyes and looked down, to the sight of the stream rushing down the stairs madly. I wondered why people would have built a staircase here in the first place, until I realized that originally, there probably was no stream. It was hard to judge just how far the water rushed over the stairs, but there was a good thousand feet before the stream leveled out into a small pool which was fed by several other streams. That pool emptied out in what seemed to be a massive waterfall. It was impossible to see what came after that.

We picked our way down slowly and steadily. I placed one foot beneath the other, making sure my hold was firm before continuing. Each step brought us closer to the source of the Xenofold’s power, and we were near enough now that as each minute passed, I could feel that pulse thrumming with greater strength. Without even trying, my connection through Silence deepened, until I could feel the very consciousness of the xen surrounding me, sharpening my senses, allowing me to feel my way down with even greater confidence.

I felt the others’ connections as well. Even Shara was resolute, going down as quickly as the others and with just as much boldness. I could no longer feel my hands and feet, such was the chill of the water. But I was finding it didn’t matter. Just half an hour in, we were already most of the way down.

Isaru reached the end of the stairs, which were broken, the water tumbling over in a swift cascade into the pool below. Isaru jumped the final distance. He landed far out from the bottom of the falls, where the water was clear, under which glittering xen could be seen.

As he swam away from the falls, Isa jumped after him, with a scream that echoed off the cliff faces.

Shara and I reached the bottom of the stairs at about the same time as Fiona, and it was the first time I could get a sense of the distance below. It was a good thirty feet down, and there appeared to be no other way. Shara stared. Even the emotional numbing state of Silence wasn’t enough to keep her fear at bay.

“I have to do this,” she said. “Don’t I?”

“I’m afraid so,” I said. “It’ll all be over in a minute. Isaru and Isa seem to be fine.”

We watched as Isa swam up to the edge of the pool, where Isaru gave her a hand to help her out.

“Just get out before the current can pull you toward the falls,” Fiona said. “Watch where I land and follow.”

Fiona hesitated only a moment before jumping in. She was under the surface for a few seconds, coming up and stroking hard for the shoreline. Despite swimming sideways, the current was pushing her toward the top of the large falls, but she easily made it there in time to be helped by Isaru.

Shara shook her head. “I’ve heard you can get pulled down by a waterfall if you don’t jump out far enough.”

“You’ve got this, Shara,” I said. “Jump as far as you can.”

I felt her connection to Silence deepen. She mouthed the words one, two, three before jumping far and not looking back. She didn’t even scream. She swam hard for the shoreline, reaching it in record time. Only when she was safely on shore did I focus on making my own jump.

Staring down at the surface of the pool, I felt a bit of hesitation myself. But all the others seemed to be fine. I aimed for the spot they had jumped into and gave a mighty leap.

The fall seemed to take a long time, far longer than it should have. Long enough for me to wonder if I had made a horrible mistake. I felt the cold water rush past as I sunk all the way to the bottom, spring boarding off the xen beneath. I reached the surface quickly. I swam as hard as I could for the shore. Isaru and Shara were both waiting there to pull me out.

I only felt better once all of us were sitting on the shoreline, catching our breaths. When a few minutes had passed, we opened our packs and ate some of the food we’d brought, which was completely soaked. The pool emptied into the cataract which plunged over the overhang and into the sparkling chasm below. We couldn’t even see the bottom, since the cavern went down at about a forty-five-foot angle and the roof cut off our view a few hundred feet down.

“This isn’t the way we flew out with the dragons,” Isaru said, once he had finished eating.

There had been no waterfall there, unless this waterfall only happened when there was moisture on the surface.

“At least there’s a path down,” I said, pointing.

It was carved within the cavern itself, circling down and down with round windows chiseled from the cavern’s exterior.

“That looks safer than what we just did, at least,” Shara said.

Once all of us had finished eating, we moved on. This time, I took the lead, entering the tunnel which was only wide enough to go down in single file. The steps here were less steep, angling slightly down while curving around the central shaft through which the cataract fell. The only thing keeping away pitch blackness was the glowing xenolife surrounding us; not just xen, but also blue mushrooms growing out of the cracks in the walls, and pink hanging vines that may have even been planted there to provide light. Our wet boots sloshed over the rocky ground as we circled downward, the sound of the falls above growing dimmer. That sound returned once we were further down. We must have been nearing the bottom.

After another half hour, the tunnel opened into a wide cavern, verdant with underground life. The air was misty with the churning of the falls, this one far bigger than the one up above. Peering up into the cavern, the top was impossible to make out, cut off by the ceiling from which hung glittering stalactites. The path ran alongside the dark pool at the bottom, twisting its way downward alongside a rushing stream. It was darker down here, but we were getting closer. We had already descended most of the distance. All that was left was to go forward to the Sea.

We walked alongside the stream, placing our hands on the leftmost wall to feel our way forward. Though the life growing here had bioluminescence, it wasn’t enough for us to see perfectly. Even so, the going was much easier than up above. The path was made of smooth stones, obviously placed by people, and even after all these years, they still existed, only covered by xen at random intervals.

As we forged ahead, I felt the power of the Xenofold growing, so much so that it was hard to keep focus. I felt myself being pulled by it. I could see Alex in my mind, and the image was so firm that I knew it wasn’t just a thought. He was smiling at me. That smile said everything was going to be okay.

“Shanti?”

The image shattered, and when I looked up, Isaru’s face was above mine, and I was on the ground.

“What happened?” I asked.

“You fell,” he said, reaching out his hand. “Are you okay?”

Had I just hallucinated?

“Are you okay?” he repeated.

I nodded, taking his hand and letting him pull me up. “I . . . think so. We’re just getting close. It’s hard for me to keep my focus.”

“I’ll guide you,” he said.

“Me, too,” Isa said.

They each took an arm and walked me through the darkness.

The scenery hardly changed for the next hour. The path always went slightly down, but turned left and right here and there. There was a final turn, followed by a brightness at the end of the tunnel.

“I think that’s it,” Isaru said.

The stream slowed, but still ran along at a fast current as it left the tunnel to course through a high chasm, the top of which was about fifty feet above me. Memories returned to me of this place. Alex and I had walked through here four hundred years ago. That same sense of dread Anna had felt then returned to me now.

The Sea of Creation wasn’t far, now. I could feel its pulse beating, perhaps a couple of miles away through these twisting gorges. If we didn’t have that pulse to lead us on, we could easily get stuck wandering aimlessly through this maze.

But even knowing where to go didn’t mean these last two miles would pass easily. We made numerous turns, left and right, until everything started looking the same. We left the stream behind, instead following a dry riverbed leading toward the Sea. A shadow suddenly fell over us from a dragon passing overhead. All of us ducked out of instinct, but the dragon disappeared over the top of the chasm before any of us could get a good look.

“Something must be going on with them,” Shara said, breaking the silence that had settled over us.

My head felt light, in a way not unlike how I felt during my duel with Nalam. My vision swam before me. Sensing my weakness, Isa and Isaru led me on, lending me more of their strength.

“Almost there,” Fiona said. “I feel its power, too.”

At last, we made one final turn, and there it was at the canyon’s opening. The glittering Sea of Creation was almost blinding to look at, a sparkling pink surface that cast its colorful luminescence on all our faces. Weeks after we had left it, it was already shining brighter than it ever had, like a sea of fiery rubies. As we strode purposefully toward it, that brightness only increased, until its aura shone all around us. Something was happening, something to do with the dragons. Something to do with Tiamat. The Sea seemed to sense our coming.

We left the canyon and found ourselves on the Sea of Creation’s rocky shoreline. There, at last, we came across the Elder Dragons, at the Sea’s edge and facing toward its center, the Point of Origin. They stood wing to wing, their spiky backs pointed toward us, none of them turning at our approach. Their shadows fell toward us, dozens of feet long, from the central source of light I couldn’t look at directly, as if a sun were burning here underground.

I shielded my eyes and strode forward, the others following me. After a long journey, we were here. The true test would soon begin.


























Chapter 58

The dragons stepped aside as we approached the ichor lapping against the rocks. The Sea had drawn them, just as it had drawn us, their minds being completely occupied by the pulsating Point of Origin. I kept walking until I stood ankle-deep in the warm, swirling ichor of the Sea. The power of the Sea infused itself into my skin, until my entire body began to glow with radiance. My friends, standing on my either side, had similar auras around them.

Is this dangerous?

Shara still had enough self-possession to voice her concerns.

I don’t know, I thought. It just is.

Without consciously meaning to, all of us had formed a bond and were of a single mind. Their thoughts and emotions became mine, and mine theirs. In the shared stream of consciousness, there were still eddies of our individual personalities beneath. Whether we willed it or not, this was beyond all of us now. There was nothing left but to go forward.

The Sea pulled us toward its center, away from the dragons and their collective trance. I sensed a presence out in the Sea, a presence which was unmistakable. As we neared it, Tiamat himself was pulled by our mutual gravity, his power joining ours until it seemed the entire Xenofold sang around us.

We knew you were coming, he said. It’s almost time.

The current of the Sea pulled us away from the shoreline, faster and faster, the liquid seeming to congeal beneath us to a consistency thicker than water, causing us all to float on top of it. It brought us forward at an alarmingly fast rate, until the shoreline itself was lost to the luminescence cast by the Sea.

What do we do, Tiamat? I asked. How do we make the journey?

I’ve delved deeply into the Xenofold, to the dark corners where it frays and connects to the Xenomatrix. I . . . nearly died in the attempt. I remember the way. Most of the way. But there will come a point where I will no longer know what to do. The rest will be up to you.

What happens if we get lost? I asked.

Tiamat was quiet for a time, and that quiet filled me with foreboding. Only pray that doesn’t happen, Elekim. You’re nearly there. Prepare yourselves! There’s no turning back now.

My friends hadn’t even gotten the chance to make a final choice, but, reading their thoughts, they had already made that choice as far as they were concerned. I had never felt a bond this powerful; along with Tiamat, we were six souls melded into one.

It was so bright now that we could no longer see. We were pulled, falling into sheer nothingness. A great roar was the only sensation, rising and rising. It rose until there was nothing.




* * *




When we woke – if woke could even be the right word, since we were no longer anywhere physical – we floated in a world of endless black, separated by hanging silver spheres connected by glittering streams. The streams flowed inward – and outward – simultaneously into other spheres, which extended as far as could be seen in every direction. Though only thousands were in our view, I knew that there were millions more – even billions, an entire galaxy of spheres making up the inner mind of the Xenofold. Some of the irregularly-shaped ones in the distance couldn’t have been single spheres, but clusters of them.

It went on seemingly forever, and new ones at the edge of consciousness were forming all the time, as the Xenofold grew.

We floated within a single point of light, just one among millions upon millions. Somehow, I knew that we had to find the right sphere that would lead us to the far world of Askalon. A seemingly impossible task.

But Tiamat had done most of the searching already. As he had said, the rest would be up to us.

Follow me, he said.

I wasn’t sure how to follow him, but I sensed him zooming along a strand right in front of us. I latched onto him, along with the others, until we were speeding along the strands so quickly that they bled into one another. As we reached each new sphere, we bounced off in the direction Tiamat had gone, until we had left our starting position far behind.

Generally, though, we were heading on a trajectory down. In this place, there really wasn’t a down. It was only down relative to the direction we had been facing at first. Still, the effects of heading downward were like what one might expect in a cave. The darkness deepened, while the nodes glowed less brightly. Somehow, I knew we were heading out from the center, toward the darker and wilder fringes of the Xenofold’s inner workings.

We’re in a damaged portion of the Xenofold, Tiamat said. It will be years before this section is healed.

I noticed that many of the nodes, though not all, had winked out, and that broken connections waved in the darkness like tentacles.

Is it dangerous? Shara asked. 

Very dangerous, Tiamat said. I’ve explored down here already. Just follow me and you’ll be fine.

We did just that. Our progress slowed as we descended further into the darkness, toward the black void deeper than a starless midnight. That darkness seemed to swallow any and all light, so that we could barely see far enough to the next node. But Tiamat did not hesitate, quickly choosing each successive path as we went further down, having mapped everything previously. Such was how he had spent the weeks since our first conversation down here.

Time passed, and it was impossible to tell just how much time. It didn’t exist in this place in the same way as the outside world – the outside world which was fast becoming a fading memory. As we threaded our way through the darkness, I tried to remind myself of the world above. The darkness pressed in close, as if we were at the bottom of the sea, so far down that no light could reach it. Tendrils of blackness probed at dully shining spheres, though those tendrils were quickly pushed back. If we went any further down, the darkness might start winning. Wherever our stop was, I hoped it wasn’t far.

No one spoke for a long while. We were slowing down, now, Tiamat even pausing at each node to consider the next step.

It becomes more difficult to remember the further down we go, he said.

I’m beginning to forget why we’re here in the first place, Isa said.

To find the Bridge, Shara said. The way she said that suggested “the Bridge” was a proper place. A Bridge across the dark void, the Bridge from one world to another.

We’re getting closer, Tiamat said. Follow. I’m beginning to remember.

As we went further down, we couldn’t see the light of the nodes until we were literally within them, and their volume was punctured by tendrils of darkness. Some of the orbs we passed through were in the process of disintegrating, while others had been split clean in half. Every time we passed through these obstructions, my sense of dread only increased.

It’s much worse than last time, Tiamat said. I’m afraid it might be gone.

Should we turn back? Fiona asked.

We’ve come too far, Tiamat said. Something senses our presence down here, in these dark places. It actively works against us.

Odium? Isaru asked.

No, Tiamat said. Something far worse, far more ancient. There are entities that travel the Void Between Worlds, too large, too powerful, to be contained in the world above, or even by a Xenofold. Their power grows in these depths, feeding off darkness. Nothing can stop these nameless, forgotten horrors. They can only be outrun.

And one of these . . . entities . . . could be chasing us now? I asked.

I don’t know, Tiamat said. I do not wish to find out.

He continued moving, and for the first time, our path took us through nodes that had completely winked out of existence. We didn’t linger long in these. But as the darkness deepened, the amount of frayed connections increased, meaning we had to go further out of our way to find an unbroken path.

Eventually, there was barely any light at all, naught but what we could immediately see a few feet in front of us. And, I suspected, even that light would be gone soon, too.

We traveled slowly along a long, silvery thread – either the thread was incredibly long, or it only seemed so since we had slowed down so much. Or perhaps it was the space between each node that was growing, as if the darkness itself were expanding. Whatever the case, it took many hours to bridge that final gap, until we reached a terminus that had no more connections.

We are here, Tiamat said. This node exists in two places at once – your world, and Askalon, the Dragons’ homeworld. The birthplace of the Aberration. This is where the transition must be made between this world and that one.

How is it done? I asked.

Reach for Askalon’s Xenofold, he said. This Xenofold is under the control of the Radaskim: it will know you as soon as you touch it, even if it doesn’t know you’re here yet, at the gateway. But you are Elekim; even if the others don’t survive the transition, you will. At least at first. I cannot guarantee safe passage for everyone else.

I felt the others’ fear at those words, and that fear was intermixed with my own. Now that we were here, I found my resolve wavering. I didn’t want to be the one to kill my friends. Yes, they had chosen to come here of their own volition, but as soon as I pulled the trigger, I’d be placing all their lives at risk.

I’m ready, Isaru said. I’m adding my power to yours, Shanti.

As am I, Fiona said.

Whatever happens, Shara said, it has been an honor, my friend. I’m ready for anything.

I didn’t think she was, because even I wasn’t ready for anything.

All of us are ready, Isa said. Everyone is depending on us. Do it for them, Shanti.

When you reach, Tiamat said, it will know. It seeks us now and will find us soon. Try to do it quickly.

What about you, Tiamat?

Silence. I knew the answer already.

Xenofold willing, my parents will find me, even in this dark place, and pull me out before the darkness consumes me. But I will never breathe the free air again. Go, Elekim! Use all your power, and the power of your friends. There’s no time!

With those words, I sensed Tiamat’s urgency. Even I could feel whatever was chasing us in the darkness. It would be here soon.

I reached.


























Chapter 59

All became chaos and darkness. The dull light of the sphere warped and shifted, until we became darkness, stretched across lightyears of space and time. I reached for a light I couldn’t even see yet. My friends held onto me with their own connections, each like a piece of twine against the power of a maelstrom.

The Aberration comes, Tiamat said, his voice fading. There was silence for a moment, before a high shriek pierced my mind.

Tiamat’s dying scream.

All of us waited in the darkness, for whatever it was, to come.

But we waited for an eternity. An eternity of fear, an eternity of dread, an eternity of torturous thoughts. Days passed. Then what had to be weeks. Soon, I lost all sense of time. There was only maddening darkness and silence.

My mind shut off after a certain point, fading in and out of time and existence. At times I could see the others, feel the others, until the memory of existence itself seemed like a dream. Even the dread and the darkness dissipated and could no longer be perceived fully.

I lived thousands of lifetimes, dreamed thousands of dreams, some which I knew to be real, and others, fantasies. I saw worlds rise and fall, saw realities of what might have been. I saw the universe at its birth, and as it would be at its dark end. There were times I was deludingly happy, where I felt more lucid than I ever had in my old life, which by now was only one dream among many. Nothing could be trusted in this madness. I knew nothing to be real.

One dream kept visiting me, of five floating lights. As long as one of those lights remained, I somehow knew that the eternity would end someday. The purpose for this purgatory, which I had long forgotten, would bear fruit. Many times, only one light would remain, but right before that light winked out, another rose to take its place.

One light, more than many of the others, remained steadfast. It was fighting against the darkness, and it was this light alone that kept me with a semblance of sanity. The entire darkness focused its intent on absorbing the light.

After a time, I knew it to be countless years, a voice called for the first time in the darkness. It spoke to me, beguiled me, made me remember who I was. I felt as if I were going to be born for the first time. That this long journey would end at last. One by one, my memories returned to me. I was being allowed to remember what the darkness had made me forget.

The voice spoke.

You are here.

Those words were so shocking that I couldn’t find my voice.

I never expected you to make it this far, the voice continued. But your journey must come to an end. You must give in to the darkness. The voice became sad. How many years must you suffer?

I reached deep down, in the place my words had long been buried.

Who are you?

There was silence for a long time. Months, maybe even years, of silence. I forgot the voice had ever been and fell back into madness and dreams.

It was a long time before the voice returned.

You were not ready for me. But you may be ready now. One hundred Earth years have passed since last you heard me. You fight the darkness. Have you seen the lights lately? Aren’t you afraid you’re the only one left fighting?

Yes, joining the darkness did sound good. Perhaps that was the only good. How much more of me was left to fight? Who was this voice talking to? Nothing but the darkness, nothing but the wind . . .

Yes, it whispered. Let go. Can you even name what you’re holding onto?

I couldn’t. The voice went away again. More years passed, until every moment stretched into decades. I could no longer feel the weight of the years. Something intangible kept complete madness at bay, though I couldn’t say what it was.

Earth has long been dead, the voice said, returning. Earth is his, now.

Earth. What was that place? I felt as if I should know it. And yet, it sparked no memory. The very thing that was supposed to give me hope, no longer was.

Who are you? I asked. It was the second time for me to ask this question, and like last time, the voice went away as soon as I had asked it.

No! I screamed. Wait! Don’t leave me here . . .

Then came the worst times. Nothing but tortures and torments, where even the succor of madness couldn’t claim me. I had dreams where all five of the lights went out, which I knew to be tricks to get me to give up. I still didn’t know what I was holding on to. I just knew I was holding on. I just knew it was important.

If I didn’t have that, I would have nothing.

I passed through heaven and hell, all but one drop of my sanity leaving me. I chased every ghost that ever was, every pain, every happiness, addicted to anything that might make me feel, even if that feeling was pure torture. For countless years, I sought the voice, the only thing I had ever known in this place to be real. It, and the lights.

But it was gone. After an eternity, I was beginning to admit the truth. This was forever. And the voice had gone for good.

For some reason, though, I continued to hold on. Holding on against this onslaught was important. It was the only thing I had left, and I resolved that even the darkness wouldn’t take it.




* * *




You are here.

I opened my eyes. I had a body. I could feel things. The cool air. The soft breeze. The warmth of a yellow sun. The aroma of flowers and plants and trees, of birdsong.

These things weren’t phantasms. They were real.

I lay there for hours, then days, soaking in the sensation. I could have stayed for an eternity, for I had already faced eternity and come out the other side. But thirst moved me, along with hunger.

On shaky legs, I stood, stark naked in the cool breeze. I looked for something to eat.

I found my friends in a nearby grove of fruit trees, all of them naked and none of us caring about the fact. I sat down and began to eat until my stomach was near to bursting. There we sat for untold hours, from sunrise till sunset, while the stars wheeled above, none of us speaking, none of us budging from our spots, none of us remembering words. The weight of eternity was still on all our minds, making any action, besides those necessary for survival, completely impossible. We ate, we drank, and the years passed. We wasted away with time, became old, died. I was the last one left, watching the friends I no longer knew, watching until their bodies became food for the worms, until naught but skeletons were left.

Then I, too, laid down and died. And the next thing that came was darkness.

That reality, too, had only been a dream.




* * *




I returned to the cold, familiar embrace of darkness. The darkness was my shield. The darkness was my life. It was a cocoon from which I would never break to see the light of day.

I wanted nothing more than the darkness.

You are ready.

The one I thought would never return. The voice in the void.

Ready for what?

To fly.

What must I do?

Simple words, which you must mean with all your heart.

Was there any heart with which to say anything? The voice seemed to think so, even if I wasn’t so sure.

What are the words? I asked.

I needed to know the words. I needed to fly.

I’m ready for this to end. A pause. Say these words, and it shall be done.

Something tickled at my memory, but the remembrance was gone almost as soon as it had surfaced. All I remembered was my old resolution, in the previous eternity. To never give up what I had left. To hold sacred the only thing that was still mine.

My resolve. My will to fight, no matter the odds.

The darkness swirled around me, dimming my thoughts and making me forget everything. A vision of my former life came to mind, a life so short that it had been a breath compared to this dark eternity. What was that life, what was it worth?

Say the words, the voice whispered. And it will all be over.

I formed the words in my mind and was about to utter them. But they reviled me. No matter how much I wished to say them, I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

No.

The voice was not mine, but someone else’s. It was the first time I’d heard anyone other than myself and the voice in this place.

No, came another voice.

And then, the rest.

No.

No.

The five lights. But only four of them had spoken. What of the fifth one? When would it speak?

Then realization dawned on me. I was the fifth light. And at that realization, I knew just who I was talking to.

Say it, the Nameless One said. Say the words, and it will be done.

Remember, another voice said.

You must remember . . .

Speak the words, the Nameless One said. I felt his impatience. His desperation. Why was he so desperate? Why did he want me to say the words, and to mean them?

It is the way out, he said.

“No,” I said, speaking aloud.

I heard my voice. I had spoken it, rather than thinking it. The sound of that single, defiant word seemed to resound infinitely into the darkness, threatening to shatter it entirely.

I wasn’t just the fifth light. I was Shanti Roshar. I was Elekim. I was Anna Reborn.

“I won’t say the words, Nameless One,” I said. “We are here. We are ready to leave this place. You have to let us out.”

The Nameless One was quiet for a long while. But soon, I felt his presence depart.

The darkness began to brighten, and the light coalesced into images.

My eyes opened onto another world.


























Chapter 60

Light entered my eyes for the first time in centuries. For a terrible moment, I felt the weight of all those years. But like the figment of a dream, it slipped beyond me until it was forgotten. All I felt was old, but when I raised my hands in front of me, they were the same as they had always been – young, though worn, and paler than usual.

I had woken up countless times like this. Always, it turned out to be a dream within the void between worlds. I didn’t trust it, even if I had learned that all those dreams had a similar feeling that was absent here. And unlike those times, I was wearing the same clothing I had worn when I entered the Xenofold on Earth.

So, how to tell if this was real or not? The truth was, I couldn’t. But I knew something now that I hadn’t known in all those years spent in hibernation. The Nameless One had tried to keep us from coming here, and learning that fact had somehow ended the torment of our journey.

For the first time, I took in my surroundings. I sat alone beside a still pool surrounded by pink xen, in a cave that could have just as easily been on Earth. Perhaps we had never left the planet after all. I could sit here until I died, and the time that passed would feel like a breath in comparison to what I had just experienced.

I did sit there for a while, hours at least, my brain trying to piece together what had just happened. I reached for Silence to do so but found that the Xenofold here could not be penetrated. That was my first clue that we were no longer on Earth. Eventually, my mind seemed to accept that there was no understanding what had just happened to me. Just a long sleep before awakening here.

It was a conclusion I was more than comfortable with. Already the images of the darkness and years of torment were vanishing, and all I could remember was my life from before, on Earth. The reasons for our journey were returning to me.

The Tree of Wailing. I had to find it. The Tree held the Aberration, the key to ending the Radaskim once and for all.

But now that I remembered my goal, I had to find the others. Had they made it here safely?

I stood up, keeping my right hand on the hilt of my sword, which had also traveled with me here. I had been recreated exactly as I had been before, down to the clothing I wore and the weapon I carried. I drew a deep breath, filling my lungs with the air of this alien world. It felt no different than the air on Earth. Thicker, perhaps, with some strange smells. The xen underneath, I noticed, was of a rougher variety than the kind back home, but it was still xen. There seemed to be no immediate threat looming.

A path led out from the cave, away from the ichor pool I was sitting by. I followed it, hoping it would lead me to my friends.




* * *




I wandered through curving tunnels, feeling my way more than seeing. Normally, being alone in such a place would be terrifying, but instead, I felt nothing. In the back of my mind, though I could no longer consciously recall it, I remembered that I had gone through something that brought me to the depths of despair. No fear from this place could compare to that.

But the very air sizzled with this world’s hostility. This was the rotten heart of the Radaskim, and I would destroy it, or die trying.

“Shanti?”

I turned to see Isa sitting beneath the spreading top of a giant mushroom growing from the xen. She looked at me, seeming a bit befuddled. “That is you, right? That’s what sounds right to me.”

“It’s me,” I said.  I didn’t question the fact that she had almost forgotten my name. After as long as we’d spent in darkness, I couldn’t blame her. My memories were hazy myself, though I remembered enough to know her name and face.

“Where are we?” she asked, standing up.

“I think we’re here,” I said. “Askalon.”

We both looked around the cavern we were in, hardly large enough to contain the giant mushroom, glowing an ethereal blue and providing the only light. Fronds hung from its edge, waving back and forth gently, though there was no wind.

“I think this is real,” Isa finally said. “Not like the other dreams.”

I was beginning to think so, too, though there was no absolute way to be sure. “We should move on. The others could be in danger.”

“The others?”

I looked at her. “Are you feeling okay, Isa?”

She nodded. “Of course. I’m finding it hard to remember things, but I feel fine.”

“Your memory will return to you,” I said, hoping it was the truth. “Do you know why we’re here, at least?”

Her mouth opened to answer, but then she gave a sudden frown. “I . . . I can’t remember that either.” Her face reddened from embarrassment. Then, she looked at me, confused. “How can that be?”

I shook my head. “The journey took something from all of us.”

I kept to myself something Tiamat had said. He doubted whether the others could have even made the journey. Perhaps it had taken its toll in the form of her memories.

“I remember you,” she said. “At least, your name and your face.”

“But nothing else?”

Her face remained blank. “No. Aside from my name . . .” She paused. “Wait. You said there were others?”

“Yes. Isaru, Fiona, and Shara.”

The names seemed to mean nothing to her. “Maybe I’ll remember,” she said, lamely. “You should lead on. Looks like there’s a path out.”

“One more thing. Before we go.”

Isa arched an eyebrow.

“What were you doing under that tree?”

She blinked. “I . . . I don’t know. Waiting, I suppose. It seemed the natural thing to do.”

“Okay. We should go.”

She followed me out of the cavern, which soon opened into what seemed to be a lush forest. The flora was utterly alien to anything on Earth, though it was like the plant life that could be found in the Red Wild. Large stalks with bell shaped openings loomed over either side of the path, while thick, silver-barked trees spread high above, interlocking with one another as if they were all part of the same organism. Mushrooms and pods sprouted from the xen beneath, waving back and forth as we passed. A strange hum sounded throughout the air, barely detectable. The resonance vibrated me to my very bones. The air smelled pungent and spicy, the aroma so thick that it stung my lungs. I was worried I was being poisoned, but it didn’t seem to be do anything to me other than make me lightheaded.

Besides, there was nothing I could do about it. All I could do was keep walking.

The path twisted and turned, weaving through trees, crossing rushing streams. I felt strangely light, as if the gravity here was less than Earth. I experimented with this by jumping. It took noticeably longer to fall back down than it would have back home.

We walked for a long time. I didn’t know whether we were still underground or on the surface. The light remained the same; bright enough to see by, but only a small amount of that light seemed to be coming from above.

I soon got my answer when the trees came to a sudden end and we found ourselves standing on a high cliff, overlooking a golden land of rolling hills, lakes, and streams, over which hung a yellow mist that seemed to glow from within. The sky above, like the land below, was of burnished gold, though no brightness came from it. It took me a moment to realize that it was no sky, but the top of the cavern, which was shining either of itself, or from light reflecting off the ground. The effect, however, made it seem as bright as midday, to the point where I had to shield my eyes a bit.

The sight before me was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. I couldn’t believe we were in the right place, that this was Askalon, the Radaskim’s seat of power. Besides the beauty, there were no actual Radaskim here. There were plants, yes, and these floating motes that shimmered in the air might have been some near-microscopic form of life. Other than that, though, it was just us.

The planet, or at least this part of it, was a paradisal garden with nothing to enjoy it.

My attention was taken from the vista below by some movement to my right. I reached for my sword, just as Isaru’s head appeared, surfacing from some long, golden grass. His expression was drowsy, as if he had been woken. His silver hair was in disarray, and the right side of his face encrusted with the pebbles from where he had lain on the ground. He groaned, brushed off his face, and then peered up at us.

“Isaru,” Isa said, her voice holding none of its usual warmth. She seemed to remember only his name. I hoped, in time, that they would remember the love they shared. That would have been a terrible thing to lose.

“I should recognize you,” he told her, closing his eyes and holding a hand to his forehead. “My head’s ringing something fierce.”

“We’ve made it,” I said, walking up to him and offering a hand. He looked at it, as if not sure what to do. But, as if remembering that he was supposed to take it, he reached for it and let me pull him up.

“Shanti,” he said. “I know you.”

“And Isa?”

Isaru’s expression had the same blankness as Isa’s. “You seem familiar. As if you were in one of my dreams.”

“I have the same feeling,” Isa said.

I looked from one to the other, finally settling on Isa. “Both of you knew enough of each other to remember names.”

She nodded. “He seems . . . familiar.” Her cheeks colored, as if there were still some lingering feelings for him on her side. Feelings she didn’t seem to understand.

“What do you remember, Isaru?” I asked.

He blinked at my question. “My name. Where I’m from. Your name.” He looked around. “Where is this place? It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen.”

“Askalon,” Isa said. “That’s what Shanti said, at least.”

“We’ve come here to stop the Radaskim and to save Earth,” I said. “We took a long journey that took a lot out of us, even memories.”

“I guess so,” Isaru said. “I don’t know what it is I’m even supposed to remember.”

“Me neither,” Isa agreed.

“There’s still two more of us to find,” I said. “I have a feeling they’re somewhere down there.”

I pointed to the land below, basking in golden light.

“Where are we going after we find them?” Isaru said.

I looked at them both. “The Tree of Wailing.”

Neither of them questioned me, following me as I continued down the path that cut its way down the cliffside.


























Chapter 61

The descent to the valley floor didn’t take as long as I thought. The lightness of this world meant that we could go down quickly, taking risks we never could have back home. Up above, the forest disappeared, until all that was left was the glittering white cliffside and the trail carved into it.

I didn’t understand the purpose of the trail. There was no one on this world as far as I could see, and the years should have worn it down to nothing. But this world also had a changeless quality. Things here, it seemed, could remain as they had for millennia. The very air seemed still, aside from the subtle hum that never ceased.

“What is that sound?” Isaru asked, once we’d reached the bottom. “Or is it only my imagination?”

“It’s not just you,” I said. “It’s coming from this place.”

“From where?”

“Somewhere up ahead,” I said, nodding toward the distance. “We’ll have to find it.”

“Do you think it’s what we’re looking for?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “My gut says we need to follow it.”

I sat down on a rock. I was hungry. I didn’t recognize the feeling at first; I hadn’t felt it for thousands of years, at least not this real, pressing hunger that never relented. If this was a dream, it was the most vivid one I’d had yet.

But first, we needed to find Shara and Fiona. This landscape was much wider than the plateau above. It wouldn’t be easy, and without a Xenofold to connect to, it would be impossible to sense them.

Or would it? I reached for Silence, and while I couldn’t feel any sort of Xenofold, I could feel something familiar across the hill in the distance.

“I think we’ll find something this way,” I said.

We walked on, both Isa and Isaru following me up the hill.

“How can a place like this exist?” Isa asked. “I’m not even sure we are on the planet surface.”

“We’re not,” I said. “We’re just in a really big cavern. Bigger than the Caverns of Creation. That light just makes it seem like it goes on forever, because its obscuring the edges.”

“But shouldn’t it collapse on itself?” she asked. “How can something this big even hold up?”

I couldn’t answer that question. “Why do you ask? It’s standing, and it seems to have been standing for a long time. Isn’t that enough?”

“I think what she’s getting at,” Isaru said, “is that none of this can be real.”

We continued across the plain. When I turned to look back, the white cliff was small with distance, stretching from left to right. The sharp smells of the forest were replaced with the earthy aroma of grass and dirt. The thick air was humid and warm, but that warmth seemed to come from the ground, not the sky, another sign we were deep underground and not on the surface.

After another low hill, we descended into a small valley, at the bottom of which was a circle of broken stones covered with pink lichen, the entire circle being perhaps fifty paces in diameter. In the center of that circle lay a blond-haired woman, sprawled on her stomach.

Shara.

I ran down the lushly grassed hill until I was within the circle. I felt power, and even danger, from those stones, but disregarded it for the moment. I wanted to see if my friend was okay.

When I knelt and touched her, she didn’t wake like the others. Her skin was cold, but it was impossible for her to be dead, since her arm was twitching, as if asleep.

“Shara? Shara, please wake up.”

There was no response. The humming grew in intensity. This was the place the sound was coming from, not the Tree.

Isaru and Isa had caught up to me, each of them regarding Shara.

“What happened to her?” Isa asked.

I shook my head. “I don’t know. Maybe she’s still stuck in limbo, in the void.”

“Something’s wrong about this place,” Isaru said, looking at the stones.

“Someone’s coming,” Isa said.

I looked up to see Fiona standing at the top of the hill. She was now running down toward us, her face full of alarm and screaming something.

“What is she saying?” I asked.

“Move,” Isaru said.

He grabbed Isa and us both and pulled us toward the outside of the circle.

“Wait . . .” I said.

I felt a crackling of energy, as if lightning were about to strike. Isaru pulled me with greater insistence, until we passed the arch of the stones closest to Fiona. The stones were glowing now, more intensely with each passing moment, until they were too bright to look at.

“Stay out of there,” Fiona said, catching up to us, breathless. “It’ll kill you.”

“But Shara . . .”

I had half a mind to go back in there, but there was a sudden, sizzling crack, followed by a thunderous boom that released a force so great that it pushed all of us back. I was flattened on the grass and couldn’t move a muscle while it passed over me in a gale. I couldn’t even breathe as my heart pounded within me.

Just when I thought I would die like that, that it would never let up, I felt the pressure decrease. I sucked in air greedily, lying on my side like a wounded animal. Slowly, my heart rate went down, and I forced myself to stand. The others were also getting up. The hum was gone, and for the first time, I could think clearly.

“Everyone okay?”

But all of them were looking toward the center of the stones.

Shara had vanished.




* * *




 Despite my friends’ protests, I ran to the center of the circle again. The golden grass waved from the breeze that had kicked up and was patted down in the center where Shara had been laying. I knelt there, feeling the ground. My friends came to stand behind me.

I couldn’t believe that she was really gone. Had she just been an apparition? I had felt her though. She had been as real as me.

I knelt there a moment longer, unaccepting and unbelieving. If a sudden influx of light could make Shara disappear just like that, then what other dangers lurked in this place?

“She isn’t dead,” I said. “She can’t be.”

“We should move on,” Isaru said, avoiding my point. “Before this thing takes another one of us.”

We followed his advice and withdrew from the circle. We climbed the hill opposite the direction we came from. There, I sat down and stared at the stone circle.

“Maybe it’s a portal,” I said. “Maybe she was taken somewhere.”

The others had no answer for that. I got the feeling that they thought I was trying to cope with Shara’s disappearance.

No, not disappearance. Death.

Shara, I thought. Where are you, Shara? Are you still here, somewhere?

My words found no response. I couldn’t call her here. The Xenofold of Askalon was firmly under the Radaskim’s control.

“Do you think she’s dead?” I asked, of no one in particular.

No one responded . . . not for a long time. At last, Isaru had the bravery to speak his mind.

“The light struck her, and then she was no longer there,” he said. “If that’s not death . . .”

I looked at him, feeling as if his words were a personal attack. “I didn’t feel any heat from that light. Did you?”

“No,” he admitted.

“We’re in a strange place,” Fiona said. “She could be alive as much as dead. I’m not ready to grieve.”

“Me, neither,” Isa said. “We can wait around here, or we can move on to the Tree. Wherever this Tree is.”

I knew that Isa was right. If there were answers, they would be in that direction.

“I think we should move on,” I said. “The general direction of the cavern is this way. We should find the Tree if we continue to follow it.”


























Chapter 62

We walked across the rolling hills of the underground cavern. The lush grass went knee-high and was interspersed by clumps of mushroom trees. Clear streams flowed within rifts separating the valleys. The light always remained the same, and after a time, I called a halt. We needed to rest, and the fact that I felt the need for sleep told me, more than anything else, that this place was real, even if that reality was contrary to every experience I’d ever had.

We drank from the streams, but there was no food to be found. Only our bodies, our clothing, and our weapons seemed to make the journey from Earth to here, and I hadn’t spied anything that looked even remotely edible. On a distant world, there might not even be food fit for human consumption. I closed my eyes with an uncomfortable gnawing in my belly. We’d probably been here for a full Earth day, but with the light, it was impossible to tell.

I slept for an indeterminate amount of time, fading in and out of dreamless slumber. The light was always the same every time I opened my eyes. It could have been four hours, or it could have been as many as twelve. But in the end, I did wake up, groggy and feeling as if I hadn’t gotten any sleep at all.

I woke the others, and after we had washed our faces and drank our fill from the nearby stream, we pressed on.

The others reported memories returning to them. They remembered each other, their lives on Earth, and their reason for coming here. As great as that was, all I could do was think of Shara, and how the journey might have ended for her. Her disappearance – I refused to think of it as her death – made me walk with a greater sense of urgency. If there were answers, they would be with the Tree. 

The low hills were becoming choppier and more barren as the hours wore on. Sharp-pointed mountains rose in the distance, their spires like knives cutting toward the cavern ceiling, which was still lost in a fog of light. Perhaps from the top of those mountains the ceiling of the cavern would be visible. As it stood, it looked as if our path was taking us there.

“I’ve had enough of mountains,” Isa said. “Where is this Tree supposed to be?”

“We’re going to need food if we’re to keep going,” Fiona said.

I couldn’t address either of their concerns. Isaru remained silent, intently watching the distance.

I was guided by nothing more than a feeling that we were going the right way.

“We have to cross those mountains,” I said. “There’s nothing for us on this side.”

“I’ve been wondering what could have made those stones,” Isaru said. “This is the world of the dragons, right? What use would dragons have for ruins like that?”

No one had an answer for him, but Isaru was right. Dragons were not builders like people were. They grew things or lived in natural cave formations that they shaped over time, such as the Caverns of Creation. Perhaps even this massive underworld was such a place. If the dragons hadn’t lifted those massive stones or filled them with that dangerous power, then who did?

“Seems like something humans would do,” Isa said. “Some of the Wilder tribes have been known to raise stones similar to that.”

“Are you suggesting there are other humans here?” Fiona asked.

“It’s not likely,” Isa said. “Perhaps something like humans, something similar enough to us that they would build such things, too.” She paused as she considered. “Either way, if they are around, we will probably see more signs of them.”

Somehow, I knew that was wrong. “Askalon is a dead world, at least to life that can think for itself. It’s been this way for tens of millennia.” No one had a response to that. “We should be careful still.”

The rest of that “day” was spent walking closer to the mountains. The hills became steeper, their surfaces more sheer. We were forced to climb hand over hand at points. However, the gravity of this world was less, and what would have utterly exhausted us on Earth, or even have been impossible, was doable here. By the time we lay down to sleep next to a mountain stream, we were well into the mountain range. If things went well, we’d pass the first of those peaks tomorrow, assuming there was a way through.




* * *




The Tree of Wailing entered my dreams again. It took up the whole of my vision, shining like a beacon in the darkness. It lay across the ichor sea, as I had seen it before. Its visage pierced my mind, driving out all other thought.

If you want her, it seemed to say, come and find her.

Shara?

Ah. So that’s her name.

Give her back.

You must come here, it said. Let’s finish this, Elekim.

The Tree suddenly brightened, snapping me from the vision.




* * *




As I opened my eyes, it was to the sight of Isa stoking a fire. It had gotten colder . . . much colder. Apparently, the temperature in this underworld was variable.

“I decided to take a risk and make this,” she said. “I found some plants to burn, and it seems to take well enough.”

“How did you get it started?”

She smiled. “I have my ways. Spark almost immediately took. Caught me off guard a bit.”

The fire seemed to burn hot and bright, despite the lack of fuel. I knew that fire used air as fuel. Was there more air here, perhaps? It made me uneasy for some reason.

The others were beginning to wake, too. As they gathered round to warm themselves, I told them about my dream.

“So, she’s alive,” Fiona said. “At least according to this dream.”

“You doubt it?” I asked.

“I don’t know what to think,” Fiona said. “It worries me that this Tree seems to be inviting you to come to it, even using Shara as bait.”

“What choice do I have?” I asked. “It’s the whole reason we’re here.”

“I wonder just what this Tree is,” Isaru said. “Is it the ruler of all the Radaskim? The mind of the entire swarm on every world?”

“That’s what I’m thinking,” I said. “If this world belongs to it, then everything on this world is under its control. That means it knows where we are. Even now.”

The thought was disturbing, but no one could refute it, as much as I wanted them to.

“Then we don’t have to worry about finding the Tree,” Fiona said. “It will make sure we do.”

Despite the warmth of the fire, her words gave me a chill.

“If the Tree rules all the Radaskim,” Isa said, “then that means Odium is under its control as well. A Xenomind as powerful as Odium still has a master. And that master happens to be a tree.” She smiled at the ridiculousness of it, but it was a nervous smile.

All of us knew this was no mere tree. It was something greater.

“We should rest some more,” I said. “For some reason, I don’t think any of us got a full night’s rest.” The others nodded at this. “Besides,” I continued, “the crystal forest comes soon. We need to be ready for that.”

Where the words had come from, I had no idea. Everyone was looking at me in surprise.

“I’m not sure why I said that.”

“What do you mean, crystal forest?” Isaru asked.

“Do you know something we don’t?” Fiona asked.

“Maybe it was something I dreamed about and forgot,” I said, racking my brain for the reason I’d said that.

“A forest,” Isa said. “Perhaps that’s where this Tree is.”

“Maybe so,” I said. “We still have a way to go.”

All I could think of was the Tree, its image growing in my mind. I shook the thought away, but it was surprisingly hard to shift my focus to other things.

“Maybe we can get a few hours of sleep before heading out.”

The others nodded, all of them being similarly tired. When I settled down this time, my sleep was dreamless.


























Chapter 63

When I awoke, the fire had become ash. The cold had roused me more than any feeling of restfulness. I woke the others and we got moving quickly. We had no warmer clothing than what we were currently wearing, so the sooner we got moving, the better.

We found something of a trail that wove between twin peaks, each of the slopes covered by xen and glowing mushroom trees. The vegetation was sparse enough to see far into the distance, which revealed even more mountains and trees. The trail wrapped its way around the righthand mountain, which we were standing on. Thankfully, it didn’t seem to be going up, but I knew the trail must turn upward at some point if we were to pass these mountains.

Only, it never did. Instead, the trail led further down, descending until we were walking in a deep canyon. To even see the top of the mountains we had to crane our necks, and our view was blocked by the canyon rim itself.

After walking down this canyon for an hour, Isaru held up a hand and knelt by a stand of mushrooms growing out of the cliffside. He picked them.

“I’ll be the guinea pig,” he said.

Before any of us could protest, he put one in his mouth, chewed, and swallowed.

More death, I thought. It had only been two days. Why did he have to try something that could be dangerous?

But as the day wore on, he ate more of the mushrooms, which didn’t seem to be having any ill effect.

“I don’t know how it is here,” Isa said, “but back home, with most poisonous mushrooms, you’d know you made a mistake within minutes.”

“We need food,” Isaru said. “There’s more of the same ones, growing over there. It should be enough for all of us.”

We stopped and ate. I hesitated only for a second, hunger winning out over reason. If we were to die here, well, then I supposed that would be our fate. I was feeling weaker each passing day, and all I could think about was food, and there was no telling just how much further the Tree would be.

The mushrooms were tasteless, but they filled me up. I felt better just moments after eating my first one. I ate until full, and we harvested more and put them in our pockets for later. After drinking from the stream, we continued down the canyon, which was now angling further down.

One final turn, and we were looking at the entrance of a cave. Well, we were already in a cave, a giant one, but this was a cave within a cave. I didn’t know whether there was a proper name for that.

“I don’t see how a forest could fit in there,” Isa said.

“Is this the right way?” Fiona asked.

“Well,” I said, walking forward, “it is a way. For now, that’s good enough for me.”

After what Fiona had said about the Tree wanting to be found, I was less worried about choosing a direction. Something told me that if we chose the path of least resistance, we would reach it in the end. It was a strange thought to take comfort from, considering it would most likely lead to our deaths.

Once we were in the tunnel, the cool air suddenly turned warm. Its sides were coated with xen and blue glowing mushrooms. The fast-flowing stream ran downward and was glowing itself with silver blossoms that had fallen from some of the trees in the canyon.

We followed the stream, deeper and deeper into the world.

The tunnel narrowed until we were forced into the water itself, and, before we knew it, its current was pushing us down and away, until we were free falling in a cascade of water. Our cries echoed in what seemed to be a vast space; somehow, in the space of a moment, we had been transferred from the confines of the tunnel and into a larger cavern, filled with the din of water. After falling for an uncomfortably long time, I splashed into an underground lake. I swam madly toward the surface, breaking out and sucking in a deep breath. Looking up at the falls, I could see the water falling in a steady stream from the cavern ceiling.

I quickly found that I was in the center of a vast, underground lake, lit from the fungus lining the outside of it. In the distance I could see a far shoreline, filled with glowing crystalline trees.

The forest.




* * *




We swam for the shoreline and collapsed; the white-glowing sand was warm and helped us to dry off more quickly. We rested there for a while, catching our breaths after the long swim. By some miracle, everyone had made it through the falls. Looking back over that dark water, I could see the shining waterfall coming down straight from the cavern ceiling in a column of pearlescent light. It seemed to fall slower than what seemed right.

Most of the mushrooms we had gathered earlier had turned completely to mush, so as before, all we had now were the clothes on our backs.

But perhaps that would be enough. I had a feeling we were getting close.

Fiona was the first to speak. “I was beginning to have my doubts this forest even existed,” she said. “But here it is.”

“We’re in a world that’s beyond our imagining,” I said.

“It’s beautiful,” Isa said, her blue eyes shining from the forest’s reflected light.

“And dangerous, too, I imagine,” Isaru said.

Yes, it would be dangerous. Despite its crystalline beauty, I could feel the malevolence of the Tree nearby. Every step lessened the time we would be standing before it.

I walked toward the forest without a word, and the others fell in behind me. Soon, the sounds of the falls were completely dimmed by the trees. These were no mushrooms, like the plants above. In fact, they didn’t even seem to be plants at all, but more like ice sculptures or crystals. They twisted in and out, their surfaces sheer and reflecting our warbled images. Most were translucent, but others were colored in hues of pink, purple, or blue. It was dizzying to behold, though there seemed to be a path leading through them for now.

“I wonder what this is,” Isa asked. “Formations like this must take eons to form.”

“Or grow,” Isaru said. “Though I’m not sure these are living things.”

The trees seemed to absorb their voices, humming in various tones that emanated away from us. The sound was eerie and made my skin crawl.

I felt power from these crystals, though not a good kind of power. Many of the edges were sharp, and if we strayed from the path, it was easy to see someone breaking some of the thinner branches and cutting themselves.

“Careful,” I said. “Try not to touch anything.”

At first, I thought it was my imagining, but as we walked, I heard creaking, and in the distance, tinkling sounds, like shattering glass. I heard the same sound again, only closer and more unmistakable.

That was when a branch just ahead of us snapped and fell off. I covered my face and knelt while everyone else did the same.

When the chaos was over, I opened my eyes and the path before us was covered with shards. The trees were humming less now, as if that breakage had released stored energy.

I held a finger to my mouth. The others seemed to understand. The frequency of our voices seemed to cause the trees to vibrate. Too much, and the delicate formations lost their precarious balance and shattered. Enough noise, and the entire forest could literally explode while we were still in it.

We waited for a long moment, making sure the clamor of the falling crystals wouldn’t cause more to shatter and fall. After at least a full minute, it seemed that we were in the clear.

I gestured for the others to follow me, our boots crunching over the crystal shards. Once safely past the pile, we picked up the pace, continuing down the trail, which narrowed as time went on. It was hard not to touch the formations from time to time. Every time I did so, I could feel them vibrating with potential energy.

The trail veered ever more downward, until we were climbing more than walking, working our way hand over hand. It was impossible not to use the crystals as holds; they tickled my feet and hands, making it difficult to keep my grip.

I looked up at Isa, whose limbs were shaking, with either nerves or from the crystals. I wanted to voice some encouragement, but didn’t dare speak. Already, the crystals were vibrating dangerously. If one of us fell, it would not only be that person plummeting down the shaft that opened below us. The noise caused from such a tumble would likely be the death of us all.

But we made our way down, little by little. There were plenty of holds, and enough traction to not have to worry about slipping. But I was getting tired, and the vibrating crystals were beginning to numb my hands and feet, making it difficult to feel where the next hold was.

There were several slips; Fiona lost her footing on the hold above me, but managed to pull herself back up. Several chips of crystal flew past me, some even lodging in my hair, one brushing past my face and leaving a scratch, where blood trickled down to drip off my chin.

Finally, and thankfully, the glittering crystal cliff began to flatten out, and by the time it was flat enough to stand, my limbs were shaking from the strain.

Isaru was the last one down, landing lightly on his feet. The impact of his landing, however, shook some of the crystals clinging to the cliff loose, causing the air to hum with energy.

The ground rumbled beneath us, like a beast awakening.

That was when entire trees began to shatter within seconds of one another, at a terrifyingly increasing pace. We couldn’t waste another moment.

“Run!” I shouted.

We sprinted down the trail, away from the cliff where already a rain of crystal shards was pelting down. Formations dislodged above us, shattering right as we passed underneath. Sharp stalactites tore from their parent formations, crashing before us in diamond explosions. I felt a few of the crystals pierce my skin, but I kept running all the same. I looked behind to see a wall of broken crystal shards bearing down on us, while my friends were covered with cuts and scrapes. But all were running.

The crystal trees came to a sudden end, right at the edge of a precipice, over which a layer of broken shards began to spill over, creating a glittering fall.

The din of the exploding trees went on for some time, making it impossible to speak. The entire forest was disintegrating before my eyes, and we couldn’t go any further than where we currently stood. All we could do was kneel, hands over our heads, crouched as low as possible. More shards pelted at my back, but none seemed to pierce my skin. All it would take, though, was for one large shard to hit me in the wrong spot at a high enough velocity, and I was dead.

After several minutes of this hell, the noise finally began to die down. No more shards fell, and the broken crystals half buried me. I was within a couple of feet of the cliff’s edge, and for the first time, when all was finally quiet, I opened my eyes to see what was down there.

There, I was greeted by the sight of my dreams. The pink ichor sea, and out a good distance stood the island, on which grew the Tree of Wailing, shining white, beautiful, and terrible. Its roots spread outward from its bottom, gripping the entire island like a gnarled, clenched fist. Those roots shone blindingly bright, as if they were drinking up the energy of that roiling Sea. The pink ichor turned deep ebony at the point of contact between root and sea, as if the contact in some way transformed the liquid.

Isaru looked around. “Seems everyone’s all right.”

“You’re bleeding,” Fiona said, walking up to me.

“It’s nothing,” I said. “Just some cuts.”

“You got the worse of it, it seems,” she said. “But you’re right. Just cuts. They’re already drying.”

Isa looked at me worriedly but said nothing. It wasn’t as if my wounds could be cleaned in this place, anyway.

“How do we get across?” Isaru asked, staring across the sea at the Tree.

“I don’t know,” I said. “This is the point where my dreams ended.”

The cliff was sheer, a vertical drop and as smooth as polished stone. There was no way down save jumping. I got the feeling that wouldn’t be a good idea; even with this planet’s lower gravity, that impact would kill us, especially since ichor was thicker than water.

And this wasn’t like the ichor on Earth. It was hostile to Elekai life and would surely kill us.

But if the Tree wanted us to find it, as Fiona had said, then it would provide a way.

All my friends were staring at the tree, completely entranced.

“Guys?” I said.

Their attention did not waver. Their eyes were glowing with its reflected light, brighter and brighter.

Something was wrong.

“Hey!” I said. “Stop looking at it!”

As one, they all turned to face me. After seeing their eerie, collective gaze, I was beginning to regret those words.

The Tree suddenly darkened, its bright light fading until there was nothing emanating from it. The pinkish light of the sea reflected off the field of broken crystals behind us, their sharp shadows dancing madly. The humming returned, only this humming wasn’t from the crystals; it was from the Tree itself. The humming increased in volume until it was all I heard, all I knew.

I fell to my knees, my friends still watching from above with those blazing white orbs of theirs. It was my last vision before darkness took me.


























Chapter 64

When I woke up, the light of the Tree was still faded, but the sea provided enough light by which to see. Only now, that same sea was completely black, but the blackness itself cast a light, much as the moon might reflect off the surface of a dark ocean.

And across that expanse of black ichor was a white, transparent bridge, just a few steps away from where I had collapsed.

I looked around for my friends, only to find that they weren’t here.

“Isaru?” I called. “Isa? Fiona?”

There was no response to my words. The words seemed to die in the air as soon as they left my mouth.

By sheer feeling, I knew that they had crossed that bridge. They had crossed while I had been knocked out.

It’s taken control of them, I thought. It took Shara, and now it’s taken them, too.

There was only one way to get them back. I had to cross the bridge myself.

When I stood, I felt unnaturally heavy. On shaking, tired limbs, I plodded forward. All fear was gone. Only one thing consumed my mind, and it stood across that bridge.

The Tree was all that mattered. I began crossing, heedless of the black, hellish depths beneath me.




* * *




The dark ichor sea beneath the bridge roiled and boiled, its caps stretching to mere inches of the bridge itself, hundreds of feet above. As the liquid neared, my mind was filled with despair. The Tree had been stripped of its outer beauty. There was no illusion now; it was nothing but an object of horror. More than ever, I could feel its raw power, its deeply rooted evil that had grown for untold years.

The great waves began crashing over the bridge ahead of me, and pieces of it broke away. I walked on, not changing my pace, heedless of the danger. Though the black waves seemed to crash at every surface, they inexplicably avoided me.

So, you do want me over there.

The sea calmed as I neared the Tree. It took the greater part of an hour to cross it, after dodging the holes created by the black ichor. When the bridge at last came to an end, there was a small, barren slope that was the last leg to the Tree’s base.

Despite its brightness, I could stare right at the Tree without needing to lower my gaze. I reached the top of the incline and was perhaps a hundred steps away from two of the roots, in the middle of which was a path leading right up to the trunk. Now closer, I could see there were imperfections along what had at first appeared to be smooth, silver bark. Little blots, like sores, gave me an uneasy feeling.

Not wanting to look, not wanting to go closer, I knew I had to do both of those things. I made myself go on.

But as I moved closer, I noticed something strange about those blots. They weren’t knots in the Tree, or any sort of blemish. They were moving, not part of the Tree itself, but rather mounted onto it. With mounting horror, I realized just what they were.

Bodies.

They weren’t human, and each was wrapped in a halo of light. Some seemed to have two legs, like humans, others had four or even more limbs. Some had angular, insectoid faces, some had wings and feathers, others had reptilian scales, and others still defied description. Creatures with tens of eyes, others with no conceivable shape. Some seemed to be composed of rock or crystal, others still had shells. There were well over a hundred of them, each of a different kind. There were even dragons, of varying color, but smaller than what existed on Earth.

As I came closer to the first of the two massive roots, those bodies twisted and groaned in torment, they screeched, they screamed, they made other sounds according to their kind. The light emanating from their forms seemed to keep them pinned to the Tree, which in turn, fed off their misery and somehow grew stronger by it.

I wanted nothing more than to run, but of course, I could not. I couldn’t bear to think of anyone up there. Couldn’t bear to think that this might be where my friends were.

I walked toward the center of the Tree, feeling the oppressive weight of all those souls around me, their pain and memories intermixing with my own. Visions of dead worlds swam before my eyes. As I passed between the roots, all of them seemed to cry out at me in whatever language they happened to speak, some of those tongues hardly even recognizable as language. Some, I couldn’t hear at all.

But they all seemed to convey the same message. Warning me away from this place. Asking me to save them.

All of them had joined the Tree, and if I failed, I knew that I would, too.




* * *




The great roots on my either side fused together above me, until I found myself in something of a tunnel. I continued walking, not sure of where I was going exactly. How was I supposed to defeat this thing? All I could feel was fear – sickening, paralyzing fear. And I didn’t even have the Xenofold to aid me.

The foreboding only grew worse the closer to the center of the Tree I walked. It was an oppressive weight that made me feel like choking.

But, all too soon, the tunnel came to an end, opening into a hollow space where, in the center, was a perfectly circular pool of black ichor, its surface swirling and shining. The path led directly into it.

Your friends preceded you, a voice came. Follow.

I stood still for a moment. As the voice echoed throughout the hollow, the bark of the tree seemed to glow brighter with each enunciation.

Will I become like those outside?

The Tree was quiet, seeming to consider the question, but in the end, ignored it.

Come, the voice beckoned. You must find them. They are in such pain.

Stop hurting them, I said.

I . . . can’t. I possess your same will to live, Shanti. Surely, you won’t begrudge me that?

I will if my friends’ lives are in question.

That is where we differ, the Tree said. You are small. I will be the universe. What is one soul against inevitability?

I will stop you, I said.

We shall see. The Nameless One has granted you this chance. Make use of it, or I, Askalon, will master you.

The pool frothed violently, as if in challenge. There was no use trading words with this . . . thing. In the end, I had to do what it was asking. I didn’t think it was lying in saying that my friends were in there.

If I wanted them back, I’d have to go in and find them.

I assumed Silence, but that was all I could do. There was no Xenofold to reach for, only the quiet meditation I’d perfected from constant practice. Maybe holding that would make walking to my death all the easier.

It’s not over yet, I thought.

As I approached the black pool, the ichor roiled madly, as if anticipating my entry. It seemed . . . hungry.

I was within inches of the ichor’s edge, and it was beginning to rise, little tendrils of the liquid probing curiously at my boots. I reached down and grabbed a handful of it. It burned terribly and squirmed out of my hands and through my fingers. My skin blistered at the point of contact; the pain hardly blocked out by my meditative state.

So, that was how it would be. I peered down into the ichor, but couldn’t see beyond the first inch or two, so deep was the darkness.

There was nothing left but to step in, likely to my very death.


























Chapter 65

There was searing, white-hot pain, and then nothing. I floated in darkness, all sensation ceasing. In the space of seconds, my body had been eaten alive by the dark ichor, and now all that was left was my consciousness, hovering somewhere in the Radaskim Xenofold. But where to go in this pressing darkness, where the Radaskim would know my every move?

I wanted to start by finding my friends. They had been drawn here, too, and finding them might reveal answers. All of us were in this together, and only together would we be able to defeat Askalon.

Shanti . . .

The voice was familiar, though I couldn’t place who it was. Memories were hard to grasp here, running like sand between fingers.

Then, it came to me.

Shara! You’re alive?

Yes, she said. This place is huge. It’s trap upon trap. Torture upon torture . . .

Where are you? If you could just tell me . . .

You must reach the center, Shara said. I don’t know how much time I . . .

There was a bloodcurdling scream, and then, silence.

Shara? There was no answer. Shara!

I pulled myself through the darkness. I had to reach the center, whatever that meant. But I couldn’t even tell where that was. I reached out, as if this were the Xenofold back on Earth. To my surprise, I felt something directly in front of me. A cold, repulsive presence. I didn’t want to go that way, but all other directions were empty. This was the only outside feeling I could grasp onto. If I went that way, I would find something.

So, I reached, and felt myself pulled forward through the darkness. That feeling of coldness and despair only grew stronger. The blackness swirled around me, taking odd shapes and forms full of ghosts, hallucinations, and nightmares. A light shone in the distance, which grew in brightness as I neared it. I recognized it to be a silver archway, like other ones I’d come across back on Earth’s Xenofold. Its outer rim glowed, while its inner plane showed a dark forest filled with snow-clad trees.

It was a portal from this dark place to somewhere else. I felt myself pulled through it and stepped out the other side.

I had my body again, my clothing, and even my sword sheathed at my side. The air was frigid and still, while snowflakes danced in the air, floating for an inordinately long time before joining the ground. The snow was about ankle-deep, and completely undisturbed. The trees surrounding me were tall and straight, with only a few overarching, snow-laden limbs. In the gaps of the treetops I could catch sight of the nighttime stars, filled with unfamiliar constellations. This forest could have been on Earth, if not for that. The trees certainly looked Earthlike, being mostly evergreens and pines.

I felt for the central pull again, the one Shara had told me to follow. It was still distant, but the direction was unmistakable. I pressed on, assuming Silence. To my surprise, I felt the familiar call of the Xenofold just beyond my consciousness, waiting to be embraced. I didn’t question how that could be. It should have been impossible. It had been too long since I had felt it. I reached for it, and its serenity washed over me. I didn’t care whether it was real or not.

You should care.

I ignored the voice. It wasn’t Shara this time, but someone – or something – unfamiliar.

I wandered through the trees, toward that dreadful pull, feeling as if I had gotten no nearer after an hour. I found myself on a hill, and decided to climb to the top, hoping for a view that would reveal more. But when I was about halfway up, the howling of wolves broke the silent night. My blood ran cold. So, I wasn’t alone here. If this world wasn’t Earth, then why did it have wolves? The answer, I realized, was that this wasn’t a real place. It was a vision conjured by the Radaskim Xenofold.

I’d have to be very careful.

I reached the top of the hill, a bare escarpment which overlooked the forest, which spread evenly in all directions as far as the eye could see. I got my first sight of the moon; its cratered face larger than I was used to, and its sheen purple rather than milky-white. The sight of unfamiliar stars was jarring. I wondered if any of them was home.

I felt for the dark pull once again, wondering just what it could be. Was it the source of the Aberration I was trying to destroy? Though the distant forest ahead of me was no different than any other direction, I felt myself pulled that way, nonetheless.

It also happened to be the direction the wolves’ howling had come from.

I reached the bottom of the hill and continued walking toward the pull. The howling of wolves once again filled the night, this time much closer. The wolves would intercept me long before I reached wherever I was supposed to be going.

I’d have to stand my ground. I paused at the end of a clearing and waited for them to arrive.

It didn’t take long. They prowled from the shadows of the forest, their white coats making them look ghostly in the snow. Their eyes glowed yellow as they stalked forward, their outer members darting toward the sides of the clearing. Though I marked all their movements, my eyes locked with the largest one in the center, almost twice as large as all the others, with red eyes and a black coat. Two wolves flanked its either side, their pacing slightly ahead of their pack leader.

Once the central wolves had crossed half the clearing, I decided it would be best not to wait for them to engage me where I stood. My best chance would be gunning down the formation’s flanks, while they were still relatively isolated.

I sprang into action, sprinting toward the right flank while drawing my sword. Though vastly outnumbered, they needed to see my confidence, to know that I was a hunter, and not prey.

Their movements shifted instantly. The left flank ran toward the alpha, while the alpha and his two central wolves shifted toward the right flank, toward which I was running.

But I was going to reach the two wolves on the right before they reached me. As the first wolf leaped, I took up Treeform, shifting my stance to avoid the aggressive attack while bringing my blade down on its exposed neck. The beast gave a yelp as hot, steaming blood poured from the gash, staining the snow red.

I didn’t check to see if it was dead, for the other wolf was moving to engage. I withdrew my blade to take up Treeform’s starting stance, my blade pointed slightly outward, right in the center of my field of view. The wolf hesitated; I realized it was waiting for its pack members to catch up, so that they could attack together. I stepped forward and, realizing it had no choice but to fight alone, the wolf gave a yelp and charged, teeth flashing. I slashed it low across its chest, and it collapsed to the snow.

I quickly straightened and readied myself to take on another wolf, which had charged in from the side. But before I could assume a stance, its paws were already slamming into my left shoulders, sending me sprawling into the snow.

Protect your neck.

The warning entered my mind, and I obeyed it instantly, holding the wolf’s snapping jaws at bay with my left hand. Its teeth found some of my fingers, and I held on stubbornly, knowing I couldn’t let go, despite the searing, and almost blinding, pain. I had to get out of this pin before the other wolves set on me.

Still holding my blade in my right hand, I adjusted my grip, until I wielded it underhanded, as I would a knife. I screamed as I stabbed with all my strength, ramming the long blade into the side of the wolf’s belly. It yipped, its muscles loosening above me. I wormed from under it, grabbing the hilt of my blade while trying to ignore the bloody gashes on my left hand.

Three dead, four more to go. And all four of them were directly in front of me, though the black, red-eyed alpha hung back calmly, content to let his lackeys do the work. The three smaller, white wolves stalked forward, even as my blade shook in my hands from the pain. I had to survive these four, somehow. The two outside wolves fanned out, to come at me from the sides.

Don’t survive. Win.

In a single breath, the noose closed in, both wolves on the sides charging forward while the center one leaped right for my throat. I stepped widely left to dodge the center wolf at the last possible moment and swept around with my blade to cut down the leftmost one, running forward a few steps to gain some distance. I held my blade backward, without looking, feeling the presence of the rightmost wolf behind me, catching it right below the jaw. But it was already in the air, even as it gave its dying scream. Its body crashed against me as I felt something hot stain the back of my cloak.

Blood. 

I tried to keep my feet, but my body hit the snow under its weight, and I dropped my sword in the process. I reached to grab it, but was pinned by the third wolf, which began to tear into my exposed back, its sharp teeth cutting right through my clothes.

Such pain. I screamed, forcing myself to grip the hilt of the blade, which was barely in reach. I summoned whatever strength I had left to slip out from under his paws, and then to face upward, with blade in hand. The wolf, recognizing the threat, danced lightly away, giving me the chance to get up. My back was wet with blood, and burned with such terrible pain that not even Silence could keep it at bay. The white wolf licked its chops, wet with my blood.

I stumbled to the left, barely avoiding the wolf’s next attack, the only thing saving me being my training. From the side of my vision, I could see the black alpha circling around, still content to watch and not join the fray.

I stood shaking, my hands a bleeding mess. I glanced at my hands quickly, noticing for the first time I was missing half a finger. Tears streamed down my face, but they were more from anger than fear or pain.

I will not die here, I thought.

I used Silence to block out the pain as best I could, and to focus on the white wolf now stalking toward me.

I would meet it head on, projecting strength where I had none. I screamed as I swung my sword, but the wolf was quick, dancing like the wind out of harm’s way. It circled around to attack me from the rear. I feinted as if I weren’t quick enough to defend against it, to commit him to the attack. At the last moment, I pivoted and held my sword out, to find the wolf impaling himself on the point of my blade. I withdrew it harshly, with a forceful grunt, and, stood again assuming the starting stance of Treeform as if I hadn’t been beaten bloody by this point.

The alpha stared at me with glowing red eyes, taking the measure of me for at least half a minute. As each moment passed, I felt myself weaken, felt the blood further soaking my cloak. My hands by this point were numb, and given a few more minutes, would stop working altogether. With horror, I realized that the alpha didn’t even need to attack me. It could just watch me bleed out.

But his pride was wounded, his pack destroyed. If I were to die in this place, it would be between his teeth.

It can end, Elekim, he said. Say the word and the pain goes away. Say the word, and you and your friends will be spared a most cruel fate. This promise is guaranteed by the Nameless One, vouchsafed and sure. Or, fight me, Shredder the Terrible, and die and join the others on the Tree for an eternity of pain. The bargain is for you to accept, or to reject.

The Nameless One? I could barely think straight, such was my state, but I would not give up, even if I intrinsically knew the words were true. If I gave up now, all hope was lost for Earth. But the pain was horrible, and I felt so weak. I had barely managed to kill the other wolves. How could I hope to stand against this big one in my weakened state?

I reject the bargain, I said. I’ll fight to my last breath.




* * *




Shredder pulled back his lips, revealing long, yellow teeth in something of a smile, if a creature like him could smile. Slobber dribbled from his chops.

I knew I had to end this quickly. The longer things drew on, the weaker I became. The cold was seeping into my bones, now, and Shredder could win this fight simply by doing nothing.

But both he and I knew that that wasn’t how it was going to end.

He snarled and charged forward. I wouldn’t be fast enough to dodge him, as I had done with the others. I took a step back and braced myself for the impact, only moving my blade to meet him when he leapt into the air. He swerved his body adroitly in midair, belying his heft, but the edge of my blade still cut him deep.

But not deep enough to mortally wound him. Shredder landed right on top of me and there was nothing I could do as his weight pressed me into the snow. I felt several ribs crack under his weight, while agony ripped through my left lung. I fought for breath as my vision darkened, as his teeth pressed close to my neck. I turned my neck away, the only thing I knew to do in that moment. My blade was gone, far away from me.

All I could do was shield my neck, causing him to tear into my shoulder instead, which he grabbed with his teeth to toss me aside. A scream tore from me as I arced through the air, choked on my own blood. By sheer happenstance, I had been tossed close to my dropped weapon, my hand resting next to its hilt.

It was now or never.

I grabbed hold of it with both hands and twisted my torso toward Shredder, screaming in pain as I did so. How much blood did I have left? Silence alone powered me, guided my movements. I began slicing the air, and Shredder hopped back away from my blade.

My blade will find you, beast, I thought. Even if I die trying.

Shredder snarled while his hackles raised. He gave a snap, and I let his teeth sink into me. It had to be done – my certain death in exchange for his certain death. With the last bit of my strength, I brought Katan forward in a stabbing motion and pierced him through his chest.

He gave a high, piercing howl, that turned into a pitiful whimper. The baleful red eyes met mine one last time, full of fire and loathing, as I sunk the blade deeper with every ounce of strength I had left. His whines were at last silenced as his hot life’s blood poured forth, reddening the snow beneath us.

I collapsed on the snow, hardly able to keep conscious. I didn’t have the strength to even sheathe my blade. The snowstorm became more intense, falling thickly. I looked at a nearby tree, wondering if I could make it there to die in relative comfort.

No, there wasn’t strength even for that. I felt the coldness of the snow beneath seeping in.

“Shanti?”

My eyes lifted, and I forced them to focus. Isa stood before me, more dream than reality.

“Oh, Shanti. We’ve got to get out of this place,” she said.

I couldn’t respond, or much more, walk. I tried to say something, but only blood poured forth from my lips. I smiled, for some strange reason.

As my vision darkened, I felt Isa pulling me.

“There,” she said, her voice seeming to come from another world. “The wall of this place.”

I felt myself dragged through the snow.

Hold on, someone seemed to say. Don’t let go, Shanti. Don’t die on me now.

“Anna,” I muttered. “I . . . I won’t let go . . .”

After a long moment where I felt as if I were floating, the coldness of the forest was replaced by darkness.


























Chapter 66

When I came to, the snow and the forest were both gone, along with my pain. I opened my eyes to see Isa sitting on a rock, watching me. We were surrounded by a desert that I would have recognized anywhere. The light red sand. The mesas and buttes. The flowering stands of cacti, the sharp rocks, the baking sun.

It was the Barrens, north of Colonia.

I looked down at my hands, perfectly healthy. My cloak was the same as I had been wearing in the forest but was fresh and new. There were no broken ribs, no gaping wounds in my back. Every part of me seemed to be in perfect working order.

“What . . . what happened?” I asked. 

“You’re still inside the Radaskim Xenofold,” Isa said, “but you’ve passed the first trial.”

That had been a trial? “And where did you come from?”

“I walked through a door, and found you covered in blood. When I looked back at the door, it was showing a new place on the other side, so I pulled you through. When I did, your wounds were healed.”

I sat up and looked around at our new environment. “And I suppose this is the second trial, if you want to call it that.”

And then there was the Nameless One, offering his bargain which I’d refused. Was he the one at the center of all this? Was he the one putting on these trials? If so, why? I shared my misgivings with Isa, and she listened, a frown etched on her face.

“I don’t know what he has to do with this,” she said. “I think the Aberration – whatever that is – is at the center of it. But the Nameless One, too, must be involved somehow. Seems he holds some sway here, if he’s able to offer you a way out like that.”

“That’s what I don’t understand,” I said. “He’s supposed to be balanced. Impartial. It’s in his nature to offer deals.” I shook my head in frustration. “This is all beyond me.”

“Whatever the case,” she said, “I was the thing at stake in that first trial. If you hadn’t been able to defeat Shredder . . . let’s just say things would have gotten very bad.” She shuddered.  “I saw myself, Shanti, screaming on the Tree. In terrible, terrible pain.” Her face was haunted, tears forming in her blue eyes. “That would have been my fate had you failed.”

Then it hit me in a burst of realization. “That’s who those people on the Tree were. They came here. They tried to stop the Aberration, to stop Askalon.” I suppressed a shudder. “And . . . they failed.”

There had been so many of them. How many people, of all those different species, had made the journey here, the same as I had? Apparently, the trip wasn’t as impossible as I’d originally thought. Others had thought to do it, too. I knew the Radaskim had hundreds of worlds under their control, each of them the cradle of at least one form of sentient life. Perhaps some of them had managed to come even here.

Whatever the case, there was proof that the odds were not in our favor.

“Did you see them, then?” I finally asked. “The people on the Tree?”

Isa nodded slowly. “Yeah, I saw them. We all did. We were . . . pulled forward to the Tree. I could watch it happening, even if I couldn’t control my actions.”

I explained who I thought they were, and how they had come here. Isa’s face paled as she listened.

“That must be it,” she said, quietly. “What do we do if that’s true? How do we save them?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. I think we must save ourselves, first. If that’s even possible.”

“It must be possible. You said the Nameless One was supposed to be fair, right?”

I almost laughed at that. “Fair means something different to him than it does to us. He has his own rules we don’t know about. And something tells me he has a stake in this, that as horrible as all this is, with the Tree and all, he has something to gain by it.” I stood up. “This is all speculation, though. We should get moving for whatever this next trial is.”

Isa looked around at the vast expanse surrounding us. “Where to start?”

That was a good question. I reached out, seeing if I could find the source of the Radaskim Xenofold. I felt its pull, closer than I had in the forest. It was progress, at least.

“This way,” I said.

“How do you know that?” Isa asked.

“I can feel it. Can you not?”

She shook her head. “I feel nothing.”

“I’ll lead the way, then. It seems to be pulling me toward that mesa in the distance.”

“I see,” she said. “After you, then.”




* * *




We’d been walking a few minutes with the hot sun beating down on us, when Isa broke the silence.

“This looks very familiar, doesn’t it?”

I assumed she’d noticed why it was familiar, because to me it was a foregone conclusion. “It’s the desert north of Colonia. A place called the Barrens.”

“Why would this place be inside the Radaskim Xenofold?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “I don’t like that it is, though. It probably has access to my memories.”

Isa nodded. “That place we were in before. The stars were different, but it reminded me of the forests around Northold. In fact . . .”

She trailed off, seeming to be lost in thought.

“What?” I asked.

“I just remembered this. When I was young, my mother and I had to travel from our village to my grandmother’s village. My grandmother was sick, and my mother had made medicine for her. It was a harsh winter, but my father wasn’t there anymore, but we had to make the journey all the same.”

“What happened?” I asked.

“We heard them one night. The wolves. We built the fire up large and my mom held her bow all night. I was still too young to draw myself, then. We heard them fighting. She waited all night while I faded in and out of sleep. But those wolves never came. I had never been so scared. Next day, we packed up and walked the remaining distance to Grandma’s village. On our way, we passed the biggest wolf I’d ever seen. It was cut deep on its side. It was human work, and not a fight between animals.”

“And the person who had killed it?”

She shook her head. “We never found them. That was the only wolf we found, but last night, the scene seemed so similar. I remember how big and ugly that thing was. Its fur was black, too.”

“What are you saying?” I asked. “That I was the one who killed the wolf in your past?”

She shook her head. “No. I just think the Xenofold here pulled the memory from my head and put you in the shoes of the person who killed it.”

“I see,” I said. “If this trial is something similar, then it would make sense this is from Shara’s memories. Besides me, she’s the only one who grew up in Colonia.”

“Maybe you’re right,” Isa said.

We continued walking toward the mesa.

“I see something up ahead,” Isa said.

I saw it, too. A group of people had congregated in the shade on one of the mesas. As we made our way there, I saw that there were three men and a woman. Once closer, I could see that the woman was Shara, and all of them wore the same, gray robe.

A Hunter’s robe.

The men had spied us by now, so there was no opportunity to go another way, though I felt the strong urge to do so.

“What now?” Isa asked.

“This must be the test,” I said. “Whatever test that is.”

“Trust your instincts,” Isa said.

As we neared, I could see a fire burning low with a cook pot hanging over it. The men watched as we approached. Two of them had graying hair and strangely empty eyes. The other had his back turned to me, though his hair was long, greasy, and dark. Shara watched the flames, seeming to have no interest in looking at us. Her eyes glowed brightly.

Once we were a few paces away from the group, the man with his back toward us turned. I shouldn’t have been surprised at who it was.

“You seem to keep popping up, don’t you?” I asked.

He gave a cruel smirk, his cold blue eyes watching me in his calculating way. “Come join us, Elekai. We were just discussing you.”

Isa looked at me questioningly, and I nodded that we should approach. The other two men vacated the rocks they had been sitting on, giving them up for Isa and me. We sat, with Shara on my left, still staring into the flames.

“She won’t respond to you,” Valance said, taking a sip of coffee out of a ceramic mug. “She’s still undergoing the process.”

“What process?” I asked.

Valance placed the coffee back in his lap. “The Aether is waking her senses. We come out here to do it. Our role is to ensure the process is carried out safely.”

I looked back at Shara, whose eyes were still glowing with an ethereal light.

“Nothing about this looks safe,” I said.

“You’re right,” Valance said. “We all go through it, of course. Some fare better than others.” Valance nodded toward his compatriots, who stood stoically just a few feet away. “It’s a crucible only the strong survive. But one must be strong to root out heresy. To root out bad blood.”

“That’s not how it is, you know,” I said. “This hatred you hold for the Elekai serves no purpose.”

“On the contrary,” Valance said. “It defines me. It defines our people. We took back our city from your ilk long ago.”

“You traded one tyranny for another,” I said. “But all this is besides the point. None of this is real, and I know there is some sort of trial you have for me. I just want Shara back.”

Valance smiled. “No. She has the gift, and that is not something to be taken lightly. You couldn’t have her, not for all the gold in the world.”

“She’s my friend. She’s one of us, now.”

Valance frowned, confused. “I’m afraid not.”

“Whatever Shara’s going through, you must put a stop to it.”

“It is irreversible,” he said. “Besides, how is that in my interest?”

“If you refuse, we will force you to do it.”

At this, Isa and I both stood and reached for our swords. Valance looked from one of us to the other, and then chuckled. The other Hunters returned and withdrew their own blades.

“Now,” I said.

Isa and I fell upon the two Hunters, Isa taking the left one while I fought the right. They were pushovers. This place and these people weren’t real, so I held nothing back, caring nothing for preserving their lives when I knew they didn’t even exist in the first place. But killing the Hunter still felt real as my blade met his neck and quickly brought him down to the sand. I joined Isa’s fight, who was only barely holding off the bigger man. I killed him quickly before he could do any harm.

When we turned back to face Valance, he was standing with blade in hand. But Shara was standing, too, her eyes glowing like green fire as she unsheathed her own sword.

“Walk away,” Valance said. “I have no doubt you can kill me, but your friend will die, too. I’ll make you a deal.”

“Not interested,” I said.

Valance pressed on all the same. “You haven’t even listened.”

“I don’t care,” I said.

“Listen!” Valance said, with a hiss. “And listen well. You can’t just . . . kill and expect everything to come out your way.” He smiled. “Oh, no. It won’t be that easy.”

Shara’s eyes stared at me balefully, as if in confirmation of those words. Even if Valance died, Shara was still being transformed by the Aether she had ingested. Killing Valance would not stop that.

“What do you want, Elekim?” Valance asked.

“I want my friend back,” I said. “And I want to pass the trial.”

“Ah,” Valance said, with a superior smirk. “That’s the rub, isn’t it? Those things are mutually exclusive.”

“Not as I see it.”

“But it’s not just as you see it. Is it?”

“Just cut to the chase.”

Valance sheathed his sword, as if secure in the fact that I wouldn’t cut him down. I briefly considered doing just that before sheathing my own blade.

“What are you willing to give up, Elekim?” Valance asked. “Your own life?”

“Of course,” I said. “I would die a thousand times to end the Aberration and the Radaskim.”

“I don’t doubt it,” Valance said, “for I can read your heart. But dying is easy, isn’t it? At least when compared to some things. But it’s not so easy when you must give up other people’s lives, other people’s agency of choice, for your own ends. To give up that, and to live with the guilt of your choice . . .” Valance closed his eyes. “Now that’s sublime. That’s the kind of choice that gladdens the heart of Askalon. That might be just enough to get you through to the next trial. Killing me, however?” Valance chuckled. “That’s just boring.”

“Askalon,” I said. “You mean the Aberration.”

Valance nodded. “Askalon. He runs the show here. This planet, over time, has become his entire mind.” Valance’s blue eyes narrowed. “And this world hates your guts. I feel that hatred now, staring at you. You are a perversion in this place, allowed to be here by a power outside of our control.”

“The Nameless One,” I said.

Valance nodded. “The trial must commence, by his rules. If we don’t allow it, we stand to lose too much. So, we tolerate him. Thus, I will tell you the bargain he’s made you, Elekim. You may pass this trial, so long as you give her up to me.”

“Never.”

Valance scowled. “I . . . thought you might say that. But it is the only way forward. In the last trial, you were willing to risk your own life, to even die and go through pain, to rescue your friend.”

“And I would so again.”

“Of course,” Valance said. “But . . . the Nameless One would test you in another way. This is no trick. The Nameless One, the Arbiter of Ages himself, guarantees that you will pass on if you hand over Shara.”

“I can’t give up my friend,” I said. “I simply can’t. Is that really the test? To sacrifice my own friend without her say in it? To let you have her?”

“That is the test,” Valance said. “What will it be, then?”

Isa leaned over. “Why not just try to kill him?”

Valance responded to her. Despite the quietness of her voice,  he’d heard clearly. “That would not be wise, Isa Arnor. I’m Shara’s anchor. Kill me, she becomes Mindless.”

Valance gestured toward the right, where a vertical line of light appeared. The line widened until it had formed an arch, revealing a long, white bridge sloping upward over a pink sea of ichor, which seemed to go on for miles. At the end of the bridge I could see a black tower.

“That’s the exit,” Valance said. “Sometimes, the hardest thing to do is nothing at all.”

I couldn’t believe that this was the test. It wasn’t fair. How could I decide someone else’s life was worthy of sacrifice? That choice should have been theirs, not mine. I could never do it.

But then again, wasn’t that the point, the cruelty of the choice? I had no doubt that if Shara were here, she would assent to it. But she wasn’t here – not the real her, anyway – and if she wasn’t here, then how could I live with that decision?

“I don’t know what to do,” I said. “What happens if I give her up?”

“I’d be happy to tell you,” Valance said, his cruel smile widening. “She would forever be a slave of this place.”

“Not if I win,” I said. “Not if I stop Askalon.”

Valance chuckled. “She will join you on the Tree for all eternity if you lose any of the trials. And you will lose, because no one has ever reached Askalon. If you choose to give her up, and pass the trial, you and your friend get to go on to the next one. And Shara goes to the Tree, to begin her long torture.”

So, that was what I’d consign her to? An eternity of hell?

“And if I refuse to go on?”

“Then you would make the easier choice,” Valance said. “All of this ends. No one goes to the Tree. The terms are vouchsafed by the Nameless One himself.” 

“But . . . what happens to us?”

Valance shrugged. “Nothing at all. You would simply . . . cease to be. No pain.”

“And Earth would die,” I said.

“This can’t be the trial,” Isa said. “It’s not fair!”

“The cost is high,” Valance agreed. “In the forest, Shanti had to go through great pain and bloodletting to be deemed worthy enough to pass on to the next, much harder trial. This is the price if you want to go on. Shara must be given to Askalon.” Valance shrugged. “Or, you can elect to end things now. Admit defeat, and no one gets hurt.”

Tears streamed from my eyes, as much from anger as from sorrow. “How can I be expected to make such a horrible decision? You’re asking me to sacrifice my friend for just a chance to meet Askalon. It guarantees nothing.”

“It is the choice,” Valance said. “Decide. Did you really think it would be as simple as defeating me in combat? Go ahead. Try. Test your mettle against me.”

I screamed, and decided to do just that, entering Flameform for maximum aggression. I unleashed a flurry of strikes against Valance, but it was not the same Valance I’d faced back on Earth. He parried and dodged my blows with ease, moving in impossible contortions to avoid my blade. He beat me back and kicked my torso, sending me spiraling toward the sand with inhuman strength. Isa joined me in what became a suicide attack, both of us wailing on him from different sides. But it was the same story. Valance toyed with us nonchalantly, fighting me with his blade while he twisted out of reach of Isa’s, using his other hand to twist her arm and disarm her. Something snapped, and she yelped in pain as she was forced back. With both of us dealt with, Valance returned his full attention to me.

 “It’s futile. And you won’t get another chance from me. The Nameless One awaits your decision. That door will get smaller every minute until it’s too small for you to step through.”

I turned to the door and saw that he was right. The door had shrunk, almost imperceptibly, and through its plane I could see the ocean of pink and the long, white bridge leading to the black tower. It would be gone within the next minute at the rate it was closing.

“Not much time,” Valance said. “What’ll it be?”

“You’re wasting your breath,” I said.

“And you’re wasting your time,” Valance replied.

“Shanti?” Isa asked nervously, holding her maimed arm.

I wiped the tears from my eyes. I knew what I had to do. But the other option was tempting, too. Sweet oblivion for all of us, no more pain for me or my friends, if I just said the word. In a way, that would be the responsible choice besides this forced betrayal. The odds of defeating Askalon were slim to none, and to even get that chance, I had to consign my best friend to a fate worse than death. Even if I ended up passing the next trials, there was no guarantee that I might save her from even that.

Shara stared at me, still not herself, still unable to make the choice. I screamed in frustration. The door was already halfway closed.

“Isa,” I said. “Go to the door. Now.”

“This can’t be it,” Isa said. “There has to be another way . . .”

“There isn’t another way! Get in there, right now! Wait for me on the other side.”

Isa glanced at Shara one more time. Isa was crying herself, now. But she went, and I felt a small measure of relief. When she passed through, the door snapped, becoming much smaller. I’d have to squeeze through, now.

“I’m sorry, Shara,” I said. “I’ll save you. I’ll . . .”

There was no time for more words. I turned and ran, diving for the door. It was too small, now. I wasn’t going to make it.

But somehow, I slipped through. The last thing I heard was the cackle of Valance’s laughter.


























Chapter 67

The portal winked out of existence as I landed on the rocky ground beneath. I just laid there, unable to do anything as wave after wave of grief and rage washed over me. Then, the sobs tore out of me, each new heaving bringing no relief from what I’d done.

Isa was no comfort, either. She was sitting on a rock nearby, nursing her arm with a look of betrayal on her face, after realizing Shara wasn’t with me. She didn’t even seem to realize that her arm was straight now, completely healed, just as I had been healed during the last transition. Those blue eyes seemed to see a different person. To be judging me.

It was more than I could stand. “What would you have done?”

She stared back at me, her eyes like ice. “I don’t know. Not that. Never that.”

I stood up. “There was no other way, Isa. Don’t you see that?”

She stared at the ground. “She was your best friend. If you were willing to . . . to . . .”

“To what?” I asked, my voice cracking. “To give her a fate worse than death, just for a chance to end this? Yes, I made that choice. I must live with it for the rest of my short, miserable life. Don’t you think I would have done anything else, had there been a choice?”

“There was another choice,” Isa said. “I know there was.”

Even if Isa was only a couple of years younger than me, that showed everything in the difference between us. She was still so naïve, sometimes. “Don’t you see this place is trying to prove that we’re monsters, too? That we must become monsters to achieve our goals?”

I realized then that I had touched on it. Was this how the path started, then? If you were willing to sacrifice your best friend for the salvation of all, then what wouldn’t you sacrifice?

Almost anything. To not sacrifice anything else after making such a decision would be to make the original sacrifice meaningless.

“If that was her, then what about me?” Isa said. “If you had to make a choice . . .”

“Don’t ask me that,” I said. “Not after what just happened. How dare you?”

Isa stood. “I think I already know the answer.” Before I could protest, she nodded toward the bridge. “We should get moving. Face whatever trial is next in this hell.”

Rather than defend myself, I resigned myself to accepting the beratement. She just didn’t understand. Maybe she would have made that choice differently, and I didn’t fault her for it. She would have let Earth fall to the Radaskim rather than betray her principles.

“We’re getting closer,” I said, thankful to change the subject. “I can feel it.”

It was a while before Isa responded, as if responding to me taxed her very soul. “Let’s pray that it’s worth it.”

 

* * *

 

We walked in silence along the bridge, which rose at a slight angle, bringing us further and further above the pink sea below. We’d been walking for well over an hour, and the tower had only grown a little larger. It was much farther than I’d originally thought. The bridge seemed to enter the tower about halfway up. The crown of the edifice was barely discernible, coming to a wicked point.

The silence between us was icy. Whatever bond we had once shared seemed to be forever broken. This was exactly the reason why I hadn’t wanted them to come here. They had been ready to die, but none of them had been ready for this. Even now, Shara was paying for it on the Tree, through the choice I’d made.

But I didn’t want to tell her as much. It would be a waste. We would be in that tower in another hour, and I didn’t want to further ruin what was already in shambles.

To my surprise, though, it was Isa who broke the silence.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

I wasn’t sure how to respond to her. How to justify myself. “I didn’t know it would be like this, Isa. I would have never let any of you come. Never. Even now, the thought of her . . .”

An image of Shara screaming in agony came to mind, so visceral and immediate that I knew it had to be real. A way for Askalon to gloat, perhaps, that my “victory” of passing the trial was no victory at all. I tried to push the thought from my mind, but it still clung on stubbornly.

“You didn’t know,” Isa said, quietly. “It wasn’t the choice I would have made, to be clear. I understand why you made it, but I’ll be honest. I think it was a mistake.” She paused. “I still bear the responsibility for being here, even if I didn’t know what I was getting into.”

“I tried to warn you,” I said. “I tried to warn all of you . . .”

“I know,” Isa said. “You were right. I admit that, now.”

Being “right” was little solace. Nothing could give me solace now, except maybe vengeance on the ones who had caused all this suffering. Askalon himself, the Aberration, the Nameless One . . . whoever happened to be responsible.

“We’ll be there, soon,” I said. “I would say get ready, but . . .”

“I was just thinking,” Isa broke in. “If that was the last trial, then what will this one be like? Valance was hinting that they would get harder and harder.”

“Nothing can be harder than what I just had to do.”

Isa didn’t have an answer for me as we approached the tower. Just minutes away, a thunderous boom reverberated toward us. Slowly, a gate creaked upward at the entrance, revealing a dark, cavernous maw within. The gate was still rising by the time we passed through. Once inside, the gate began to reverse, creaking back downward.

A wide set of curving stone steps led upward, and the dimness was only slightly pushed back by blazing sconces. We climbed those stairs, Isa giving a little jump as the closing of the gate boomed from behind.

“This place gives me the creeps,” she said.

“I feel a lot of pain here,” I said. “And sadness. A lot of paths have ended here.”

She looked at me. “How can you know that?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I can just feel their cries in the air, like echoes. As if all this had happened just moments ago. As if I was there to hear it.”

She didn’t ask more as we continued our ascent. I knew, if I wanted, I could watch those deaths happen, just as Askalon had shown me Shara. But I couldn’t do that. I pushed it far from my mind. The stairs continued to circle round and round. There was nothing but torches and more steps, thousands of them, as we kept rising and rising. We didn’t tire in this place, and I never grew short of breath.

After an hour or two, it was hard to say, the stairs came to an end before a pair of stone doors. Isa and I looked at each other, neither of us wanting to touch them. Somehow, we both knew that the trial lay beyond it.

But we had to do it. We’d come too far, and even now, Shara was paying for the choice I’d made. Every moment we tarried was another moment she spent in pain with no chance of rescue.

“Whatever’s waiting for us is beyond these doors,” I said.

Isa nodded. “I know.”

We just stood there a minute, neither of us knowing what to do.

“I’m sorry for the person I’ve become,” I said. “It was the only way. I know you would have done differently. But as long as there’s a chance . . .”

 Isa nodded, and then opened the doors herself.


























Chapter 68

Isaru knelt on one knee with his eyes closed in the center of the circular room before us, not moving as we entered. A shining aura surrounded him. I somehow knew it was a shield keeping him in place.

The doors behind suddenly slammed shut, locking us in. There was no indication of what the trial itself might be, but already I felt my heart beginning to palpitate. A small, square-shaped part of the floor behind Isaru began to rise, the obsidian making an unpleasant grating sound as a pedestal was revealed. Resting on the top of the pedestal was a wicked, curved black blade, made from the same material as the tower itself. The pedestal came to a standstill, the knife at about chest level.

The field surrounding Isaru dissipated. He opened his eyes and blinked.

Isa threw herself at him, sobbing into his shoulder. Isaru’s body softened as he held her close.

“Where are we?” he asked. “What’s happened?”

“We’re somewhere in the Radaskim Xenofold,” I said.

“The others?”

It was the question I’d been dreading. “We haven’t found Fiona yet. Shara . . .”

Isa finally withdrew from Isaru and looked back at me.

“We’ve been going through these trials,” I said. “We’ve survived two so far. In the last one, though . . .”

“Shara’s gone,” Isaru said, realizing the truth, if not the full extent of it.

I swallowed. “Yes.”

It would be so easy to say nothing more, to not let him think of me as a monster. I couldn’t bring myself to look at either of them. I knew Isa wouldn’t reveal what had truly happened. I could say nothing, and he would never have to know.

“It’s my fault,” I said, finally. “I was faced with a terrible decision.”

“How was it your fault?” he asked.

“I let her die,” I said. “I could have stopped everything. Could have stopped her from being tortured, could have stopped all these terrible things from happening.” Tears were forming in my eyes. It was almost impossible to speak. “It was the price I paid. The sacrifice. Not my sacrifice, but hers. She had no choice. I allowed her to die so that I could get closer to the center of this place.”

Isaru’s face grew white as I explained it. It was a while before he could bring himself to speak. “What would have happened if you refused to do it?”

I swallowed. “This would have ended. All of us would have faded to nothingness.” Isa stared at me, willing me to say more. “It would have been an easy death for us all. And if we fail now, then we’ll go to join the Tree, too. I wasn’t just killing Shara, Isaru. I was dooming her to torture. She’s there right now because of me.”

I began crying again, but there was no one to offer sympathy. Both just watched, both unwilling and unable to provide comfort.

I forced myself to quiet, though it was hard. All our gazes turned toward the knife, which was glinting under the flickering light of the torches set in the wall.

“What is this supposed to be?” Isaru asked. “What are we supposed to do with this?”

It was a question the rest of us hadn’t dared to ask. I didn’t want to think of the answer.

“Maybe I can try picking it up,” Isa said.

“No,” I said. “It could be dangerous. Let me do it.”

“It’s important for you to reach the end,” Isa said. “Let me risk myself.”

Before any of us could argue, she stood and walked up to the pedestal, reaching for the knife. As her fingers curved around the hilt, she went completely still. After a moment, she cried out, letting loose of the blade as if it had burned her.

“What is it?” Isaru asked, reaching for her. “What’s wrong?”

Her eyes were clouded with tears as she shook her head. “It can’t be true. It can’t be.” She gasped, then choked as she began to sob.

“What?” Isaru asked, gently. “What is it?”

She slowly got a hold of herself. “It said to me: Three have entered here. Only two will leave. Choose wisely; the one who suffers the fate of the tower will suffer least in the end.”




* * *




We stood around the pedestal, no one saying a word. It didn’t take much to puzzle out the first part. One person had to stay here. That person had to die by the knife. The second part was a bit more difficult to figure out, and there was no way of knowing exactly what it meant. All I could gather was that the ones who got out would be the unlucky ones to suffer worse in the end, but it was impossible to know in what way from the wording.

I don’t know how long we stood like that, but it must have been at least fifteen minutes. Isaru went to the doors opposite of where we had come in and tried to force them open, but of course, they wouldn’t budge. 

There was only one way out of here.

“It can’t be,” Isaru said, the first to break the silence since Isa’s words. “If only two of us can leave . . . that means we have to decide.”

Isa and Isaru held hands, the former’s shoulders shaking. Isaru looked at me, his eyes pained.

“It can’t be you, Shanti. So that means it has to be me.”

“It said the one who suffers the fate of the tower will suffer the least in the end,” Isa said. “If I let you go on . . . if it’s me who dies here . . . then you’ll get something worse.”

I felt as if I was going to throw up.

“I don’t want to die,” Isa said, tears in her eyes. “But I don’t want you to die, either. I don’t think I could do it to you, Isaru.”

“Nor I to you.”

“There’s another choice.” Both looked at me, and I hated the hope that gleamed in both of their eyes. “We stop here. We let them win.”

“But Shara . . .” Isa said. “Her sacrifice would mean nothing.”

“Whoever dies here may die for good, or may go join the Tree. Did the words say?”

Isa shook her head. “No. Neither did it say we could abstain from the choice.”

That was true as well. I forced myself to continue, before I lost my resolve. “Neither of you should have to be the one to deal the blow. I’ll . . . I’ll do it. Whoever it ends up being. I have a feeling this place will end up taking all of us, in the end.”

But even after an hour, no one knew who it was going to be. Strangely, it was each of them who believed the other should be the one to die, each fearing the worse fate that awaited the other in the end. It had turned into an argument, a horrible fight that was only making a terrible decision even worse.

I realized the truth then. Neither of them would be able to decide.

“It’s going to be Isa,” I said.

Both looked at me, and despite it being the mercy, the look on her face was too much to bear. Isaru went quiet, as if that moment of decision had made it all too real. The arguing was a delaying tactic, but we couldn’t stay here arguing until the end of time. The decision would become more and more difficult the longer we waited, until we had wasted years in this place.

“Let’s get it over with, then,” she said.

She knelt to the ground, facing the pedestal where the knife remained. Her face was stubborn and set.

“I know you have to do it,” she said, her voice hurt. “Just . . . give me a moment. I know I’m dead already in this place. I . . . still had some hope we could make it out of this, somehow.” She shook her head. “I was so naïve.”

“You had hope,” I said. “There’s nothing wrong with that.”

“Except when it disappoints you,” she said. She looked at Isaru and reached for his hand, which he took with tears in his eyes. “I hoped for so many things with you, Isaru. I’m sorry those things will never happen.”

Isaru lowered his head. “I love you, Isa. I want to take your place. This feels . . . wrong.

She nodded. “I know. Maybe there will be a way for you to be okay after this. Even after I . . .”

She broke down then, and Isaru held her. His gray eyes told me he thought he was making a mistake. But the words had been clear. Whatever came after this would be even worse.

They held their heads together, crying in front of the pedestal. Numbness overcame me, and I just stood there, not wanting to do what was expected. A minute passed like that, then two. They stayed like that for a long time, neither speaking. I walked to the side, to give them space while they came to terms with what had to happen. All I felt was crushed. Defeated. I almost wanted to give up. To tell Askalon that he had won. To make this pain stop.

Finally, I heard one of them move. Isa had turned her head toward me.

“Shanti,” she said. “I’m ready.”

I forced myself to stand, and then walked forward. It felt as if gravity itself had doubled. My entire body was cold, and despite the slowness of my pace, I reached the pedestal all too soon. The knife sat there, seeming to mock me. I grabbed it, its hilt as cold as ice. I heard dark, indecipherable whispers rustle through my mind like wind through the leaves.

Isa’s breaths were measured and controlled. She clasped onto Isaru’s hands so tightly that they were white.

“Close your eyes,” she said to him. “Close your eyes, and don’t let go.”

Isaru whimpered, which caused Isa to start crying.

I can’t do this, I thought. I can’t.

But I had to. Just how to do it? What way would be most painless, fastest? The blade looked razor sharp and would cut anywhere on the body easily. Of that I had no doubt.

I stood behind her, hesitating. There was no other way. This was it. Instead of allowing someone to die, I had to be the one to physically do it. How was that possible? How could I kill my friend like this?

A voice entered my mind. Say the word, and it ends. All of you go free of this place. All of you return to sweet oblivion.

But Shara . . .

She, too. She will be taken away from the pain of the Tree of Wailing. Just say the word, and it will be done. There is . . . no shame in it. To admit that this was more than you could bear. These words are vouchsafed by the Nameless One.

Had I been defeated? Here was a chance to leave it all behind, and not only that, but to take all my friends with me into the oblivion of nonexistence. There would be no eternal pain of the Tree, and I could rectify the mistake of letting Shara slip away.

But if I took that offer, Earth would surely perish, and millions fall under the influence of Odium.

What were our five lives against the fate of Earth? I knew then my decision. But to make the decision would prove far more difficult.

I emptied my mind of all feeling.

It was over in a single movement.


























Chapter 69

I cut as quickly as I could, as deeply as I could. She didn’t even scream as she fell, as Isaru cried out and held her body while it bled out. The black floor seemed to drink the blood in, giving it an unholy glow.

I dropped the blade and fell to my knees, empty and numb. Who had I become, just for the chance to pass on to whatever horrible fate awaited me? I was a monster. This place was making me a monster. Beneath the coldness taking root in my heart was indescribable anger and rage, at Askalon, who lay at the end of it all, and the Nameless One, for even allowing these trials to take place.

A scream tore itself from my throat. I screamed until I was raw. I punched everything in sight until my knuckles were bruised and bloody. I reached for the knife, thinking of doing the unthinkable.

A hand caught my wrist. I looked up to see Isaru, with tear-filled eyes.

“No,” he said. “It’s over. We must move on. There’s . . . nothing else left.”

Somehow, unnoticed by me, the opposite door had opened, revealing another long, white bridge that hung suspended between this tower and a large building in the distance. I knelt beside Isa, her neck marred. Her blue eyes stared emptily at the ceiling.

“The price is paid,” I said.

I knelt to pick her up, when the voice entered my mind once more.

Leave her. She belongs to me, now.

I won’t, I thought. I will never do that.

She’s mine, or you don’t pass. Go, Elekim. Go now.

My shoulders shook as I cried over her. Such pain. Such horrible pain.

But in the end, I stood. Without asking, Isaru understood. We couldn’t even bring her with us. We had to leave her body in this horrible place, for whatever horrible end Askalon had in store.

Isaru grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the exit. As soon as we were outside, the doors slammed shut.




* * *




We walked along the bridge, much higher above the ichor sea than the previous one. Neither of us spoke. More than once I thought of throwing myself over the edge. The only thing that kept me back was that by doing so, I would render my friends’ sacrifices completely pointless.

Instead, I focused on what was ahead. I didn’t have the luxury of being able to break down, to give up, to give into madness, even if that was all I wanted to do.

All too soon, we reached the entrance of the next structure. It grew like a mountain out of the ichor, but its outside was chiseled in a way that made it seem unnatural. Strange, crystalline faces were etched in the obsidian, alien to behold, multiple eyes seeming to follow as we passed under the archway and into the gargantuan edifice. It was dim within. There were no torches here, only the subtle glow from obsidian, the only sound being our footfalls on the floor beneath.

A female scream sounded at an intersection. It was impossible to determine its direction.

“Fiona,” Isaru said. “She’s somewhere in this place.”

“Left or right,” I said. “I have a feeling whatever we choose, the decision will be wrong.”

“Not if we split up,” Isaru said.

“And what if there’s another split up ahead? We need to stay together.” At Isaru’s hesitation, I felt a bit of panic. “Isaru, you can’t leave me alone in this place.”

“We’re meant to separate here,” he said. “Why two paths? This is part of the test.”

Could he be right? As if urging us to come to a decision quickly, there was another scream. As with the other ones, it was impossible to tell which way it was coming from.

“Fine,” I said. “You take left, I’ll take right.”

Isaru watched me for a moment, seeming unsure himself of what he’d just said.

“What?” I asked. “You were right. We’ll cover more ground separated.”

Isaru nodded. “Yes. I know. It’s just . . . this may be our last time to see each other.”

I looked at him, and death was in his eyes. I realized then that he knew something I did not. “What’s going on, Isaru? Don’t keep things from me.”

“This is the trial,” he said. “This turn. I’m going now to where Fiona is. I’m going to suffer what she’s suffering right now. That suffering will not end . . . cannot end . . . unless you reach the center. And maybe not even then.” Tears came to his eyes. “I didn’t want to tell you because . . . well, it would make it harder for you to make the choice.”

“How do you know this?” I asked. “Was it talking to you?”

Isaru’s head hung low. “Yes. It’s . . . talking to me now. It’s . . . telling me all the things it’s going to do to me.”

“Isaru . . .”

“I have to go,” he said. “I can’t wait any longer.”

He suddenly turned and ran down the left-hand hallway.

“Isaru!” I ran after him.

But he was faster than me and was quickly lost to the darkness.

“Turn back!” he cried out, his voice echoing. “Get away from this place! Don’t waste your chance!”

“I can’t do this alone, Isaru!” I called. “I need you! I need Fiona! Isaru, please . . .”

I made myself stop and was wracked with sobs. If it were possible to die of emptiness and loneliness, I would have at that moment. I was paralyzed, unable to bring myself to do as he’d said. Losing him, along with the rest of them, was just too much. I stayed like that for a minute, only breaking from my trance when another scream joined the first . . .

“I’m sorry I let you come here,” I said.

I stood. I knew Isaru was right. There was limited time.

I turned and ran the opposite way. The end was near. I had nothing else to lose.




*  * *




I followed the twisting and turning paths of the hallways, guided by nothing more than my instinct. That was all that was left. Askalon had stripped away everything else.

Their horrible screams seemed to follow me, not dissipating with distance. They seemed to beckon me to follow them, to save them from the doom they were facing. For the third time, I was being asked to abandon my friends to their deaths, in sacrifice to the goal of reaching Askalon. I could have ended this horror multiple times and had chosen not to.

All that was left was me. It was time to meet him and make him pay.

I paused before the exit, Isaru and Fiona’s screams becoming far worse, far more insistent. I waited, with tears in my eyes, from anger, frustration, and grief, and from horrible feelings beyond the description of words. Looking out, a staircase extended into a bright light in the sky.

I made my decision, taking the steps one at a time, leaving the building and my friends forever behind. Death was ahead – for me, for Askalon, or for both of us.

It was time to settle this once and for all.

As I ran up the steps and entered the light, I felt myself transferred from this place and into another realm.


























Chapter 70

You let Shara die.

An image of her face, contorted and screaming, entered my mind as she was impaled upon the branch of the tree.

You killed Isa.

The obsidian knife flashed through my mind, and I felt her hot blood spill over my hands.

You doomed Isaru and Fiona to torture in the bowels of the Temple of Madness.

I had a vision of them screaming, their faces bloody, their limbs writhing in unnatural ways.

Intense, unbearable shame poured through me. I couldn’t exist feeling like this. All I wanted was to die.

You have passed all the trials, as no Elekim has done before. You have won your audience with Askalon, intermediated by me, the Nameless One. You will soon see what your friends’ blood has bought.

The darkness dissipated and was replaced with a scene of Earth. It was a battlefield, an army of dragons and crawlers against those making their last stand at the mouth of the Caverns of Creation.

I speak for Askalon, God-Mind of the Radaskim, the Nameless One said. He offers you now a bargain, vouchsafed by me, the Nameless One.

Where is Askalon? I must end him.

Askalon is out of your reach, the Nameless One said. You are within his Xenofold, and without me to guarantee your safety, Askalon would destroy you. The two sides must always exist, you see. Elekai, and Radaskim.

It was all a lie, then. I had given my friends up for nothing. If Askalon could not be killed, then what was the point of any of this?

Would you hear the bargain, Elekim?

You tricked me, I said.

I did no such thing. There was no guarantee of victory, Elekim. You yourself knew as much. But your sacrifice is not without merit. Askalon must now make concessions. Would you hear them?

I wanted to scream, but there was no such thing as screaming in this place. I could only listen. I could only find out just what my friends sacrifices bought us.

Askalon says thus, Elekim. Odium of the Dark is one of many hundreds of Minds under his thrall. Odium’s power, compared to Askalon’s, is but a raindrop compared to an ocean. His life means nothing, and your world means nothing. He is one among thousands, barely worth a thought.

And yet he has thought about it, I said, sensing a vulnerability. Earth defied Askalon, because of Alex. It’s defying him even now. As small as Earth is, as insignificant, it still stands. It still fights.

Ah, this is true, the Nameless One said, still interceding for Askalon. Askala was a new mind, weak in conception. Weak enough, perhaps, to be defeated by a pathetic human. Nonetheless, Earth is like a pebble in Askalon’s boot. Frustrating. Annoying. But easily removed once his mind is set to it.

What is the bargain, Nameless One? Perhaps my world means nothing to him, but the sacrifice of my friends cost me everything.

The battle on Earth still unfolded before me, perhaps to show me just how perilously close the planet was to defeat. A way, perhaps, for Askalon to gain additional leverage. I didn’t know whether this battle was happening in real time or was a vision of the future, or even of the past.

My bargain is this, Askalon said, through the Nameless One. Odium of the Dark dies, and his host with him. Your world gets four hundred more Earth years of peace.

I thought of his offer and wondered if I could even refuse it.

I didn’t come here to buy four hundred more years of peace, I said. I came here to end the Aberration. After everything I’ve gone through, everything I’ve sacrificed, how am I supposed to accept that?

The Aberration, the Nameless One said. The Aberration is beyond you, Elekim, beyond your scope. It is . . . a necessity. Did you not hear me say this before?

The battle continued before me. The crawlers were pushing into the cave, flanking the combined forces of Elekai, Eastern Kingdoms, and Novans that formed the final line, the latter seeming to have rejoined the coalition during my absence.

Time is on my side, Askalon said. All of this can end with just a word from you. Accept my offer; it is the best you will get.

I’ve been taught that one must never accept a first offer, I said. An old lesson from my father, and a truth so universal that I’ll risk it holding up even here. Maybe you can destroy me. Maybe you can make me join the Tree. I didn’t come all this way, to sacrifice so much, just for another four centuries of peace, especially when it means the final victory will go to you in the end. You said it yourself. My world to you is nothing. Odium to you is nothing, just a weak vessel, and one of many. I gave everything to be here. Absolutely everything. If we make a deal, then the deal must hurt you as much as it has hurt me.

There was a long silence, as my words were weighed and considered by both the Nameless One and Askalon. Somehow, I knew that neither could find fault with them.

You are in my power, Askalon rejoined. How dare you ask for more than what I offered you, as a token of mercy?

There is not a drop of mercy in your soul, Askalon, and you would not offer me anything if you had even a shred of power to end me right now.

To that, Askalon did not have an answer. Something greater was at work here. Something that was not being revealed to me.

One more offer, Askalon said, slowly, after a long moment. You must accept this offer, or I will be forced to destroy you. He waited an inordinately long time. Earth will never be attacked again. Odium will be destroyed once and for all.

I listened in shock, wondering if I’d heard it wrong. Wasn’t that everything I’d ever wanted, guaranteed by the impartiality of the Nameless One?

Immunity and safety for Earth is all I ever wanted and fought for, I said. But I don’t want my friends to suffer on the Tree. I don’t want anyone who has ever faced your trials to suffer any longer.

You would strip my Tree of its trophies? Askalon asked. This, I cannot do. I look upon my trophies when I need amusement. Some I’ve had for millennia. Those are my favorites. Resistant at first to the pain – they always are – and then they give themselves to it. At times I’ll refresh them, so that they can experience the pain anew as if they had never felt it before. I imagine my freeing them is worth much to you, yes? But in exchange for my trophies, your world cannot remain immune forever. A considering pause. How about ten thousand Earth years of peace?

Ten thousand years. Enough for many generations to be born and to die. Enough time, as well, for people to forget. Unless Shen somehow survived that entire time, shepherding humanity and readying it for the inevitable war. But what was one world against a galaxy that was being swallowed by the Radaskim? It would be ten millennia of freedom, but ten millennia to the Radaskim was as nothing.

I was merely moving the debt to an unknown future. It was the choice I should have made. It was the wisest choice. It was the best I was going to get while saving my friends from the eternal pain of the Tree.

But it wasn’t defeating the Radaskim once and for all. Could I accept anything less than that? I felt myself caving. Ten thousand years of guaranteed peace. How could the human mind even imagine such a far distant future? But to the Radaskim Minds, years were like days, and hours like seconds. Ten thousand years was a wait, yes, but enough to ensure their victory was absolute when the time for war came once again.

Could I betray the future to save the present? Was it possible for people to remember long enough to fight the future threat?

I didn’t see how it was possible. Four hundred years spanned the end of the Ragnarok War and the beginning of the second Radaskim invasion. If that was any indication, then there was no possible way for humanity to be prepared, not unless Shen survived into that future and retained all his memories of the past. Too many things could happen in that time. But on the dead world of Askalon, nothing changed. It had been this way for hundreds of thousands of years.

And nothing would ever change unless that change came to Askalon. When would another Elekim come to this world, one who would dare to fight Askalon for the future of not only their species, but for every form of life threatened by the Radaskim? Yes, I was wagering all of Earth. I was wagering my own suffering and the suffering of my friends, along with the suffering of every Elekim who had ever failed challenging Askalon. I was wagering literally everything.

But to take that chance of ultimate victory, I had to gamble everything.

This was the final test. To accept anything less than my original resolution was failure.

No, I said, finally. I refuse. The Radaskim must end. The Aberration must end. I will accept nothing less than that. I challenge you, Askalon. I challenge you, Nameless One. I will fight, even though I’m risking it all.

There was silence. I heard not a word from Askalon, or even from the Nameless One.

After what felt hours without an answer, the Nameless One returned.

This request goes beyond Askalon, he said. You have passed all the trials, and so win the right to fight for what you ask. You will be defeated, without doubt. But you have that right. He paused. Think carefully. There will be no turning back from this choice. Askalon’s best offer is ten thousand years of peace for Earth and stopping the suffering on the Tree. If you refuse this offer, then you win the right to challenge the Aberration itself.

I did not have to think carefully. For me, this was the only way forward. I exercise the right.

So be it.

Before I could question anything, the battle for Earth disappeared, and was replaced by an entirely different scene, the field of xen before the Tree. The vision rushed forward, until I flew out of the black ichor sea and landed on my feet.

I was out of the Radaskim Xenofold, and back in reality.


























Chapter 71

I quickly saw that I wasn’t alone. A girl, who could not have been much older than me, lay sprawled on the ground in front of me, dressed in pants and a dirty white T-shirt that seemed to come from a bygone era on Earth. The clothes were from Anna’s time. Her hair was black, her skin an olive complexion, and something about her sparked instant recognition.

I had known her in my previous life. But how could that be? What could she be doing here?

As I approached, she suddenly stirred on the ground, and spoke in English. “That was some trip.” She blinked and looked around, her hazel eyes settling on me. “Anna? What is this place?”

I held out a hand to help her up. Only when she took it, when I felt her weight, did I realize that she was real. “You’re . . . Makara. How . . . how are you here?”

She reached for her side, where a handgun was holstered, the very same she’d used all those years ago, except for the fact that it was shining with pink brilliance, as if it were made from the ichor of the sea. “I don’t know where here is. I was in the darkness, and then there was this light, so . . . I followed it.”

That explained little to nothing. “I thought you were . . . you know, dead. After you sacrificed yourself.”

“I thought I was dead, too. I just stopped . . . being, you know? I went to a dark place. Can’t really remember much.”

The only thing that was even remotely possible was that Makara had somehow been cast into the Xenomatrix. Maybe I had been the light she followed.

“Makara . . .” I began, hardly able to find the words. “How long were you in there? How much do you know?”

“Hard to say,” she said. “It felt like years.” She put a hand on my arm. “Listen. I think something big is about to happen. The Nameless One isn’t who you think he is.”

“What’s going on? I refused Askalon’s deal, and I found myself here. I don’t know what’s next.”

“A fight is next,” Makara said. “The final fight. Being inside the Xenomatrix, I got to see things you wouldn’t believe.”

“What things?”

Makara scanned around the Tree, her eyes finally falling on the bodies staked against it. Her eyes filled with shock, and then fear. “Are those . . .?”

I nodded. “Yeah. They’re all the ones who tried to stop Askalon. My . . . friends are up there, too.”

Her hazel eyes clouded with anger. “The Nameless One has his hand in this. He’s not from here, you know. I saw all of this where I was. Past, present, future. I was a part of his world, but he couldn’t do anything to snuff me out, for some reason. I saw how it all happened.”

“How what happened? The Aberration?”

Makara nodded. “He came down to the dragons on this planet, millions of years ago. Messed with their Xenofold. He’s the one who engineered the Aberration to begin with. He himself isn’t a dragon. At least, he wasn’t at first. He was . . . something else. A demigod, maybe, but definitely a form of life with extraordinary abilities.”

“Who is he, then? What was his reason for messing with the Xenofold here?”

“Some of those answers aren’t clear. The Nameless One did something to the original Xenofold – this Xenofold – and split it right in half. It was just the Elekai before, but the Aberration split the two sides. And the Radaskim were born.”

“Wait,” I said. “He is the one who started the Radaskim?”

Makara nodded. “Yes. And that creation resulted in the Eternal War. Askalon fell to the Radaskim, and from there, they have spread, infecting more worlds, adding more conscious power to the Xenomatrix. An endless cycle that will grow and fester until all is absorbed. The two sides balance each other, creating the Xenomatrix.”

That explained some of it, but it still didn’t make sense to me. “But . . . why?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “We can ask him ourselves. He’ll be here, soon.”




* * *




We waited a few more minutes before I saw movement from the sea. I put a hand on the hilt of my sword while Makara reached for her handgun. What surprised me was that whatever was coming out looked like a person. But as it shed the black ichor of the sea, I saw that it wasn’t human at all, even if it did walk on two legs.

Like us, it had two eyes, though they were narrow, vertical slits and completely red. Its face was blue and scaly, while its forehead rose in three prominent points that jutted outward, the outer two longer than the one in the center. Its brow ridge also protruded almost comically far, and its head seemed overly large. For all of this, it was much taller than a human – probably eight feet, and its form was long and lanky. It carried a black quarterstaff and wore long white robes. It had no nose that I could see, but it may have just not been as prominent as a human one. Its feet were wide and webbed, but its fingers were humanlike, though longer than ours. Several short tentacles hung below its mouth, which quivered as he spoke, in perfect English, with a deep voiced filled with various harmonies, lending it an eerie quality.

“Surprised at my true form, Elekim?”

“You’re him?” I asked. “The Nameless One?”

“Yes,” he said. “I am the one you are to face.” Its mouth stretched horizontally, in what might have been a smile, but it only made me feel cold. “I’ve had many names over the eons, but when I ascended, I no longer had need for one.”

“Makara was telling me a bit about you,” I said, “but we don’t know everything.”

The tall being leaned on his staff, his red eyes glinting. Whether he was curious, malicious, or sizing us up, was impossible to say. He seemed to have no facial expressions to speak of, and yet I got the feeling that maybe I should hear him out. If “him” was even the right word.

“I am the last of what was called the Zalman race,” he said. “I came to Askalon after a psychic calamity ended my kind. Only the Xenofold kept me safe from it.”

“Psychic calamity?” I asked.

“How to explain it to you?” the Nameless One asked. “It was something like a mental disease. A horror that caused my people to go mad. They uncovered secrets best remained hidden. As far as I know, I’m the only one to have escaped, by becoming a part of the Xenofold itself. In return for allowing me to join them, I gifted the dragons with the knowledge and wisdom of my people.”

“And you created the Aberration,” I said.

“I did,” the Nameless One said, the harmonies in his voice becoming more tense. “It had to be done.”

“But you created the Radaskim,” I said. “Why would you betray the Elekai, the ones who saved you? What were you trying to gain?”

“To gain? Safety. For the universe. For myself.”

“You have a strange definition of safety,” I said, nodding toward the Tree. “How many have you killed?”

“That is Askalon’s doing, not mine,” the Nameless One said. “It is evil, yes. But evil is necessary to balance good. Without that balance, each would exist in a vacuum, meaningless. Meaninglessness is what I fight against.”

“Why?” I asked. “For balance?”

“I will do my best to explain,” the Nameless One said. “Because the Elekai were content here on Askalon, they had no desire to spread their kind among the stars. But as powerful as the Xenofold here was, it was not large enough by far to give me the answers I sought. For that, I needed more worlds.”

“So, you created the Radaskim,” Makara said. “Who wanted to expand.”

“Precisely,” the Nameless One said. “Though the Radaskim took control of the Tree, the central nexus, the Elekai could never fully die out. The war, the struggle, between the two was a necessary factor to the expansion of the Xenomatrix. With every world added, it grew stronger, more capable.”

“Giving you power,” I said. “How many millions have died because of your actions?”

“Over the span of my life?” He paused, seeming to think about it. “Countless millions, I’m sure. But power for its own sake was never my aim.”

“Then what do you want?” I asked.

“To save the universe. Who is to save existence from winking out, to stop the stars from dying? That is the only question that matters to me. Immortality is not immortality, Elekim, until we can learn to save ourselves from the Rip.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The universe itself will die, billions upon billions of years from now. We must prepare for it now, Elekim, before it is too late.”

“Or we can just accept it,” Makara said, stepping in. “That’s your problem, isn’t it? You can accept death and torture for others, but not for yourself.”

The Nameless One’s red eyes blinked. “It’s not a problem, Makara Neth. It’s inevitability. My people are different from yours. We have different drives. Different goals. Different ways of viewing the universe. The greatest evil to us is nonexistence. Being, consciousness, are the only goods. Nonexistence, non-knowing, and non-being are what we are to fight against with all our souls. Anything that can stop those things is considered good.” He paused. “Humanity, on the other hand, along with so many other races, believe the things I’ve done and the things I plan to keep doing are evil. On this point we can never agree.”

“So, it’s to be a fight, then,” I said, unsheathing my blade. To my surprise, like Makara’s gun, my blade shimmered pink, casting an aura of light.

“Yes,” the Nameless One said. “When the dragons gave me the gift of the Xenofold, I recreated it, over many years. You’ve made it this far because you’ve played by its rules. The questions of morality presented to you, the choices you made, are all the things a true son or daughter of the Zalman race would have chosen. It is why no other Elekim has been able to challenge me directly, as you have.” He gave that unsettling, snakelike blink again. “You have one more test, Elekim. There is only one way to defeat me, ultimately.”

“I can think of a way,” Makara said, raising her gun and firing.

The sound was deafening and shocked me completely. But the Nameless One was moving before the shot was even fired, deflecting it with his staff.

“I hope you don’t try that again, Makara,” he said. “Attempting to kill during parley is the worst of crimes.” His tentacles quivered in agitation. “Besides, it’s ultimately pointless. You have the choice to fight me, of course, but it will not end well for either of you. Your fate will be the Tree; I will give you to Askalon, and the war between the Elekai and Radaskim will continue, into perpetuity. As I was saying, there is only one way I can ultimately be defeated.” He paused. “Would you like to know what that is?”

“Even if you told me,” I answered, “why should I ever believe you?”

“Because now, we have a rare opportunity,” the Nameless One said. “Elekai and Radaskim, for the first time since the introduction of the Aberration, can be rejoined. If you join with Askalon willingly, then you can stop the invasion of Earth. You can prevent the End of All Things, the great evil that will be caused by the Rip.”

“Why do you need me?” I asked. “Why not just kill me and do things your own way?”

“Because I was blind,” the Nameless One said. “When I created the Aberration, I failed to see that the answer I was seeking was locked away in the Elekai Xenofold. When the Aberration was implanted, those secrets fled to where I could never find them. That is my quest, Elekim. To find them.”

“I don’t know any secrets.”

“I don’t doubt that,” the Nameless One said. “Nonetheless, you are the key to discovering them. A key cannot turn itself; it needs someone to twist it to open the vault. You are the key, Elekim. I am the key master.”

“Not yet, you aren’t,” Makara growled. “Don’t trust him, Anna.”

The alien’s red eyes flashed at Makara, though he did not deign to speak to her. He looked back at me. “I have no doubt I’ll discover these secrets either way. With enough worlds, and enough conscious energy of those worlds working together, feeding the Xenomatrix, with enough Minds puzzling it out . . . those secrets will be mine, in the end. I have all the time in the universe.” He paused. “Well, almost all the time. My Minds tell me that I’ll have the answers I seek inside a million years.” He strode forward now, staff in hand. “But why wait a million years when I can have what I seek now? When one might see the sense of my words and give me what I desire, to work together rather than shed blood, to save the universe from its eventual demise?”

“I’ll never do that,” I said. “I don’t trust you. You forced me to make those terrible choices. I came here to end all of this, Nameless One. And I mean that. I will end it.”

“You can end it,” he said. “You can save your world. What is a single world when the Radaskim already control over a thousand? Earth will never be touched again. Nothing compares to what you hold, Elekim. Go to the Tree. Touch it. Let it see your mind. Rejoin this world’s Xenofold. Would you not like that, Shanti? To be free of Anna forevermore. To be your own person once again.”

What was he talking about? “To be free of Anna?”

“I only need her,” the Nameless One said, his voice strangely calming. “For eons, I’ve been the balance for the two sides.” He gestured toward me, beckoning. “Let us restore the balance. You’ve proven yourself worthy of Askalon. Let the two sides be joined, as they were before.”

“If it is going to be like it was before,” I said, “then you would need to remove yourself as the Arbiter. Wouldn’t you?”

The Nameless One’s tentacles trembled, and his eyes blinked. “That cannot be done. Without me, who would direct the conscious energy of the Xenomatrix? Who would decipher the Secrets of Creation?”

“This quest of yours must come to an end,” I said. “In your madness to stop the end of the universe, you’re destroying hundreds of worlds and ending billions of lives. You have no right to do that. Every person you kill is a universe extinguished.” I drew my blade, preparing to meet my end. “If I don’t stand up to you, then who will?”

The Nameless One watched me, his face impassive, but his tentacles were still moving, a gesture I took to mean he was thinking. It was impossible to read those thin, red eyes, but something told me that this wasn’t the answer he wanted.

“If you won’t give your mind willingly,” he said, “then it will have to be taken from you by force.”

“You can try,” Makara said. “I’ve already died, so you can’t give that to me again.”

The Nameless One twirled his staff blindingly fast and crouched. “You’re right,” he said, his voice losing all its charm and harmonies, while being replaced by an angry discordance. “I can do much worse than death.”


























Chapter 72

He was completely still, seeming to meditate as he twirled his staff. His red eyes clouded and grew brighter. The sea behind him began to rise, waves of ichor crashing against the shoreline. A wind rose, blowing through the Tree, carrying with it the screams of the tortured.

Could they see me now, fighting for them? Were my friends up there? Were they even capable of seeing me through the pain?

I couldn’t focus on any of that right now, as the Nameless One began walking toward us. The black ichor began to rise, crawling its way up shoreline inch by inch.

“Distract him,” Makara said. “I’ll try to get a good shot from behind.”

Though I knew it was probably pointless, I tried to reach for the Xenofold. And to my surprise, there was a connection, however faint. What was this? Why could I touch the Xenofold here in the beating heart of the Radaskim homeworld?

I didn’t have time to question it; the Nameless One was within a couple of strides of me. Already, his long arms were bringing his staff to bear. I averted the strike, only to be swiped by one of his long, scaly legs at lightning speed. His quarterstaff was at my throat, and he paused only a moment before a few gunshots rang out.

He cried out, his voice grating and demonic. He turned to face Makara, who was still shooting despite his quick reaction time. His staff moved quickly enough to deflect the incoming shots.

I scrambled up with my sword and chased after the Nameless One.

No, Anna! Makara’s voice entered my head. Get to the Tree. Save the Elekai!

The Nameless One shouted as I turned to run for the Tree. Of course. If I could reach the Xenofold, even in this place, perhaps I could use it to free the people on the Tree. The Nameless One turned his head toward me, his red eyes flashing, but even someone as powerful as him couldn’t ignore Makara taking shots at him. Already, he was nursing his left arm, though he was still capable of wielding the staff.

I ran, chancing a look over my shoulder, to see the Nameless One advancing slowly toward Makara. She fired again, but the alien had already anticipated the move. He brought down the staff on her shoulder, hard, but she held firmly to her gun and fired again. The Nameless One screamed in agony. Even giants bled like us. Makara fired again, but this time, she missed as he hurled his staff toward her, striking her directly in the chest.

I couldn’t both run and watch the battle. Already, I was scrambling up one of the larger roots, making it to one of the first beings I came across, a dusky bird-like creature with dark eyes and a short beak. Several tree limbs grew right through it, and its shrieks of pain were terrible to hear.

As I reached it, I looked down to check on the progress of the fight. Makara was kneeling, nursing her shoulder which hung unnaturally low. The Nameless One was nowhere to be seen, but Makara herself was watching the rising sea. Had he retreated there?

I turned back to the bird. “Hold on a second.”

For the first time, its eyes seemed to see me. It warbled something in a language I didn’t know. I connected to its mind.

How do I free you?

Free me, it said. Stop this pain . . .

I reached for the Xenofold, some small kernel of which seemed to exist here. However firmly the Radaskim gripped this world, there was still something left of the Elekai. Something had awakened.

I directed that power into the branches piercing the bird’s chest. I felt strong resistance, and then, terrible pain. The pain of the Tree. I screamed as I forced the branches to withdraw, and as they withdrew, they left no marks in the bird, as if they had never been.

The bird, about half my size, fluttered free and landed next to me. It gave a triumphant warble, dancing a bit on spindly legs.

You’re the first, I said. If we can free everyone else, we might be enough to overpower him.

The bird chortled, and then its intelligent eyes narrowed in determination. It seemed to understand as it flew off to another imprisoned Elekai. The bird shrieked as it channeled its own power to free the prisoner, as it took its pain as its own. Like me, the branches withdrew after a moment.

Another Elekai had been freed. Deep within the Xenofold of this world, I felt the power of the Elekai growing.

Free them all! I said. Free them all before he comes back.

As I climbed the trunk to free the next Elekai, a demonic bellow sounded from behind me. The Nameless One had returned, his body gleaming from the light of the black ichor. He no longer clung to his right arm, his body seeming to be completely healed. Only Makara stood before him, defiantly aiming her gun.

I reached for another branch holding another creature, this one with brown fur and an abnormally wide head, in which were set wise brown eyes. It bellowed as I released it from the Tree, as I took its pain into myself. The branches receded, and its long arms reached out and swung its way to a nearby branch with another Elekai, much faster than I could have done.

I was working toward the next prisoner when Makara screamed. She fell to the ground, and the Nameless One finished her off, crushing her head with one end of his staff with unreal strength. She never even screamed. His red eyes blazed upward to focus on me. He hefted his staff and strode toward the Tree.

Glancing over my shoulder, I could see several more Elekai being freed. There were five of us, now, but there were still many more to be rescued. It would be some time before all of them were free. Not enough time before the Nameless One returned to challenge us.

Someone had to stand between him and the Tree. I desperately wanted that someone to not be me. Despite my fear, despite my inadequacy, I had to face him.

I shimmied down the trunk toward the base of the root I had originally climbed. The Nameless One was only walking, as if utterly sure of his victory.

I’ll need help, I said, letting my voice be heard by all the freed prisoners. If you have any power left, bond with me. But make your priority freeing the others.

We will help you, came the response of the original avian Elekim I’d rescued.

I suddenly felt a surge of power enter my limbs. I was like a leaf dancing on the wind, gracefully hopping from branch to branch in the closest path to the ground below. Even on Earth, this would have been something impossible for me to do. I knew I was using this being’s memories and abilities, coming as close to flight as I could.

It wasn’t long before I touched down, drawing my sword just in time to face across from the Nameless One.

“Stand aside,” he said. “I’ve already killed your friend.”

“Never.”

 His baleful red eyes blazed. “Then death it will be.”

I deepened my connection to Silence and found it ready and waiting. The fight wasn’t only taking place here on the surface, but I sensed that a rift was opening on this very world, one that could see the Radaskim Xenofold completely overtaken. But that would never happen if the Nameless One killed me first.

And within this power, blooming within the hostile Xenofold, I found that I shared not only my memories, but the memories of every Elekai that had so far been freed. There were ways of fighting I had never dreamed possible, and some of it was applicable to what I already knew. It was what allowed me to detect, long before it ever happened, the Nameless One’s next attack, as his staff whistled down where I had once been standing.

Reading, I thought. A Gift from a different world and a different people. And unlike Sightform, it didn’t require much concentration to maintain. The Elekai Xenofold here, already growing in power, was more than willing to supply me the energy to fight.

Though I could predict the Nameless One’s movements before they happened, prediction alone wasn’t enough. He could still force me into a compromising position.  Knowing his next move, however, was enough to place me on more even ground. I entered Windform, to better have the flexibility and speed to counter his raw strength.

“Those forms are older than you know,” the Nameless One said, taking a wild swing, which I ducked beneath. “When you created them, you were only reinventing knowledge thousands of years old, though you knew it not.”

I ignored him, screaming as I spun to break his stance. His tentacles warbled as his staff took the impact. He pushed, forcing me back even as I remained light on my feet. With a disharmonic cry, he leaped on his long legs to crush me beneath. I scrambled aside, narrowly dodging.

That leap had brought him in close contact with the Tree. He began to scramble up, ascending with surprising speed. I charged after him, swinging my blade right at one of his padded, blue feet. He gave a cry of pain as bright red blood leaked from the wound. It should have cut much deeper than that, but his skin was tough. He pushed through the pain, ascending higher, until I slashed him on the shin.

With a roar, he pushed off the trunk and flung himself down at me, a movement I saw ahead of time, but couldn’t dodge. His weight crashed into me as we both fell through the open air, the xen below doing little to cushion my fall. I twisted, so that my body wouldn’t be crushed under his greater size.

But he still hit my left arm. I yowled in pain, but that pain was nothing compared to everything I had gone through. I rushed to stand and meet my foe, holding my sword in my right hand while my left hung uselessly at my side. I rushed forward to deliver the death blow while he was still getting up, but one of his legs shot out and struck my knee. Even as I attacked through the pain, he lifted his staff high enough to block my strike.

I backed away, before he could bring the other end of the staff to bear, a move that suddenly happened just as I’d read it.

We faced off against each other, neither moving, but there was no question that I was the worst one off.

“We can still end this,” the Nameless One said, catching his breath. “Earth can still be saved.”

“I’ll not betray my world,” I said. “We’ve lost worlds, family, friends, because of you.”

The Nameless One considered me for a moment, as if unbelieving of my foolishness. “Then die. I’ll offer no more chances. No more bargains. Don’t ask for mercy, because there will be none.”

He came at me, and sword and staff, once again, met with a clang.




* * *




He was right. I couldn’t hope to defeat him. My only chance was to draw this out long enough to give the Elekai a chance. The Nameless One could not reach the Tree while I still lived.

It was simple. I had to stay alive.

Before, the Nameless One had been holding back, perhaps in the vain hope that I might take his deal once I realized I wasn’t his match. He no longer held back. Every strike was with the intent to kill, and it was all I could do to dodge or parry each thrust. He fought with unreal strength and speed I could never hope to match. Without the collective memory of the Elekai, not just of Earth but of all the worlds represented here, I would have been dead. I tired quickly, but at the same time, I was also drawing more power as each Elekim was released from the Tree’s clutches. That power was enough to keep going, at least a little while longer.

As we dueled beneath the limbs of the Tree, the Nameless One began to fight more desperately, but still without signs of tiring. His strikes came quick and sure, unhesitating, relentless. If I released my hold on Silence, I would feel the pain of my wounds, the exhaustion setting in, and would no doubt be dead within seconds. The power of the Xenofold roared within me, seeming to burn me from the inside out. Even if I survived this fight by some miracle, I was past the point of no return. The Xenofold would consume me whole at this rate.

It was all I could do to direct that energy toward my opponent. There was nothing but the fight, the parries, the counterstrikes, the dodging and narrowly escaping death countless times.

But despite the increasing power of the Xenofold, of the bond shared between me and the other Elekai, it could only sustain my body so long. My movements were becoming more lethargic, and soon, it would be enough to tip the balance in the Nameless One’s favor. He unleashed his full fury on me, designed to break me once and for all. Doing so, however, left an opening. I cut him on his abdomen, but he danced back just enough for the wound to not be mortal. Even so, his own movements began to slow. He cried out, in either pain or frustration, before staggering to the Sea in a bid to rejuvenate himself for another confrontation, a battle where I would surely die, as weakened as I was.

I hobbled off after him, but he kept me at bay with his staff. I had no choice but to watch as he entered the Sea, submerging himself beneath the black waves. The ichor glowed at the point of entry, though I could see nothing of his form beneath it.

I fled in the direction of the Tree. If I waited for him to reemerge, he would defeat me more quickly. By getting some distance, I could buy some more time.

But as I came closer to the Tree, I saw that I was no longer alone. A small army had gathered to make its final stand. A hundred champions from a hundred worlds stood in solidarity, all without weapons except what nature had given them. Some stood on two legs, like me, and some on four. Some had feathers and scales, others with chitin plating or fur. There were angular insectoid heads and antennas, and some were remarkably human, despite differences in size or coloring. And standing at the forefront were my friends, their faces grim and determined, and hovering next to them was the original goofy-looking bird I had saved first. Behind them, on two fat legs, rose what looked like a giant bear, if a bear had the trunk of an elephant.

There was no time to take in the sight, though, and quite the sight it was. As I ran forward, Shara came to greet me, helping me back to the battle line.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m so sorry for what I did.”

I didn’t understand how she was still here, how all of them were still here. They must have all been sent to the Tree after they died within the trials.

“None of that, now,” Shara said. She looked back at the others. “Can we do anything for her?”

The bear came forward, and with a tenderness that belied his size, it took my arm and my pain melted completely away. From its palm, a pink liquid seemed to ooze out.

Ichor, I thought. It’s bleeding ichor.

The ichor was absorbed by my arm, which now felt warm as a curious itching set deep inside my broken bone. Others gathered round to watch, murmuring in alien tongues. Some, I noticed, didn’t even have mouths to speak.

The bear stepped back, and once more, I could move my arm as good as new. Somehow, this creature had been able to direct the flow of the ichor. It seemed to come from the being itself. It watched me, its two bright green eyes communicating no emotion, though its short trunk swung back and forth.

Thank you, I said, connecting to its mind and hoping it understood the message.

I rejoined my friends, all of whom were watching me.

“I’m sorry for what happened in there,” I said.

“Let’s not speak of it,” Fiona said. “We came with you to die. None of us expected it to happen like it did, but here we are. Together, maybe we can defeat him and heal this world.”

He comes, the bird creature said.

All of us turned to face the Nameless One, who was now exiting the Sea. His blue skin shone brightly, while his eyes blazed like fire. He took stock of all of us for a moment before his voice entered my mind.

Numbers will not save you.

I ignored his words, and instead spoke to everyone gathered around me. Together, we can overpower him! Believe in yourselves. Fight for all the worlds that can still be saved!

There was a collective cry, with shouts, squawks, chortles, and roars, depending on the mouth they came from, all joined as one. Up above, I could hear a racket as some of the creatures were ripping off limbs of the Tree to be used as weapons. They passed them down until almost everyone was armed with something.

When the Nameless One was halfway to the Tree, we charged forward to meet him.


























Chapter 73

I wasn’t the first to meet the Nameless One in battle – far from it. Some of the creatures were blindingly fast, especially the ones that flew. Already the Nameless One was struggling to strike down the avian beings diving from above, raking at his eyes, or at the ones that ran on all fours and pounced like lions. One of the birds was knocked away with a squawk, while one of the four-legged mammals with sharp horns was clobbered on the head by the Nameless One’s staff and went down, either dead or knocked out cold.

But despite his words, the Nameless One was quickly becoming overwhelmed. Soon, it was impossible to see him at all under the pile of Elekai forms, tearing him limb from limb. The very ones who had been tortured for years, decades, or even centuries, now exacted their just revenge. At first, the Nameless One was silent, making me afraid that for all that, he still fought on. But then he cried out, his pained roars deafening. And yet, even after he had gone silent, the carnage continued. I stopped watching as the press of bodies grew to be too much, as there were no more screams and just pure butchery.

I stepped away from the carnage, unable to believe what was happening.

“So ends the Nameless One,” I said.

The others looked at me in surprise. They hadn’t known who he was.

“That’s not Askalon?” Isaru asked.

I shook my head. “Askalon is still in the Radaskim Xenofold.”

The others were quiet as they thought about this. Like me, they had no idea what the effects of the Nameless One’s death would be. And was he actually dead? Was his consciousness still alive somewhere, or was it gone with his physical form? I couldn’t know the answers to those questions right now.

“So, Askalon is still alive,” Shara said.

“The Nameless One was just the puppeteer watching from the sidelines. Askalon is still alive and well, and Earth still needs to be saved. But if the Nameless One is dead – truly dead – then there will be nothing blocking us from healing this world.” That was, if it hadn’t been conquered already.

“What does that mean, then?” Isa asked. “Have we won?”

I shook my head. “Not yet. The Aberration he created all those years ago still exists. We must try to heal it, using the power of the Elekai Xenofold. It seems during the fight, it started to grow within this world. If we can manage it, we can restore everything to its previous state, before the Nameless One meddled with it.”

“So, how do we do that?” Fiona asked.

I nodded toward the other Elekai, most of which were still around what remained of the Nameless One. “They are the key. Together, we should have enough power to heal the Tree of the Aberration.” I looked up at it, a tide of memory returning to me. Memories I knew were not my own. “This Tree was once the holiest place on Askalon. And this cavern the gathering place of all dragonkind.”

“Maybe it can be again, one day,” Shara said.

“This last part will be hard,” I said. “Without the Nameless One, there may be no way off this world. He was the glue that held the worlds together. The Xenomatrix was his domain. With him gone, it might completely unravel. Purging the Aberration might even kill us. If it doesn’t, and we’re still alive after, we might not have a way of going home.”

“We’ll do what we can,” Fiona said. “That’s why we came here, right? To end this. Let’s take that chance.”

Isaru nodded. “I’m ready when you are.”

It would be a cruel thing to have come all this way, and not be able to perform this final step. But Fiona was right. We had to try, no matter the cost. We had come this far.

The other Elekai were gathering around, now. Some still had blood on their hands, their paws, their mouths. All of them watched me, waiting for the next move.

I addressed them all. It’s time to heal the Aberration. Each of you fought for your world. Now, you’ll get the chance to fight for something bigger. I pointed to the Tree. Askalon still resides here, and for the first time, he is defenseless. Already, the Xenofold here is flipping to the Elekai, but this planet’s Xenofold cannot defeat Askalon without our help.

We’ll help, Elekim, said the bear-like creature with the trunk, who was one of the few who had blood around his mouth.

The others voiced their agreement, and after we had honored what few dead we had, including Makara’s mangled corpse, we buried them in the xen not far from the Tree.

I prayed that she could somehow return to the Xenofold on Earth, even from this place. She had wandered in the darkness too long, but without her, none of this would have been possible.




* * *




We came to a stop before the Tree. All I had to do was reach out, and together, we would enter Askalon’s Xenofold and make it fully our own. And when it became our own, all those under it would become Elekai.

And the Radaskim would end. After millions of years, the evil which should have never been in the first place would be gone forever.

“Shanti,” Shara said, stepping forward. I turned to look at her, my other friends waiting behind her. “None of us were ever Elekim. Not like the rest of you here.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said. “Join us. We’ll need all the help we can get.”

“So, this might be the end, then?” Isa asked. “It’s . . . been a journey. That’s all I can say.”

She held Isaru’s hand, and he smiled down at her. Shara hugged me suddenly, and fiercely, and soon, all of us were embracing.

“Thank you,” I said. “Thank you for everything. I couldn’t have asked for better friends, no matter what way this goes.”

Fiona wiped her eyes. “I forgive what you had to do in there. It was the Nameless One’s doing, in the end, not yours. Don’t blame yourself for the choices you had to make. If you hadn’t made those hard choices, we wouldn’t be standing here now.”

“I don’t know if I forgive myself for some of the things I had to do,” I said. “But we should get moving. This is probably our last time together. But who knows? Maybe not. Let’s hope for the best. That’s all we can do.” 

“I just want to finish the job,” Shara said. “Let’s get on with it.”

I agreed. I turned to the rest of the Elekai.

All right. Enter a bond with me. When I touch the Tree, lend me your strength. All of it. We’re going to need it to heal a wound as deep as this.

When I was sure everyone was clear on the instructions, and ready, I turned around. As soon as I touched the Tree, I felt the wound. A deep, searing gash that had cut deeply over millions of years. But beneath that pain, that horror, that destruction of worlds, I could see a light, too. Old memories of the dragons and their gardens on Askalon’s sunlit surface ran through my mind, along with its dappled pink seas and the violet skies of yesteryear. I recalled those times, and the time the dragons had spent in this place, this garden, this greatest of all their creations.

But most of all, I focused on this garden’s centerpiece. This very Tree.

One by one, the Elekai added their power to mine, channeling the power of the Xenofold quickly falling under Elekai influence. But there was still one bastion of darkness, a corner that could not be pierced, so thick were the walls.

It was time to break it down.

Askalon, I called. We are here to exorcise the darkness within.

Despite the collective power of the Xenofold aiding me, I felt its backlash.

Remember, I said. Remember who you were.

I was . . . Elekim. I was . . . the first.

Are you ready to receive us? Are you ready to rise to the mantle of your namesake? To cast out the darkness that has poisoned you?

A terrible wailing sounded as the power of Askalon’s Xenofold pierced the darkness in a font of light. I felt myself fading as everything else brightened, as all of us were lost to that light.

Yes, the first Elekim said, from deep within the Tree. I remember.

I realized then what I had to do. As Alex had transferred his powers to me, and as the Wanderer had transferred his powers to him, it was now time for me to give up my own powers, the powers that had originated with the very one I was trying to save.

Only then would the world be cured. Only then would the darkness be driven away.

Accept my mantle, I said. Take it from me and destroy the Radaskim for good.

At first, I felt as if nothing had happened. But slowly, I felt the power of the Xenofold being drawn away from me, until it had slowed to a trickle. I was still Elekai, but the awesome power of Elekim had passed on.

It is done, Elekim said.

A burden lifted itself from my shoulders. Askalon was healed, his title of Elekim of the Elekai restored. And the Radaskim were no more.


























Chapter 74

Pallos veered Odin on what would be its last hurrah. The waves of crawlers were unending, crashing against the final line holding the entrance to the Caverns of Creation. The line was breaking at points, and soon, the men would have nowhere to run and nowhere to hide, awaiting the inevitable slaughter.

And watching it all from the sky was the massive, black dragon, Odium of the Dark. Odium did not fight; he merely watched, circled, surveyed. His dragons had almost destroyed what was left of the Elekai, and the remnant could do nothing to stop the assault by air. The Radaskim dragons’ claws only hastened the doom of the ground troops crumbling before them.

The way to the Sea of Creation would lay open in a matter of minutes.

Pallos only saw one option, one last gamble, that might buy a few more minutes. His heart felt as if it were going to pound out of his chest, while his body was covered in a cold sweat.

Why does it have to be me? How did it come to this?

These questions flashed through his mind as he sent Odin forward at full throttle, heedless of the danger it would cause the ship’s reactor. The reactor would be gone in a minute, anyway. Perhaps even less.

“This had better work,” he said.

Pallos didn’t want his life to be meaningless. If it was to be death, at least he would go down fighting.

The dragon charge came at once, as the Radaskim collectively recognized the danger Odin posed. They flew directly at Pallos, ignoring the cowering ground troops below. Pallos was past the point of no return. Even if he turned away now and fled, which he had no mind to do, the dragons would intercept him. Odin was in such a state that a few dragons slamming into its hull would be enough to send it spiraling out of control.

Pallos wasn’t concerned with the death of a few dragons. He had warned the troops below of his intent, and to flee if they saw him fly directly at Odium. It was impossible to know if they were following his directions or not, but he hoped they had listened.

This probably wasn’t going to work, anyway. But anything was better than rolling over and dying.

As the first dragons swarmed in, the auto-turrets engaged, shredding the leaders. They went down easily enough. But for every dragon shot down, there were more to take its place. They swarmed so thickly that he could hardly even see Odium anymore. He had caught the attention of the master, who circled in the distance, not changing his position and utterly confident that Pallos would never make it close enough to engage.

They were battering into Odin now, sending it on a sharp trajectory downward. Was he close enough yet?

It will have to be close enough, Pallos realized. He could barely reach the touchscreen, where the order was ready to execute. The engine would overload, a fusion bomb rigged to rend Odium’s army asunder. With luck, it would blast Odium as well.

It was a long shot, but at least it was still a shot.

“He’s still too far,” Pallos said. But the ground was fast rising, and there was simply no time.

Pallos pressed the screen, initiating the overload sequence. The engine began to whine, and the ship started shaking violently.

Then, the lights went out. The reactor had simply shut off and Pallos found the ship was hurtling toward the ground.

“It’s over, then,” he said. “Damn thing didn’t even work.”

Not even seeing the point – a death on the ground at the hands of the crawlers would be far more painful than crashing headfirst into them – he hit the eject button. The ceiling of the flight deck popped opened, and his seat shot into the air. His last vision before the G-forces took him was one of swirling dragons, flashing teeth, and sharp claws. He expected it to be the last sight of his life.




* * *




Pallos came to just as he heard the clamor of Odin’s crash, as fires engulfed the vessel. He found himself floating downward, thankfully in the opposite direction of the impact. He was still not attacked, and completely ignored by the Radaskim swarm. The dragons were flying, yes, but none moved to attack him. Of Odium, there was no sign.

An eerie quiet settled over the field of battle. The multitudes of crawlers below, likewise, had come to a complete standstill. Pallos stared, wide-eyed, as his chair took him directly to a large gathering of them. They parted at the last moment to give him space to land, which he did with a thud.

He unstrapped himself and stumbled forward, blinking a few times in succession. He stood face to face with a particularly hideous crawler, whose three eyes blinked at him curiously, as if it were just as surprised to see him as he was to see it. It made no violent move, the other crawlers doing the same thing.

The crawler chortled in a decidedly non-violent manner. As if to test it, Pallos reached out to touch the fearsome beast five times his own size.

It nuzzled his hand.

Maybe she did it, Pallos thought. Is it possible?

There was no time to dwell on the question. He turned and ran in the direction of the Caverns of Creation.




* * *




What remained of the combined armies stared in disbelief and awe at the immobile crawlers, who were now retreating from the line of battle, leaving the dead, both human and monster, behind. There was no cheering. Only confusion.

The leaders – at least, those leaders still alive or could be found, gathered in the center of the battlefield. Prince Nabea, the Elders Arminius, Draeus, and Lian, Lord Harrow, and General Tertullian.

“Is this all?” Nabea asked.

“Victor has fallen,” Tertullian said. “I saw him die myself, and with him most of the Plains People.”

Nabea nodded. “They fought valiantly. The bomb never went off, so how did Pallos manage it?”

“I don’t think it was Pallos,” Elder Arminius said.

All looked to him for explanation, and Nabea was the first to speak. “Are you saying that she did it?”

Arminius nodded. “Don’t you feel it, Nabea? The great cloud that has been haunting us all has lifted. His horrible presence has departed this world.”

“The dragon is dead?” Tertullian asked.

Arminius shook his head. “I don’t know. Like the crawlers, its body might still live on, directionless. We cannot say until we send a party to investigate.”

“I volunteer,” Captain Dailyn said, approaching the group. His clothes and leather armor were tattered, and his skin sported multiple gashes.

Nabea nodded. “Let it be done. If all agree?”

Heads nodded all around, and Captain Dailyn departed.

“I pray it is truly over,” Elder Draeus said. “Elder Tellor fought hard before he fell to them. I don’t know how many he slayed, but it was too many to count.”

“He was a good man,” Nabea said. “Without him, we would not have been able to organize the kingdoms to come to the Wild’s defense. And if we had not held here for just long enough . . .”

“She’s really done it, then,” Tertullian said. “What does it mean? When can we expect her return?”

Nabea looked at him. “She’s not returning, Tertullian. She died so that we might live. She and our friends.”

“Where did she go in that cave?” he asked. “Was there something in there giving the Radaskim power?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Arminius said. “I don’t think we will ever know what truly happened, or even if this isn’t just some final trick. But if it’s true, and she somehow stopped him . . . it was done bravely, and well.”

“We don’t know if she truly stopped it yet,” Lord Harrow said. “While these crawlers are directionless, perhaps it would be best to fight them.”

“You are welcome to,” Arminius said. “If you can catch them. Do you see any crawlers about?”

By reflex, everyone looked toward the tree line at the bottom of the hill. Though there were thousands of dead crawlers on the slopes, in between the picket lines and artillery emplacements, none of them were living.

“You could never catch them, even if you tried,” Arminius said. “I believe it is over. The presence I mentioned earlier is gone. I may be wrong, but I don’t think so.”

“I no longer feel his animosity, either,” Elder Lian said.

“Nor I,” Elder Draeus said.

There was quiet for a time, as the others watched the slope, some seeming to expect for the crawlers to come back any moment and finish the job.

“What now?” Tertullian asked.

The silence extended to greet his words. The sun began to peek out from behind the clouds hanging over Ragnarok Crater, illumining the grisly scene.

At that moment, something broke out of the woods. All the men stiffened, until they realized it was a man, and after at a time, that the man was Pallos. They waited quietly as he made the rest of his way up, letting him pause for a minute to catch his breath.

“What happened, Pallos?” Nabea asked. “Is he dead?”

Pallos drew a few more deep breaths, then shook his head. “I don’t know. I saw him, but Odin began to go down. I lost him after that.”

“He’s somewhere, then,” Arminius said. “More evidence that Shanti has accomplished her goal. There is no reason for Odium to stop the killing, not when we were mere minutes from breaking.”

“I agree,” Pallos said. “The battle is won.”

Like the men they commanded, none of the leaders found reason to cheer. They were alive, yes, but they were alive in a world that would never be the same. A world many had not lived to see.

And Shanti, Anna Reborn, would never be returning to it, nor would her friends.


























Chapter 75

Once inside Askalon’s Xenofold, I immediately saw that I had not been completely right about the Xenomatrix, in that it would fragment without the Nameless One to hold it together. He had weaved his many webs in the eons he’d spent in that darkness, absorbing the knowledge of worlds. Perhaps over time, those links would fragment and become useless, but for now, the pathways were still there.

I gathered before the others, before my friends and the Elekai who had fought with me. Even the ones who had died were there, returning to this place as if it were their own. And to my relief, Makara, too, had returned, and stood before me with the rest.

“The Xenomatrix still exists,” I said. “And the pathways forged by the Nameless One to all the worlds are still there.”

I looked around at the gathering. We stood in a likeness of the island above where the Tree lived.

“May all of you find peace and happiness, wherever that is.”

I nodded toward the Tree, the sign that we were ready for the next part. A silvery doorway opened at its base. With the demise of the Nameless One, Askalon could allow passage to any Xenofold connected to this world through the Xenomatrix.

“That opening will take you wherever your heart wants to go,” I said. “Enter it with dreams of home, and that’s where you’ll be when you exit.”

What of the terrible journey here? one of the others asked. Will we have to endure that again?

No, I said, making sure all could hear. The journey will not be the same. It will be quick and painless, because there is no one to make it slow and torturous. That was an attempt of the Nameless One to break your minds, as he has broken so many minds before. That door will take you home in an instant.

So, over the next hours, they walked through the door, one by one, each one pausing a bit to think, or look back, or thank the others, or to wish them well. They would return to their own worlds, much changed, and either rebuild using the power of their planet’s Xenofold or live within those Xenofolds in peace.

It went on like this until it was just me and my friends left, including Makara. We stood in front of the door in a circle.

“Are we ready to head back?” I asked.

“Will it really be quick?” Isa asked, holding Isaru’s hand.

I nodded. “Yes. I have no doubt about that.”

And I didn’t. This place was no longer haunted by the Nameless One. I had seen Earth’s Xenofold, ready and willing to accept us all.

Our journey, our fight, was at last coming to an end. And all I could feel was exhaustion.

I looked up at the Tree, healed and whole for the first time in many millennia. It was surrounded by an aura of goodness, of peace, of serenity. It was hard to even see it in its former state of sadness and pain, as if it had never been. But it was healed, and Askalon would be rebuilt. Elekim – the first Elekim – was now free to take control of his namesake, the world he had built. And it would never allow an interloper like the Nameless One to share in its gifts ever again.

Perhaps, one day, Askalon itself would teem with life, as it had countless years ago.

Goodbye, I said. And good luck.

Though Elekim said nothing in response, I felt its acknowledgement of my farewell.

I waited as my friends stepped through the door, Makara last of all, who held out her hand with a smile.

I took it and followed her through.


























Chapter 76

My next sight was stepping out of the Sea of Creation and walking onto the shore. My friends were nowhere to be found, and by sheer feeling, I knew I wasn’t back in the real world yet, but was still within the Xenofold. Makara was nowhere to be found, either, but I had a feeling she was around somewhere, finally free to enjoy the Xenofold she should have returned to so long ago.

Someone stood halfway up the rocky shore, watching me with a small smile. She had a face so shocking that I knew I would never get used to it.

It was my face, after all.

I walked up to Anna, at a loss for words. She was the one to break the silence, honoring me with a hug.

“You did it,” she said. “I guess that shouldn’t surprise me, though. I’m a very capable person.”

She would joke, at a time like this?

“I thought I was dead for sure.” It was all I could manage.

She pulled back and laughed. “I did, too. But we won.”

“We’re separated, now,” I said, in realization.

“I did what I came back to do,” she said. “Of course, it all happened in a way I never expected.” She smiled. “Maybe it was the way it was meant to happen.”

I nodded. “Yeah. Maybe so.”

“I know, it’s hard to believe. But I no longer feel his presence, Shanti. Even in the Xenofold, there is no longer that darkness emanating from the depths, the one that would have consumed us all, given time.” She closed her eyes, and a tear fell. “It’s really over.”

“And Alex?” I asked.

She laughed. “Alex is here, don’t worry. I intend to see him right after this.”

“You chose to talk to me before him? I suppose I should feel honored.”

Anna nodded. “It’s only right to say goodbye before you head on your way.”

What did she mean, head on my way?

She must have noticed my look of confusion. “You’re going home, right? You don’t want to stay here with a bunch of dead people.”

“I’m dead, too,” I said. “Am I not?”

“The Xenofold doesn’t see you as such,” she said. “You never died up above, and whether you died or not on Askalon, it doesn’t really count that. So, you’re free to walk out of here whenever you want.”

“You never really died, either. Neither you nor Alex. That means both of you could leave, too.”

“And we both have, at various points, and for good reasons,” Anna said. “But the world above is not my world, and it’s not Alex’s. Any time someone enters or leaves, it takes a lot out of the Xenofold.” She smiled. “Then again, who knows? Maybe one day. If the Xenofold can bear it.”

I smiled at the thought. “My friends already left?”

“Yes,” Anna said. “As soon as you leave this place, you’ll find them. Which is what I expect you to do.”

I had never even considered leaving a possibility. I could leave this place. I could see my friends again. My parents, too, if they were still alive. I felt for them, using the Xenofold. I couldn’t say for sure if they were alive or dead, but I thought I felt something of my father. If my father was still up there, then maybe my mother was, too.

But when I left, it would be just as myself. Elekai still, but no longer Elekim.

And I couldn’t have been happier.

“I can’t stay here, anyway,” I said. “I don’t think I’ve earned the right.”

Anna laughed. “You’ve earned the right to anything you want, Shanti. Don’t kid yourself. Our generation ended Askala. Yours ended the Radaskim.”

“But . . . all my powers came from you. What will I be if I go up there without you?”

“You’ll still be you, and I won’t be inside your head anymore. Of course, you can talk to me whenever you want. You can talk to anyone in here. Anyone who’s passed on, whether that’s me, Makara, or even Alex. Isandru or Mia, too. There’s nothing holding back communication anymore, and the Xenofold will only get stronger as it continues to heal.” She nodded, as if in satisfaction. “Just remember to cherish it, okay? Remember the mistakes of the past and keep this place sacred.”

“Of course,” I said. “I think I’ve already discovered the Seekers’ new purpose. To preserve the Xenofold.”

“I’m glad,” she said.

The whole time I’ve known about Anna living inside my head, I’d wanted nothing more than to be rid of her. Now, I found myself balking. 

“I feel sad,” I said.

“Me, too,” Anna admitted. “I think what we did together was harder than what we had to do four hundred years ago.” She paused, considering. “At least, in some ways.”

“Well, I’m glad you can be with your husband now. I know that’s all you ever wanted.”

Anna nodded. “Yes. You’re right about that. There are other people I want to see, too. People I’ve dearly missed.”

I looked around, as if in expectation that those people were watching us from behind the rocks. But we were still alone.

“Just will a door into existence, when you’re ready,” Anna said. “It’s not like you’re leaving us forever. When you’re ready, you’ll come back for good.”

As Anna instructed, I imagined a doorway, and just as she said, it appeared before me. I walked toward it, pausing just before the threshold to look back.

“Thank you for everything. I . . . never thought I’d say that.”

“And thank you, Shanti,” Anna said, graciously. “You’ve been patient, and together, we did what neither of us could have done alone.” She looked at the doorway. “You’re going back to a new world. One full of challenges, and one full of sorrows. This world will bear the scars of the war for many, many years. You’ll have no shortage of things to do, or a new purpose to find. But nothing will be too large for you, Shanti. Perhaps I helped you, but it was your courage and determination that saved us all.” She smiled. “All of that was you.”

“I don’t want to think about that,” I said. “The things I had to do were . . . hard. They’ll keep me up at night for a long time.”

Anna nodded. “I know. We’re always ready to help down here. If you need us, we’ll be here. Don’t think you face the darkness alone. You’ll have your friends, too. Lean on them. You’re strong, Shanti, but not that strong.”

Tears welled up in my eyes. I still remembered the pain – of the trials, and the distant memories of the long journey to Askalon, which somehow seemed to be reawakened in this place. No matter how hard I willed them away, those things would always haunt me. They wouldn’t leave until I’d breathed my last. For that reason alone, I thought of staying here. I could find healing, given enough time.

But I still had a responsibility to the world, despite having saved it. That made my decision for me.

“My friends are waiting for me,” I said.

“Good luck,” Anna said. “I’ll be here. You’ll find a ready welcome when the time comes. And a party that’ll knock your socks off.”

I’d never heard that colloquialism before, and without Anna in my head, there was no way for me to have the context to understand it. It was a strange feeling, not having her memories to draw from as if they were my own. “It’s really just me, now.”

“You and your friends,” Anna said. “And your parents.”

So, they were alive. By every miracle, they were alive. Saying goodbye wasn’t going to get any easier, so I smiled, and waved a final farewell. My last vision before stepping through was of her smiling and waving back.

It was like saying goodbye to myself.




* * *




Anna watched as the door winked out of existence, until it was her alone by the sea. She wiped her tears and turned, walking down the shore alone for a minute, meditative. She stood there, watching the Sea. The Sea, which had once caused her so much sorrow from what it had taken from her. She had made her peace with it, now. Though it had taken Alex and left her alone in this world to raise their son, it had given everything back. Her son would be waiting for her here, too, along with everyone else. Makara, Samuel, Ruth, Michael. All of them and more.

 She watched as a figure appeared in the distance, whose bearing she would recognize at any moment in time. Even with distance, her heart swelled to see his form, his shaggy brown hair, his wide smile.

She ran, feeling a happiness such as she had never known. Her heart sang so loudly that she felt herself lifted into the air. Within half a minute, she was in his arms, her head against his chest, feeling his warmth, smelling his scent, with her ear on his beating heart.

It was just him, her, and the Sea casting them in its warm and healing light.

He kissed her forehead and clung to her tightly, stroking her hair. She closed her eyes and smiled.

“Anna,” he said. “How long I’ve waited for this day.”

“I’ve come home, Alex.”

“As I knew you would.”

Anna looked up at him questioningly. “How did you know?”

Alex smiled. “The Wanderer told me as much. Don’t you remember his words? Though a thousand worlds will fall, one will remain.”

Anna smiled back. “Yes, I do remember that. I remember you saying it would be our world. And you remember what I said?”

“I remember many things,” Alex said.

Anna turned her head to look out at the Sea, toward the distant Point of Origin. “As we were going toward the whirlpool, I told you there was so much we had to do, and so much we had to see.” She looked up at him, and touched his face. “Now, we can do them. We can live the lives we were denied by circumstance, without the cloud of the Radaskim or the Nameless One to shadow the joy.”

“Because of you and her,” Alex said.

“Yes,” Anna agreed. “But mostly her.”

He led her down the shoreline, back toward the village where the others were waiting.


























Epilogue

The world was never the same.

Tens of thousands had died in the Battle for Earth, which only took place over the course of several months on the North American continent. Aside from the observers who had seen the Radaskim vessels burn through the atmosphere toward Dragonspire, most of the world’s millions were none the wiser to the alien invaders.

But the Red Wild would never forget Shanti Roshar, nor her friends, nor the brave men and women who died defending Earth, the one planet that remained.

It took many months for life to even return to a semblance of normality. The world the heroes had returned to was a broken one. Sylva, Haven, and Mongar had all fallen, and tens of thousands had died, either from displacement or the Radaskim invaders.

Haven was reseeded, and the Xenofold took special care to grow the Great Silverwood taller, greater, and more beautiful than it had ever been, though it would not reach its full size and strength for decades yet.

Shanti Roshar reformed the Seekers, combining them with what remained of the Sphere Priests, and rededicated their purpose toward the preservation of the Sea of Creation and the Elekai Xenofold. A holy temple was built at the entrance of the Caverns of Creation, with the Elder Dragons’ blessing. What remained of the Xenofont was disassembled, while the Tower of Shal and the Thought Dome remained as warnings of how far humanity could fall. No human habitation, save those of the Seekers’ Monastery at the temple, was to be allowed within the Ragnawall until the end of time.

Peace was made between the Plains People and the Elekai, and the Plains People could freely pass between the Central Plains and the Red Wild. While some remained behind, others still settled in the Northern Wild, which had been largely depopulated by the Samalites.

The Novan Empire, which had suffered little in the war, promised no everlasting peace, but did at least offer a truce with the Red Wild in the meantime. Shen, seeing the future threat posed by Nova, made it known that the Red Wild was under his everlasting protection.

Colonia remained a city dedicated to Anna in name, though the old religion was slowly dismantled. Shanti was offered rulership of the city, but declined. Shen continued to rule the city until a new government could be set up.

Prince Nabea returned to the Eastern Kingdoms, along with his friends, Ret and Samal. Together, they worked to get the Congress of Kingdoms to agree to a general union. So it was that in the 25th century, the United States of America was born anew.

There were other developments in the wider world, but few were relevant to what had happened in the Red Wild. Many heard stories of the goddess come to life and the power she wielded, and some even journeyed to the Red Wild, from thousands of miles away, to confirm the rumors for themselves. Many settled there to stay, and helped to rebuild.

The Xenofold grew in power and scope. As the Sea of Creation regenerated, all reversions in the Red Wild were closed. Children born to Elekai parents, often, were born with the Gifts and abilities of previous generations, and the Elder Council of the Seekers was confident that their order would only grow in the future, and not diminish as it had for generations.

 So was the general state of the world following the passing of the Second Darkness.

Isaru formally abdicated his right to the throne of Haven. Just a year after the final battle, he and Isa were married. They settled near Northold, close to Isa’s family, helping lead the efforts to rebuild the Northern Wild. The couple could often be found wandering the wilderness, looking for ruins of the Old World that so fascinated them. They spent some time, too, among the Plains People to learn their customs and how their stories fit into the scheme of Elekai history.

Shara moved back to Colonia to be near her mother, though Red Tail was never far away. She helped Shen administer the city, her passion being fighting the squalor and poverty of the Subura, in which she had grown up.

Fiona returned to the forests north of Haven, where a new city rose up to be the capital of the now combined Two Kingdoms of the Annajen and the Makai. There, she ruled wisely and justly, working closely with the Seeker Council for the good of all.

Pallos returned to Shenshi, where he served as a diplomat, not a spy, between the Shen Collective and the Elekai people. Remembering his time excavating and repairing Odin, his life work became the development of another space-worthy vessel.

Shanti helped with general rebuilding efforts for the next few years, and after things were mostly under control, she returned to Kalear to live with her parents. She stayed there for several years, resting, though she would often wander deep into the Red Wild, either alone or with Flame, with nothing but her canteen and Katan, though she had no need for the sword in all her wanderings. There, she spoke to those departed to the Xenofold, and healed what hurts of the war she came across. She lived among Wilder Tribes, flew to forgotten lands, and visited her friends often. She never had a shortage of things to do or people to see, but often, her dreams were haunted by the past. But, she woke every day to face the day bravely, and the love of her friends pulled her through.
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GLOSSARY




A.R.: After Ragnarok. The date usually used by the Elekai to denote the year. It’s a bit of a misnomer, because it really means after the Ragnarok War, and not after the impact of Ragnarok itself. The Xenoworld Saga begins in 398 A.R.

F.C.: Founding of the Covenant. The date used by the Covenant to denote the year, and it signifies how many years have passed since the Covenant ousted the Elekai from Colonia. The Xenoworld Saga begins in the year 248 F.C.

P.Y. Precursor Year. Corresponds to the Gregorian Calendar. The Xenoworld Saga begins in the year 2458 P.Y. – or 2458 A.D. It’s rare to use Precursor Years to denote anything beyond the year 2060, and even then is only used among academics and historians.

Annajen, The: One of the Three Tribes of the Elekai, the Annajen are the descendants of the gods Elekim and Annara. Their capital is Haven, a Great Silverwood growing in the Grand Canyon.

Annara: Annara is the matron goddess of both the Annajen Tribe and the Colonian Covenant; however, depending on the side, her character is entirely different. Among the Annajen, Annara is the wife of Elekim; she established Colonia and the Seekers and wrote the Prophecy of Annara, which has been lost, but predicts the eventual ascendency of the Elekai over its enemies – namely the Covenant. Among the Covenant, Annara is the goddess of pure-blooded humanity, and seeks to destroy all that is Elekai, promising her chosen people – the Annarans – that they will one day destroy the demon Elekai, who waged war against humanity during the First Darkness. According to prophecies on both sides, Annara is to lead her Army of the Dawn to destroy the other side.

Army of the Dawn: Annara’s army during the Second Darkness that is to destroy either the Elekai or the Annaran Covenant, depending on which version of the story one believes.

Askala: The Radaskim Xenomind that nearly enslaved the world using the xenovirus during the time of the Ragnarok War. These events have been almost forgotten in recent times, but the Covenant remembers Askala as the Elekai’s demon goddess. Among the Elekai, her true nature is better remembered as the Radaskim goddess who was imprisoned by Elekim in the Xenofold at the end of the Ragnarok War.

Askaleen: A male dragon. They are pink, with tiny scales, and a smooth, rounded frame. They are also rarer than Radaska, the female variety. Because they are the only kind of dragons that the Covenant or Elekai can tame, they are jealously guarded by the Radaska.

Atlantea: An Eastern Kingdom situated in the southeast. Its capital is of the same name.

Augurs, The: One of the Seven Sects of the Seekers, who specialize in the art of diplomacy. They serve as advisers for kings and rulers, not only in the Red Wild, but in the Eastern Kingdoms. In times of old, they also interpreted signs given by the Xenofold, though this responsibility has fallen by the wayside in recent centuries. They also recruit new initiates for the Seekers’ Sanctum among the nobility of different lands.

Bloodless: The collective term Elekai use to describe all non-Elekai. It’s not pejorative, though it can be used in that way.

Brevia: A city on the western coast, in southern California. Once a colony of Colonia, it was conquered by the Shen in 348 A.R. It is the only Shen city that outsiders are allowed to enter, and even then, permission is granted only sparingly. A large collection of books has been gathered there, in what is known as the Brevian Archives – the main reason for which anyone would want to visit the city.

Clerics, The: One of the Seven Sects of the Seekers, who specialize in ministry to the local Elekai population, anthropology, and Xenohealing. They are also responsible for recruiting initiates for the Seekers’ Sanctum among the general population.

Champions, The: One of the Seven Sects of the Seekers, who specialize in the art of combat. In times of old, they fought in battles to defend the Elekai from Covenant encroachment, but in more recent times, they serve as bodyguards for other Seekers, such as Augurs, Scholars, or Sages, whose duties take them far afield in places that might be dangerous.

Colonia: The city of Colonia was founded shortly after the Ragnarok War, as a colony of the First Empire, known of old as the Nova Roman Empire. It was ruled by the gods, and over the years, grew into the seat of an Elekai empire by the same name. Colonia’s history is divided into two periods: Old Colonia, which lasted from roughly 1–150 A.R., and Covenant Colonia, which lasted from 151 A.R. until the present day.

Old Colonia was ruled by the Elekai, and was originally their capital city. The true descendants of the heroes of the Ragnarok War formed an aristocracy, called the Godsblood. Below them were Wilders, the descendants of those who became Elekai in the years following the Ragnarok War. On the bottom rung were the Bloodless, commoners without Elekai ancestry. However, by the fourth generation of the Godsblood, the government grew corrupt, favoring the Elekai nobility over the Bloodless masses. This, in time, led to the Annaran Uprising. The civil war lasted twenty years, ending with the Elekai being defeated and ousted from the city they had founded, their numbers greatly reduced. The Annarans took control of the city, founding the Annaran Covenant, which vowed to destroy all Elekai in accordance with Annara’s will.

The Covenant ruled in Colonia for the next two hundred and fifty years, and at its height around 320 A.R., the Covenant controlled most of what used to be the Southwestern United States.

Colorado River: The main river flowing through the Red Wild and Colonia. The river is much wider than it was during the Old World, and nurtures the growth of both Elekai and Covenant society. The Colorado flows not only through the city of Colonia, but under the roots of Haven, the main enclave of the Annajen tribe, along with Coloso, which is built on its mouth.

Coloso: A Novan city at the mouth of the Colorado River. Over the centuries, it is has changed hands between Nova and Colonia numerous times. It is strategically important, because it is the gateway to Nova and it also provides a means to enter Colonia by river.

Covenant, The: The Covenant, or the Annaran Covenant or the Colonian Covenant, began as a resistance against the corrupt Elekai aristocracy that ruled Colonia. The goddess Annara became its figurehead, but instead of an Annara that was the heroine of the Elekai, this Annara was a champion of the Bloodless and reviled all things Elekai. In time, the Annaran rebellion took place, and after a twenty-year-long war, the Elekai were nearly wiped out, and what was left of them fled into the Red Wild.

The Covenant rules with a firm fist, using religion to control its population. It was the strongest power in the late Third Century, but by the Fourth Century, incursions by both the Shen and Nova made it lose much of its former territory. The Covenant has a policy of exiling or outright killing anyone who disagrees with its theology, and openly hunts Elekai within its borders. The Covenant is ruled by a Grand Pontifex and a Grand Council of seven members, officials appointed by the Grand Pontifex from each of the seven kinds of priests.

Dome of Annara, The: Constructed during Old Colonia, the Dome of Annara is one of the wonders of the world. It is composed of a large, golden dome and has four turrets on each corner. In days of old, it served as a pantheon to all the gods, but over time, Annara became its chief deity. The Dome was constructed about eighty years following the founding of the city.

Dragonriders, The: The Dragonriders are the Covenant’s elite fighting force. It’s unknown how many dragons they number, but estimates range anywhere from twenty to forty. They ride Mindless Askaleen, the only kind of dragon that can be tamed by humans. They cannot breed new dragons, but so long as the dragons are fed with steady supplies of xen and not mortally injured, they will live indefinitely.

Dragons: The Dragons have had a long and troubled history since the Ragnarok War. The two varieties, Askaleen and Radaska, are male and female respectively. There are many generations, but only the first generation are part of a group known as the Elder Dragons, the only ones to have lived during the time of the Ragnarok War. The Elder Dragons were never born of other dragons, but instead were created during the process of Xenogenesis, the thirty-or-so-year period during the Ragnarok War that the Great Blight grew at a rapid rate. After the war and the victory of the Elekai, Xenogenesis was greatly reduced, and dragons that were born entered the world naturally.

Besides Elder Dragons, there are Generational Dragons, which are the progeny of the Elders, and Mindless Dragons, which have no connection to the Xenofold. Mindless Radaska are volatile and dangerous, while Mindless Askaleen are docile and tamable. These Askaleen, while uncommon, are still used by the Colonians and Elekai as mounts.

Eastern Kingdoms, The: The Eastern Kingdoms collectively refers to any of the countries that lie east of the Eastern Range (or Red Mountains), known in former times as the Rocky Mountains (In the Eastern Kingdoms, the Eastern Range is called either the Western Range, or the Wild Range). There are dozens of kingdoms, most of them small, but a few are more powerful than others.

Eastern Pact: A Pact consisting of most of the nations in the Eastern Kingdoms. It was orchestrated by the Seekers as a way to prevent wars in the region.

Eastern Range: The Eastern Range, or Red Mountains, formerly known as the Rocky Mountains, makes up the eastern border of the Red Wild. Many wild Elekai tribes live here, and the mountains are dangerous to cross.

Elder Dragons: The first generation of dragons, who were created by Xenogenesis. They are the most powerful of the dragons, and following an unknown dispute, broke off their ties with human Elekai about one hundred and fifty years after the Ragnarok War. They have not been seen by a human since, though later generations of dragons still deal with human Elekai in a limited capacity.

Elekai, The: An Elekai is marked by their connection to the Xenofold, which is produced by the neural network of xen in the Red Wild. They are composed of humans and dragons, and an Elekai is marked by their possessing the xenovirus, though over the years, this began being attributed to having the blood of the gods. The virus changes the host’s genetics to grant them access to the Xenofold, the collective consciousness of the Elekai.

There are two kinds of Elekai among humans. Those of the Godsblood are direct descendants of the Six Gods, and form a ruling elite among the Elekai. Depending on their line of descent, they form one of Three Tribes: the Annajen, the Samalites, or the Makai. The Godsblood are the rarest kind of Elekai, and their abilities and connection to the Xenofold tend to be stronger than the other type, known as Wilders.

Wilders are Elekai that, for the first two generations following the Ragnarok War, were drawn to the Red Wild by dreams and visions, only to return as Elekai, albeit weaker versions than those descended directly from the gods. Many, in fact, remained in the Red Wild, forming tribes separate from the Three Tribes.

Included among the Elekai are also the dragons, both of Askaleen and Radaska varieties. The Elder Dragons, along with their successive generations, are also included, though they do not speak to human Elekai on account of the Sundering of the Dragons.

In the past two hundred years, Elekai blood has generally weakened in power for unknown reasons, resulting in newer generations having less inherent ability to connect to the Xenofold than past generations, a phenomenon known as the Fading. Whether the Fading is due to mingling with the Bloodless, or another factor, is not entirely known. Elekai children born without a detectable connection to the Xenofold are becoming increasingly common.

Elekim: The Great God and husband of Annara who gave his life to destroy Askala, the demon goddess of the Radaskim. Though he is remembered as such among the Elekai, among the Covenant, Askala is remembered as the Elekai goddess. Elekim, within the Elekai, is given an equal footing with Annara, while among the Covenant Annara reigns supreme.

Exile, The: The Exile refers to the ousting of the Elekai from Old Colonia around 150 A.R. They fled into the Red Wild, where according to the story, the three chief Elder Dragons, Askal, Quietus, and Tiamat, led each tribe to a spot where they were to found their cities. Askal led the Annajen to Haven in the Grand Canyon, while Quietus led the Makai south to a vast forest, where they founded Sylva. The Samalites were led north by Tiamat to Ragnarok Crater, where they founded the city of Hyperborea, which was destroyed nearly a century later.

Fading, The: The process by which Elekai Gifts have diminished over time. It was first noticed early in the Third Century. The cause is not entirely known, but many believe it has to do with the dilution of blood through intermarriage with non-Elekai. Only among the nobility is the blood still particularly strong, but even so, it has weakened. The true reason has now come to light: the weakening of the Sea of Creation due to Hypeborea and the power the Hyperfold it created.

Four Centuries, The: History since the Ragnarok War is categorized in four centuries, named the First, Second, Third, and Fourth. The history of the first three has often been reduced to myth, either through the passage of time or the loss of records. However, it has been reproduced below as best as the Elekai can recount it.

The First Century is remembered as the Great Dawn and the Golden Age of the Elekai. The city of Colonia was founded, the Red Wild was at its most powerful state, and dragons and Elekai had friendly relations. In the early part of the century, gods walked the Earth, ruling from the city of Colonia. In the latter half of the century, the Red Bastion and the Dome of Annara were constructed in Colonia, and Colonia was the most powerful kingdom in North America. The First Century ended in 100 A.R., or 2160 A.D.

The Second Century’s beginning was marked by corruption among the Elekai aristocracy of Colonia. This unjust rule led to the formation of the Annaran Covenant, which in time overthrew their Elekai rulers during the Annaran Uprising. This was followed by the Great Purge and the formation of the Hunters, a group tasked with killing any Elekai found within Colonia or Covenant lands. This led to the Exile, where surviving Elekai fled Colonia for the Red Wild. Depending on their lineage, each group founded a city in the Red Wild – Hyperborea in the north for the Samalites, Haven in the west for the Annajen, and Sylva in the south for the Makai. The Sundering of the Dragons occurred in this time, and due to the Elekai being greatly reduced in number and capacity, very little history was recorded. It is not without its hope, however. It is said that the city of Hyperborea grew powerful during this time, though its deeds have long since faded to myth. The Annajen and Makai tribes, together with the Wild tribes, fought for survival against the Covenant, which often attacked into the Red Wild. In response, the Selvan was planted along the western border of the Red Wild. The Samalites, during this time, gifted Haven and Sylva with Great Silverwoods, which they enchanted with ichor to grow far taller and more powerful than normal. The second century ended in 200 A.R., or 2260 A.D.

The Third Century is probably the most troubled of all for the Elekai – though it’s not too far in the distant past, little can be said of it with accuracy. Reversions plagued the Wild, and are said to have destroyed Hyperborea along with killing many Elekai. The Samalites were driven from the north, and the first half of the century was marked by constant warfare against Mindless dragons and monsters. The cities of Haven and Sylva served as bastions against the Mindless, and it was decades before the reversions could be restored. The latter half of the century serves as a bright spot, because the Seekers’ Sanctum was founded and much territory was reclaimed. The Third Century ended in 300 A.R., or 2360 A.D.

The Fourth Century, which is still ongoing, has been comparatively quiet. Its first half saw human Elekai growing to their former numbers, but the Fading, or the weakening of their connection to the Xenofold, was becoming more apparent. The Covenant, who had also suffered during the Third Century at the hands of the Mindless, blamed the Elekai and denounced them with renewed vigor. The Eastern Kingdoms were mostly immune from the Mindless, even if they were warring with each other. The Eastern Pact somewhat mitigated this, which allowed the Eastern Kingdoms to prosper in an unprecedented time of peace. Reversions were mostly contained to the north around Ragnarok Crater, where the great danger made any study of the Crater or its fabled city of Hyperborea nearly impossible. The Fourth Century has yet to end, it is nearly there. The current year is 398 A.R., or 2458 A.D.

Four Disciplines, The: The Four Disciplines of the Seekers are Stillness, Movement, Acceptance, and Resistance. By training and merging these Four, a Seeker is expected to develop his or her Gifts and forge their connection to the Xenofold.

Godsblood: The term used to describe any human Elekai who is a direct descendent of one of the Six Gods – Elekim, Annara, Samal, Retha, Makai, or Larana. They are less numerous, but more powerful, than Wilders.

Great Dawn, The: The fifty-year period following the founding of Colonia that saw it grow from a village on the Colorado to a large city ruled by the Elekai. It was during this time that Colonia’s walls, the Red Bastion, and the Dome of Annara were constructed.

Great Purge, The: Following the exile of the Elekai from Colonia, the Hunters were formed by the Covenant to track down remaining Elekai. Thousands were captured and killed over a ten-year period, and many Bloodless were caught in the crossfire. However, the effects of the Great Purge meant the possibility of an Elekai being born within Colonia’s borders was greatly reduced.

Great Silverwoods: Great Silverwoods are hybrid trees that are purposely grown to be much larger than they would naturally be by human Elekai, usually Seeker Sages. Haven is the largest one in the world, and measures about a quarter mile high. Two Silverwoods Trees joined in the middle make up Sylva, though neither is as large as the Haven tree by half. It is said that Hyperborea, when it existed, contained over a hundred Great Silverwoods in its groves.

Haven: The main enclave of the Annajen Tribe. It’s located deep in the Grand Canyon.

High Line: The High Line among the Annajen is believed to go all the way back to Elekim and Annara, and describes the lineage of Annajen royalty.

Hunters, The: The Hunters are an order of priests within the Covenant clergy that exists to hunt down and kill all Elekai, as well as pursue apostates and heretics. They also hunt for unguarded Mindless Askalaeen in the Red Wild to train as mounts. They are one of the seven orders of priests that make up the Covenant government.

Hybrids: Hybrids are either Earth plants that naturally evolved to grow in the xen, or were designed as such by Elekai. The Silverwood is one example, and many crops that grow naturally in soil were evolved to grow in the xen.

Hyperborea: Hyperborea was the capital city of the Samalites and the seat of the empire by the same name. Its history is mostly forgotten, even mythological, and many believe the city never existed at all. It is speculated the city existed for at least one hundred years in some capacity, and it fell sometimes in the early Third Century from an attack of Mindless monsters. It is now known that it was the Shen who destroyed the city, an attack which set the stage for the first Mindless Wars.

Ichor: Ichor is a rare, pink liquid that exists below the surface of the Red Wild in limited quantities. It has properties of creation and restoration, and is exceedingly rare.

Inherent: An Elekai who has the ability to manifest, even without training. These Elekai are usually only found among the Godsblood, but still rarely at that. About one in a hundred Elekai have the Gift of Inherence.

Judges, The: One of the Seven Sects of the Seekers, who specialize in the reading, interpretation, and formation of law. They not only oversee the Seekers’ internal affairs, but those of other courts, including those of the Bloodless with whom they have diplomatic relations.

Larana: The wife of Makai and the goddess of love.

Liberation, The: The Covenant’s term for their victory over the Elekai in Colonia. The Elekai call it the Annaran Uprising.

Lost Gifts: It’s come to light that Shanti has abilities that don’t fit within the bounds of the traditional Twelve Gifts. One of these Gifts, Consonance, describes her ability to connect a non-Elekai to the Xenofold, thereby making them Elekai. Another is called Bonding, the ability for several Elekai to link and possess a far greater ability to channel the Xenofold’s power than any of them could alone. Severance describes the ability to do the opposite of Consonance; cutting an Elekai off from the Xenofold entirely, either temporarily or permanently. Another is called Tethering, the ability to possess and control a being with a connection to the Xenofold; this includes Mindless monsters controlled by the Hyperfold, whose loyalties can be temporarily overridden if the one who is tethering is powerful enough.

Makai (The Tribe): One of the Three Tribes of the Elekai. Their patron god is Makai, the god of war. They have a martial society that emphasizes war and combat. They are aggressive, and are the only one of the Three Tribes to openly attack either the Covenant or Nova.

Makai (The god): One of the Six Gods, the god of war and combat. Makai is the patron god of the tribe of the same name, and the husband of Larana.

Manifestation: The process by which an Elekai first gains connection to the Xenofold. It usually happens at some point in the teenage years. The very strongest, during manifestation, will have eyes that turn completely white during the episode. For most Elekai with the potential to manifest, it has to be trained out of them, but for about one in twenty-five – called Inherents – it will happen whether they’ve been trained or not. Elekai of strong potential are sought for training at the Seekers’ Sanctum.

Mindless: Mindless refers to any plant or animal born within the Red Wild that is not connected to the Xenofold. They are typically born in Northern Wild reversions. Usually, they are violent and attack any who are not Mindless, and Mindless have been seen to attack each other at times. In respect to dragons, Mindless Radaska are wild and violent, while Mindless Askaleen dragons are docile and tamable.

Nameless One, The: A Xenomind whose identity is wrapped in mystery. He is beholden to neither the Elekai nor the Radaskim.

Nava Village: A village of some five hundred people that supplies the material needs of the Seekers’ Sanctum on Nava Mountain. It is the largest settlement of its size in the north, and it signals the beginning of the Northern Wild.

Nova: A powerful empire far to the south of Colonia. Its north is bordered by the Red Wild and Colonia. It is a land closed to outsiders, but it is said they have a strict caste system. Nova is not to be confused with the Nova Roman Empire, which existed three hundred years earlier. Nova considers itself the third iteration of that empire, hence its other moniker, the Third Empire.

Peacemakers, The: The Peacemakers are an order of Covenant priests and function as the city guard of Colonia. They are marked by their red capes, leather armor, and long staves.

Priests: Priests occupy the highest social tier in Colonia, and there are seven different kinds. There are the Fathers, who minister to the people, and there are the Hunters, who track down dissidents, heretics, apostates, and errant Elekai. There are also Aediles, who administer Colonia’s basic services, and Quaestors, who run the courts, along with the Peacemakers, who enforce the law. The greatest priest, known as the Grand Pontifex, rules Colonia together with his Council of Nine, chosen from among each of the nine orders of priests. The Grand Pontifex is a lifelong post.

Prophets, The: One of the Seven Sects of the Seekers, who specialize in visions and prophecies. Visions are viewings of past events, while prophecies are viewings of future events. The Prophets are the least numerous of the Seven Sects. They are often derided by the other Sects for not doing much, but interestingly, Prophets typically have the strongest connection to the Xenofold of all the Sects. 

Purebloods: A term the Covenant uses to signify that a person is one hundred percent human blood, without a trace of Elekai descent. In the distant past, especially during the First Century, intermarriage between pureblood humans and Elekai was quite common. Their children would, or wouldn’t, have Elekai abilities, and often Elekai abilities would manifest in later generations. In the early days, it was also common for Godsblood Elekai and Wilders to marry, as well as for Wilders to marry pureblood humans. Beginning with the days of the Annaran Covenant, however, it was determined by the Grand Pontifex and Council that any of Elekai blood should be purged, which led to the Exile. Any who stayed behind were found and executed, and many innocents also lost their lives during the Great Purge. In later years, other purges took place on a smaller scale.

Radaska: A Radaska is a female dragon. They are larger than the Askaleen and more numerous, and unlike the Askaleen, the Mindless kind are violent and cannot be tamed. There are Elder Radaska dragons, such as Quietus, who have no dealings with humankind, and there are Generational Radaska, who are the direct progeny of the Elder Dragons and their successive generations. Then, there are Mindless Radaska, who attack anyone they find. The Mindless are mostly confined to the Northern Wild, and often war with Generational Radaska.

Radaskim, The: The ancient foe of the Elekai, the Radaskim were defeated by Elekim when he sacrificed himself to destroy Askala. It is said the Radaskim will return during the Second Darkness, though the time of this return isn’t known. The Covenant has all but forgotten the existence of the Radaskim, instead ascribing their deeds to the Elekai.

Ragnarok: According to the Elekai, Ragnarok was the fallen world of the Radaskim that crashed into Earth over four centuries ago. It created Ragnarok Crater in the north, and the event is what caused the Ragnarok War.

Ragnarok War: A war in which the world was nearly enslaved by Askala and her Radaskim swarm, but Elekim and the gods, leading the rest of the Elekai and humanity, made one final stand at Ragnarok Crater. A final battle was fought, won only because Elekim sacrificed his life in order to destroy the Radaskim host, as well as Askala. When the war was over, the surviving gods – Annara, Samal, Retha, Makai, and Larana – founded the city of Colonia, where they and their descendants would live and rule.

Rakhim Shal: Rakhim Shal was a noble and an advisor living in the time of the Hyperborean Empire, and was the chief advisor on the council of King and Queen Farl, the last monarchs of the Empire. He was obsessed with preventing the Fading, the phenomenon whereby the Elekai are losing their Gifts over time due to the weakening of the Xenofold caused by the Xenofont. Driven to near-madness by this quest,   Shal discovered and contacted the Void, the Radaskim’s counterpart to Silence, where he received messages from Odium of the Dark, the Radaskim Xenomind currently on his way to invade Earth. Odium promised to restore humanity to its former glory in return for obedience. With Rakhim’s pledge, Odium gave him the knowledge to construct the Hyperfold, to which he connected people through the use of a highly addictive substance of his invention, called Aether. Over time, many people in Hyperborea were taking Aether and connected to the Hyperfold, giving the Hyperfold all of their power and memories which, upon the destruction of Hyperborea, were enough to create a dream world. When the Shen destroyed Hyperborea, they could not destroy the Hyperfold, which was protected by an impenetrable shield called the Thought Dome, through which none but an Elekai or Radaskim could enter.

Rakhim has worked ever since then to weaken the Elekai Xenofold, in preparation for the Radaskim’s arrival, only recently growing powerful enough to gather an army of Mindless monsters and dragons to begin his assault on the Red Wild. At the swarm’s command is Isaru, who fell prey to the power of the Hyperfold when trying to escape it.

Red Bastion, The: The Red Bastion is a large fortress built on Red Cliff, the city of Colonia’s highest point. It is protected by two walls, not to mention the cliff itself, and has never fallen except to the Annaran Covenant during their revolt in 150 A.R. It is from the Red Bastion that the Grand Pontifex of Colonia and Grand Council rule.

Red Wild, The: A huge area marked by a vast spreading of xen, named because of its red appearance. It starts roughly in the center of what used to be Arizona, and spreads east as far as what used to be the Rocky Mountains, though its borders vary widely depending on latitude. It goes further north than Ragnarok Crater, though it’s unknown where it truly ends. To the south, it stops at the northern border of Nova, in what used to be Northern Mexico.

The Wild itself is divided into four areas – Northern, Southern, Eastern, and Western – and each area is different. The Northern Wild is the most untamed and the most dangerous. Reversions are more common here, and the North is the abode of Mindless animals, including dragons. It is the least inhabited, though small enclaves of Samalites make their home here.

The Southern Wild is mostly forested, and its trees are the tallest in the world, many reaching hundreds of feet in height. The Southern Wild is also the most populated.

The Eastern Wild is mountainous and sparsely habited, though several sizable settlements exist among the Wild Tribes, especially in mountain passes that serve as trade hubs between the Red Wild and the Eastern Kingdoms. The Eastern Wild is also the coldest, and has many rivers, mountains, and forests.

The Western Wild is composed of wide xen plains, though xenoforests are also numerous. Many Wild Tribes make their home in this area, which is little bothered by the outside world.

The Annajen live in the Western Wild, and their capital is Haven. The Makai live in the Southern Wild, and their capital is Sylva. The Samalites once lived in the Northern Wild, in the city of Hyperborea, but when the city was destroyed, they mostly fled south.

Remembrance Day: A Covenant holiday celebrating the liberation of Colonia from the Elekai. It is marked by cathedral services that are attended by all, along with a distribution of free prayer candles. Each person is allowed one prayer to Annara. Following the service, there is no work, much like the weekly Sabbath, nor is any selling of goods or services allowed. It is a family holiday, and communities often hold a feast in remembrance of the victory of Annara and her people over the Elekai.

Reversions: Reversions are dangerous areas of the Red Wild that are caused by a weakening of the Xenofold. Reversions can be big or small, strong or weak, and they are most common in the Northern Wild. While reversions themselves are usually not dangerous, if left unchecked they can turn to Blight, becoming the abode of the Mindless, which are free of the directives of the Elekai Xenofold.

Retha: The goddess of wisdom and wife of Samal.

Ruins, The: The Ruins is an ancient, Precursor city north of Colonia, on the border of the Red Wild. The former site of Las Vegas.

Sages, The: One of the Seven Sects of the Seekers, who specialize in growing and maintaining the Wild. They are skilled in Agronomy, which allows them to direct the xen’s energy to the growing of plants with a set purpose. They are also skilled at healing reversions.

Samalites: One of the Three Tribes of the Elekai. Their patron god and goddess are Samal and Retha, and their patron dragon Tiamat. The Samalites are scattered throughout the Red Wild, ever since the fall of their city, Hyperborea. They are the least numerous of the tribes, though once they were the most powerful.

Selvan, The: The Selvan is a thick, impenetrable hybrid forest planted shortly after the Exile in the Western Wild. It guards the Red Wild from Colonia, and runs hundreds of miles north to south.

Scholars, The: One of the Seekers’ Seven Sects, the Scholars focus on the pursuit of knowledge. They study history and the Xenofold, and maintain the Seekers’ library in the Sanctum. They also do field work, exploring ancient ruins and collecting artifacts. Above all the other Sects, besides the Prophets, they seek the Prophecy of Annara.

Second Darkness, The: It is foretold in the Prophecy of Annara (one of the few details that is collectively remembered) that a Second Darkness is to come, far worse than the first. The time, place, and manner of this Second Darkness is unknown, but it is believed that its events are accurately predicted in the Prophecy of Annara, which has been lost for over two centuries. It is believed that Annara herself is to return, uniting humanity with her Army of the Dawn.

Seekers, The: The Seekers are a select group of Elekai whose strength of blood and training gives them a much stronger connection to the Xenofold than the average Elekai. This grants them unique Gifts, and depending on their Gifts, each Seeker belongs to one of the Seven Sects of the Seekers – the Champions, Augurs, Clerics, Sages, Judges, Scholars, or Prophets. At one time, the Seekers were numerous, at the group’s height numbering over a thousand strong, but over time their numbers have lessened, when those born with the potential to manifest a connection to the Xenofold became less common. Today, the Seekers number some quarter thousand, though only about half of that number will be present in the Sanctum at any one time. Along with the Seekers are apprentices and initiates, who outnumber the Seekers themselves; but a high turnover due to the rigors of training means that initiates that quit or don’t make the cut are replaced almost as quickly as they leave.

Seekers’ Dome: A domed chamber that makes up most of the western wing of the Seekers’ Sanctum. Constructed in 280 A.R. along with the rest of the Sanctum, the Dome is the main meeting place for the Seekers to debate and enact resolutions. Judgments are also pronounced here, of Elekai, of distant personages such as rulers, and of the Seekers themselves. A mural on the domed ceiling depicts the final battle of the First Darkness, and is considered to be the finest of its kind in the world.

Seekers’ Grove: The Seekers’ Grove lies within the Sanctum’s outer walls, taking the majority of the space within the courtyard. It is larger in the front than it is on the sides or in the back, and it covers a large area in which there are trees – both native and hybrid varieties – along with gardens, streams, and xen. Different areas of the Grove contain different types of flora. Several Great Silverwoods are grown here, but as with the rest of the Sanctum, the Grove is only a little over a hundred years old, so the Trees haven’t grown to their full height. The Sages and their apprentices are responsible for growing and shaping the Grove, and much of its plant life can be seen growing along the western face of Nava Mountain.

Seekers’ Sanctum: The Seekers’ Sanctum was founded in 280 A.R and serves as the Seekers’ home. It is constructed at the foot of Nava Mountain, which none but Seekers may climb.

Seste: The smallest denomination of currency in Colonia. One thousand sestes is worth one talent.

Seven Sects: The Seven Sects of the Seekers are the Champions, the Augurs, the Judges, the Scholars, the Sages, the Clerics, and the Prophets. Depending on the Sect, they serve different purposes within the Order (see their individual entries for details).

Shenshi: A large, domed city on the Californian coast. Controlled by the Shen, it is inaccessible to any but those who live there.

Silence: The meditative point of stillness where an Elekai harmonizes and connects to the Xenofold. Silence is the conduit which allows an Elekai to channel his or her Gifts. Battletrance is a form of Silence. Normally, it takes years of training and discipline to attain this state.

Silverwood: Silverwood is a hybrid tree that grows naturally in the Red Wild. It is used for construction because its trunk grows straight.

Six Gods, The: Elekim, Annara, Samal, Retha, Makai, and Larana are the Six Gods who led humanity to victory at Ragnarok Crater. Elekim sacrificed his life to deal the final blow to Askala, the demon Radaskim goddess. Following the war, the five remaining gods founded the city of Colonia. After establishing the city and having children of their own, they departed to join the Xenofold. Annara, during her time on Earth, wrote the Prophecy of Annara, which predicted the coming of a Second Darkness and what humanity needed to do to prepare. Though the Prophecy was lost, another detail that is remembered, according to the story, is that Annara would return to save the Elekai when the Second Darkness came.

Shen, The: A mysterious people who have little contact with the outside world. They live in various domed enclaves on the Californian coast, the largest of which is Shenshi. About fifty years ago, they conquered Brevia, a Colonian city, in what is known as the Short War, because the Shen ceased attacking as soon as the city was taken.

Subura, The: The Subura is a large area of slums attached to the northern and western section of the city of Colonia. It expands outside the city walls for about half a mile, ending in desert. It is here where Colonia’s poor and most of its gangs exist. It’s not technically a part of Colonia, so the Peacemakers rarely patrol its streets. It’s easy for anyone not familiar with the area to get lost, because its many streets are a virtual maze; no planning was made for them. Most buildings are low and crude, but closer to the city, tenements are common.

Sundering of the Dragons: An event that occurred sometime in the Second Century. The Elder Dragons severed their ties with humanity, along with many Generational Dragons. Some have said they did so because of humanity’s training and breeding of Mindless Askaleen, while others have said it was something else entirely. Regardless, the Elder Dragons no longer speak with the human Elekai, and not a one has been seen in over two centuries. This event has faded into myth, so much so that many don’t even believe Elder Dragons exist. Some Generational Dragons have contact with humanity, though most of it is fleeting. Most Elder and Generational Dragons greatly distrust humanity, for reasons humanity itself has long forgotten.

Talent: The largest denomination of currency in Colonia, and also a standard of weight. One thousand sestes equals one talent of gold.

Three Tribes, The: The Three Tribes is a bit of a misnomer – there are far more than three Elekai tribes. However, the name refers to those Tribes whose nobility is of the Godsblood – that is, direct descendants of the Six Gods. Elekim and Annara gave rise to the Annajen, Samal and Retha to the Samalites, and Makai and Larana to the Makai. Not to be confused with the so-called Wild Tribes, which refers to any Elekai tribe that isn’t one of the Three.

Twelve Gifts: The Twelve Gifts are Dragonspeech, Inherence, Calling, Telepathy, Agronomy, Insight, Prophecy, Visions, Battletrance, Silence, Sustenance, and Xenohealing. A Seeker’s Gifts strongly influence the Sect they belong to. It is suspected that there are many Lost Gifts, all record of which were lost in the sack of Hyperborea or during the Exile from Colonia.

Wild Tribes: The Wild Tribes refer to any Elekai tribe who isn’t one of the Three Tribes. Their lack of the Godsblood is the main distinguisher between the two. The First Century, also known as the Great Dawn, saw the creation of many Elekai, particularly in the earlier part of the century. While the descendants of the gods became known as the Godsblood, many typical humans were drawn by the power of the Red Wild, entering and living in it and becoming subject to the process of Xenogenesis, thus transforming into Elekai. It is said thousands of people were so drawn. While many remained in the Red Wild, forming the Wild Tribes, many yet returned to Colonia, where, over time, their descendants formed an aristocracy within Colonian society.

The Wild Tribes have lived in the Red Wild almost from the beginning, but traditionally, those of the Godsblood have a stronger connection to the Xenofold. However, in more recent times, there is no difference in power between those of the Godsblood and those of the Wild Tribes.

Xen: Formerly known as xenofungus, the xen is the term given to the vast spreading of fungus that forms the basis of the entire Red Wild. From it, trees, plants, and crops grow, and all Elekai live in harmony with it. Furthermore, any with the ability to manifest can connect to the xen, which collectively forms a consciousness known as the Xenofold, at the head of which rule Elekim and Annara alongside the rest of the gods. It is the xen and the Elekai’s connection to it that forms the basis of all their abilities, called Gifts.

Xenofold: The Xenofold is the collective conscious of the vast neural network of the xen. It is the collective mind of all that is Elekai, and an Elekai’s strength of blood determines their ability to connect with it. This connection either manifests naturally through the Gift of Inherence, or it must be trained. The vast majority of Elekai, however, cannot train a Gift, but they still enjoy small boons offered by the Xenofold, such as being able to receive Xenohealing, or being able to eat certain plants grown from the xen without succumbing to sickness.

Xenofont, The: The Xenofont was one of the wonders of Hyperborea, and the first to be constructed. It was a deep well, made from directing the xen to grow deep into the earth, until it tapped the ichor of the Sea of Creation, which made possible the construction of the vast city.

Xenogenesis: Xenogenesis occurred mostly in the early First Century and during the Ragnarok War. It was an era marked by explosive growth of the xen, characterized by many ichorous lakes, rivers, and streams, and the absorption of many forms of native Earth life into the Xenofold. The process of Xenogenesis can obey either Elekai or Radaskim directives, and it was the victory of the Elekai over the Radaskim during the Ragnarok War that made it possible for the Elekai to take control of the process. During the Great Dawn, many humans, who later became the Wild Tribes, became Elekai when they were guided by dreams and visions into the Red Wild. It was during this time that Elekai humans enjoyed a very close connection to the Red Wild, and first began learning how to direct its energy to grow trees and plants, while also learning to evolve new ones.

Xenogenesis began slowing during the second half of the First Century, and the Great Blight’s multicolored hues began to subside into a subtle red, apparently a sign of maturity. It was around this time that the Great Blight began to be called the Red Wild. It no longer expanded; ichor existed only beneath the surface except in rare circumstances; and no more human Elekai were created from among humanity. Creatures native to the Wild, such as dragons, also were no longer created within the ichor, meaning any dragons that were created had to come about naturally.

Xenoplast: The biomolecule within all xen-based plant life responsible for the absorption of light. It absorbs colors in all spectrums but red, which is what gives xenolife its naturally red hue.
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