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 Chapter One –  Brothers and Bondmates 
 
      
 
    Sitting herself down in the chair she often used when she could no longer tolerate the confines of being enclosed in a small room, Siri Ventus, the Goddess of Wind, allowed herself a moment or two to compose her scattered thoughts. Here, on the roof of the building where she had only recently taken up residence, the air was clean and clear, but it had taken more of an effort than she would have liked to reach her destination. She had long ago accepted her blindness as a simple fact of her life, but that didn’t mean she had necessarily enjoyed the experience. In the centuries since she had taken his blindness for herself, she had taken solace that her brother no longer suffered the debilitating visions that had accompanied his lack of sight. But never had she been grateful for the inability to look through her own eyes to see the world around her. 
 
    Serat Caeli. Although his name was ever in her heart and mind, it had never passed her lips since last she had looked upon his face, some several hundred years ago. It was odd, she mused, how she could still remember details from when they were young, and even recall the sound of his laughter. Despite his terrible affliction and horrific visions, in those moments when he was lucid and aware, he had ever been one to find something to laugh about. He would gasp as the visions stopped their mad march across his mind’s eye and then he would smile at her. There was a special quality to the sound he made when he gasped that had always alerted her the visions had stopped. At least for the moment. Serat, her twin, had been born without sight in the physical world. Plagued with sudden, searing visions of the past, present, and future intersecting each other in a dizzying disarray, the images were less than useless, and often a source of great distress for her ever-so-slightly younger brother. And for her. The smile he gave her when released from the horrors visited upon him had been the most-precious of treasures to Siri. He, though, had only ever seen her smile once she could no longer see his, when she had taken his blindness upon herself.  
 
    She had been frightened that the terrifying visions would accompany the blindness, but she’d done it just the same. The inability to see had been alarming enough in its own right, but Siri had been grateful, as time passed, to discover she would not have to endure the same plight as her brother had. They were both surprised to discover the visions no longer belonged to Serat either. She had spent long hours over the past many years contemplating what they’d lost by eliminating the visions altogether. Perhaps many of the great mysteries of the Universe would have been revealed to Serat. Were they nothing more than his dreams? Or had they been prophecies? Perhaps new ideas and concepts! No matter, she often scolded herself. The important thing – the only thing of importance whatsoever – was that she had provided her brother with a life absent of the images which had driven him insane. 
 
    With her eyelids closed, she tilted her head back, feeling the gentle breeze upon the skin of her face. It was fully dark she knew, and she didn’t need eyes to know that the moon was on fire. Lumas was a powerful deity, perhaps the most-powerful she had ever encountered; that she was now engulfed in flame was evidence enough to Siri that her aid was, indeed, urgently required. Still, she hesitated a moment longer, considering. Perhaps her wisest course of action would be to leave after all. And why not? It was still possible Amphedia and the others might defeat Sov, or push him far enough away that he could do no more harm. 
 
      
 
    And yet, the smile she remembered so fondly on the face of her brother returned to her over and over, reminding her she had never seen her granddaughter, Nieva, smile. Sighing, Siri Ventus stood, raising her arms. East she faced, ever east. The east wasn’t solely the domain of the Sun God, although so few remembered it was the rising wind from the east which so often brought new beginnings and a whisper of hope. Inhaling deeply, she called out her brother’s name. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
      
 
    The night sky was eerie and unsettling, reminiscent of standing near a blazing fire, but without the heat. Tyran shivered, despite the warmth of the night. Given normal circumstances, she knew she would usually be wrapped in heavier clothing, with near-frozen toes, given that her winter shoes had worn out last year and she hadn’t yet replaced them, but the weather was still mild despite the lateness of the season. Honsa had harped on the changing weather for years, a topic which she found tedious and boring, of course. His patience was renown, and often insufferable, but, she had to admit, he’d often been right even when she had wished he hadn’t been. Nor did he ever gloat or make her feel as though she’d been impatient. He had often gone out of his way to tell her how much he valued her opinion, even when hers was completely opposite of his own. Rarely had she taken him at his word. She wondered what he would have to say about the spectacle taking place above them now. Surely, no matter where he was in the world, he would be witnessing the same terrifying scene she was. 
 
    She couldn’t help but to shiver once more, reliving both the awe and the terror of having watched Amphedia transform into the … she wasn’t even sure what to call it … the creature she had become. Something similar to a bird, she supposed, but only if a bird could be said to be terrifying. If Amphedia, the Goddess of the Seas, had been intimidating when she had transformed into a towering version of herself made completely of water, with dangerous lashing tentacles, then she had been tenfold as terrible as some kind of bird-like creature. Tyran had been sure she was going to die when the Storm Goddess had first arrived in the village, demanding answers to questions nobody had asked in several generations. Especially once the Storm Goddess had aimed her ire directly at her. She could feel her scalp tingle even now remembering when Amphedia had trained her angry green eyes in her direction. 
 
    But when the goddess had transformed into the bird-like creature, Amphedia had done nothing to suggest her intention to harm anyone at all. Just the size of her had been overwhelming. Who could possibly have guessed she could do such a thing? Not in all the dreams Tyran had visited, had she ever felt so completely paralyzed. And yet, there was a part of her had that wanted desperately to reach out and touch the creature she had become. Despite the enormous claws, beak, and barbed tail, she had been mesmerized, and even enchanted. To have witnessed such a thing was thoroughly awe-inspiring.  
 
    She had watched the creature take flight, becoming even larger as she had flown further and further away, stunned. She’d wanted to call out to her to come back, to take her with her, to let her fight at her side. It was a childish notion, of course, but a very real desire. She’d thought of Honsa then, and Ordan. And even Ceirat. How could she not? She’d wanted to share her experiences with her fellow mezhdu , so they would feel the same amazement. She had wondered, too, if they were experiencing the wash of fear from the people they were with. Each of them would feel it differently, especially poor Ordan. If the people they were with were reacting to Amphedia’s flight the way her own people were, he might very well be overwhelmed with their emotions. 
 
    Tentatively, she reached out to him through the bond they shared. She rarely reached out to any of them, and when she did, she almost always chose to bond with Honsa. He was the least-likely to be startled or angry for her intrusion. But she knew how deeply Ordan felt the emotions others imposed on him, and hoped to be able to provide him with a little extra stability in what she was sure would be a time of need for him. She knew he would also be able to feel her own fears, but she had long ago learned she could trust him not to betray her. Nor, she had been surprised to discover, did he hold her own prejudices against her. She had found it impossible to trust him for quite some time because he was so much younger than the rest of them, and often lacked what she considered to be appropriate decorum and attentiveness to the serious matters the four of them were charged with considering. And yet, despite their differences, Ordan had fit in smoothly with all of them. Sometimes she even thought, perhaps, the other three fit better together without her. Ordan, though, had privately assured her that she was as important and as welcome as everyone else was. And he had been the only one of them to turn to her for help privately. 
 
    There were few who would hesitate to consult with Honsa because of his connection to the land, no matter their fear of the answers he might provide. And many actively sought Ceirat’s special insight in deciding whether future endeavors might bring fruition or ruin. Few, though, cared to ask for Ordan’s thoughts, fearful he would expose their own emotions in ways that would make them feel vulnerable or weak. And her own magical specialty was the least-sought after of all, no matter how she worked to get people to trust her. Dreams could be frightening, no matter if they were true visions of the future, or simply vivid nightmares created by fear of one’s own vulnerabilities. And sometimes, they were echoes of a past the dreamers had never experienced themselves. People whose ancestors were magical beings, she had discovered, were subject to dreams of places, events, and people the dreamers themselves could never have witnessed, no matter if the dreamer possessed magical abilities themselves or not. It was these who were more-likely to seek her out than any of the others. And so had Ordan. 
 
    He’d been called upon to visit an extremely old woman near the southern-most outpost; a sparsely-populated region of the mountains not far from the desert. It was not uncommon for the infrequent visitors to the region to discover men and women who had died alone if they stopped to knock on a door or two. These were usually people from Tyran’s great-great grandparents’ time who insisted on living alone no matter the wishes of their family members. They were uncomfortable living in close vicinity to others, though were seldom able to articulate why they felt this way. All had raised their families in close proximity to their friends and neighbors, but once their own children began to have children of their own, they found they could no longer tolerate the sounds, smells, and feel of having so many others too close. 
 
    Tyran’s own theory was that their dreams were filled with the memories of their ancestors and the lives they had lived as slaves within the boundaries of Nohoyo. No matter that the men and women who had actually lived in fear and captivity all of their lives, until they had been rescued, would never have wished for their children and grandchildren to re-live their own experiences – the magic which defined them had its own say in the matter. It was rare, indeed, that a descendant of one of these would have called upon Ordan to attend her before she died, but that is exactly what had happened. And it had shaken him badly enough that he’d sought her out to help in sorting out his own dreams. 
 
    The old woman, Yujin, had asked him to hold her hand while she shared some of her memories with Ordan. Most of what she had spoken of was from her childhood, a time – by all accounts – she had enjoyed tremendously. She remembered being strong and agile, running, dancing, playing games, even singing. Ordan had frowned when he told her of what Yujin had shared, surprised by some of the details and off-hand descriptions of the environment in which she had grown up. She had not been raised in Nohoyo herself. She couldn’t have been. Perhaps her own grandparents or great-grandparents may have been born and raised in that wicked place, but Yujin had been born and raised in the Midbar. And yet the stories she shared made it sound as if she had been raised in far-away Nohoyo. 
 
    Yujin’s skin had been thin, her bones prominent. Though her voice was soft and raspy from lack of use over the preceding several years living alone, it was obvious she had taken delight in sharing her memories with Ordan. He’d stayed with her for three days and four nights, the husk of her body deteriorating further each day, but her eyes had stayed bright and her voice had been steady. She had insisted that he learn a song before she would lay down the burden of her life. It was a children’s song; more of a chant, Tyran thought. The tune itself had long been lost to those who’d once sung it, and Yujin hadn’t had the strength of breath to do more than to repeat the words in a general sing-song rhythm.  
 
    The chant had haunted Ordan’s dreams, making him feel afraid of some unnamed, impending doom. He’d said he felt foolish for approaching her with the dream, but was exhausted from both the lack of sleep and the feeling that his own life was, somehow, in peril. Indeed, he’d been near to hysteria, physically shaking, and unable to stop jumping at each unexpected noise when he’d finally come to her for help. He’d confessed of being afraid he was giving into paranoia, because he was beginning to feel certain the entire world was in danger. Running his fingers through the hair of his bowed head, he had whispered that he was no longer certain whether he was being paranoid, or if his fears were real. Tyran had ended up having to give him strong herbs in order to get him into a sound enough sleep to read his dreams. And once he was fully asleep, his unconscious thoughts turned immediately to Yujin’s memories. 
 
    It was the most vivid expression of memories Tyran had ever encountered, as if she, herself, was standing within the walls and streets of Nohoyo. She even knew this hidden realm had once been called “Taiyo no Hoyo,” or “Embrace of the Sun” in its earliest days. That wasn’t something she’d known before. She’d never heard any of the descendants of the first people from Nohoyo call it by its proper name, so was both excited and a little disturbed that she would discover this tidbit of information from a memory buried within a dream. 
 
    As she stood in the abandoned city with a huge stone building looming in front of her, she cocked her head when she thought she heard a snippet of a song. Holding her breath, she listened for it to be repeated. When she heard nothing after a short time, she stepped forward, only to turn quickly to her right when she heard it again. There, in front of her, was a small boy of, perhaps, eight years. He wasn’t looking at her, though. Instead, he was turned away from her, pantomiming some kind of dance or performance while chanting a tune. So intent was he on what he was doing, he didn’t seem to notice her at all. 
 
    Tyran had spent a considerable time exploring Ordan’s dream, discovering the boy took no notice of her whatsoever, even when she addressed him directly while standing in front of him. Nor did he seem to be alone. Although she never saw any of the others with whom he was obviously interacting, the boy sometimes broke out laughing, or made a remark to someone she couldn’t see. The only time he seemed to react to her was when she had taken several steps away from him, to explore more of the city. He stopped completely, in mid-chant, with one foot raised, and his hands cradling the “seed” he had just been singing about. Too, instead of remaining solid, as she had expected, the wall in front of her faded to black. 
 
    Intrigued, Tyran explored the entire area, discovering that only a small space of the dream was accessible to her, all around the boy, as if he was standing in the center of a purposeful circle. Most of her own people, along with the descendants of Nohoyo frequently used circles when performing a wide variety of rituals, so she wasn’t entirely surprised. And yet, she hadn’t considered that the boy had been engaged in a ritual of some sort until she realized he was standing in a circle. 
 
    She had only been half-heartedly listening to the boy’s chant during her inspection of the area, but once there was nothing more for her to see, she stood listening to the words, eventually singing along until she felt she had them memorized. 
 
      
 
    Deep in the earth, the seed won’t grow, 
 
    No, no, no. the seed won’t grow.  
 
    Deep in the earth, the crystal glows. 
 
    And the sun will rise again.  
 
      
 
    Dancing in fire, the seed will grow, 
 
    Grow, grow, grow, the seed will grow. 
 
    Dying in fire, the seed will grow, 
 
    And the sun will rise again.  
 
      
 
    With death’s red eyes, the seed will crack, 
 
    Crack, crack, crack, the seed will crack. 
 
    Once it breaks, the light comes back, 
 
    And the sun will rise again. 
 
      
 
    Glowing crystal, bright sacred seed, 
 
    Shine, shine, shine, bright sacred seed. 
 
    Death reaches out, fulfills the need. 
 
    Now the Sun Child flies free.  
 
    Once she had memorized the chant, Tyran returned to the place in the circle where she had first entered the dream, preparing to disengage herself. Inhaling deeply as she closed her eyes, she realized the boy had stopped singing, so opened them again, only to find the boy had moved closer to her and was looking directly at her. Startled, she gasped. Looking up at her, he said “Seek out the Tadashi child for the forgotten verse.”  Then he disappeared and she found herself fully awake, with her hands on Ordan’s head, where she had placed them to begin her exploration of his dream. 
 
    Before she had died, Yujin had told Ordan the song had been forbidden by some parents because it spoke too freely of death, and while she said it had never scared the children, the parents were frightened by it. And yet, the song had persisted through hundreds of years and through the descendants of a people far removed from their homeland. 
 
    It was odd, Tyran thought, that Ordan’s dream, and it’s strange, long-forgotten childhood chant, should come to her now, as she was reaching out to him to provide comfort and stability in what she thought might be his time of need. When she had discussed the dream with him all those months ago – had it already been nearly two years ago? – she had advised him to replace the chant with one more familiar, and to allow Yujin’s memories to fade from his active thought process. Magic wasn’t something one could easily define with any hope of accuracy, she’d told him. And while there may be some larger purpose for Yujin having shared her memories, she could find no evidence of it. They had worked together for several weeks before Ordan had felt comfortable enough to call a halt to their sessions and he’d never mentioned any of it since. Nor had Tyran overheard him chanting the song again. How very odd that she was thinking of all of this now. 
 
    And then he was there. Or, what was left of him. Breathing steadily to avoid reacting to the condition in which she found him, Tyran searched further to determine what had caused him to be so thoroughly brutalized. Pushing away her questions as to how he came to be hurt so badly, she concentrated on reaching through the haze of his pain to shore up his emotional wellbeing, while considering how to ease his pain. She could feel the magical energy of someone else doing much the same, but didn’t recognize the feel of the other person. How odd! Who else would be tending to Ordan, other than another mezhdu ? Once again pushing aside the urgent questions automatically inserting themselves into her thought process, she quickly realized she would have to invoke the bond between the two of them, as well as with Honsa and Ceirat in order to have any hope of saving him. 
 
    A moment later she nearly screamed out loud with frustration and, she had to admit to herself, fear. Ordan wasn’t the only one who had been hurt. All three of them had been. She couldn’t imagine how she was going to be able to help all of them at the same time, and without any help at all. Covering her eyes with her hand as she disconnected, Tyran felt hot tears streaming down her cheeks. She’d never felt so absolutely useless in all of her life. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two – Unshattered 
 
      
 
    Rajesh knew the others were watching him, even without looking at them. He was scratching his beard, and if ever there was an indication of his emotional turmoil, scratching his beard was it. No matter if he was annoyed,  indecisive, or taken aback by something unexpected, he always found his left hand raised to his face to stroke his beard. It was an irritating habit. Especially when he found himself actually scratching at the skin beneath the growth, or pulling individuals hairs. Dropping his hand back to his side, he sighed deeply. There was far too much going on in the shield room for him to be able to determine whether Giya was finally in need of his services or not.  
 
    Ever since she had returned to Nohoyo, he had known it was entirely possible that this would be the time he and those like him would be needed. Never had he, nor any of his predecessors, ever stepped in to help her since Giya had drawn her first breath upon this world. Indeed, it was their greatest source of pride that she had remained ignorant of their existence. But the magic and raw power coming from the shield room made it completely impossible for him to determine whether or not she was in danger, and so he did something no one in the history of the Ahadi had done. He called the three others of his order into action. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
      
 
    Vray thought he might vomit when he opened his eyes to find himself back inside the shield room. He was exactly where he’d meant to be, precisely where he had envisioned himself, but he hadn’t been prepared for the emotional impact of standing in the very place from which he had escaped. The place of his birth. The place where he had grown up, and where he had learned his own magical talents lay in being becoming a Fire Tender. The place where he had taken hundreds of lives for the glory of the Sun God. The place where he had murdered men, women, and children beyond count. 
 
    He had let himself to get so caught up in helping the others he had, somehow, allowed himself to forget he had vowed to never return here alive. He could feel himself quivering; could see his hands in front of him shaking. Memories came crashing back, flowing through him, as if an unending line of those whose lives he had taken was standing in front of him. He could see faces, remember voices, and the eyes of those he’d killed – he had allowed himself to close his memories and his heart to all those eyes. Whether they stared at him in challenge and hatred, or whether they were downcast, refusing to acknowledge him or his role in their deaths – he saw them all. Sometimes he didn’t see their eyes until they were dying. Sometimes not until the full of the moon after they had died. But he had seen them all. All of his life, he had seen all of their eyes, begging, accusing, crying, defiant, confused, bereft. And the worst of all: those filled with relief they no longer had to live in fear and pain.  
 
    He could hear Sakari’s voice and understood what she was doing, but was unable to move. He knew he should be doing something, but was unable to process what he was seeing. A small part of his consciousness mocked him, reminding him that he’d thought the only reason the others wanted him with them was so that he would be able to drain the life from anyone they might encounter. That, and the fact that his eyes glowed red, as supposedly foretold in some dusty, old prophecy that may or may not have any basis in truth. He remembered thinking he would trick Sahil and the rest of them by refusing to kill anyone they encountered, and would only drain some of their life force instead of killing them outright. And now, here he was, face to face with reality and he could do nothing. He, who had lived in fear all of his life, and thought he had become so accustomed to it that it could no longer touch him – he stood here, doing nothing, unable to act, unable to even think, except to taunt himself for his failures. 
 
    No! his mind suddenly screamed at him when he finally began to piece together what he was seeing. There were other Fire Tenders here! Here, in the shield room, in the middle of the night. And they were chained to the wall! He couldn’t get past the thought they should not be here. The chains were an abomination! He felt anger rising up inside of him. There were rules and this violated everything. They should not be here! Not when the sun wasn’t shining. They should not! 
 
    He realized he recognized most of the faces, even though some were turned away from him. He wasn’t sure what else was going on, but it seemed that the woman standing in the middle of the room – was she a woman? Or something else? She felt entirely different than anyone else he’d ever encountered in his life –with her arms outstretched, was creating an energy shield of some sort. But was she protecting herself from the Fire Tenders, or was she attacking them? The other woman standing beside her was also engulfed in the energy blast, but Vray didn’t understand why. It was just too confusing. And why were most of the Fire Tenders looking towards the ceiling? What was happening here? And where was this “Sun Child” he was supposed to help anyway? 
 
    When he felt the energy swirl nearby, he knew the others had arrived. Eruitt, who named himself as the apprentice to the Earth Goddess, Giya. Aidena, who had pinned him to the ground when they’d first met because she’d been afraid of him, but who had since proven to be the kindest among this group of strangers. Kaya, whose family’s history stretched back through hundreds of years and whose ancestor had been the first to hear of the prophecy directly from Lumas, the Goddess of Beauty. Sahil, who was a very old man from Bila, who had told everyone of the prophecy and who was the only one not affected when Vray had drained the life force from most of the others when he’d felt threatened by the sudden events happening all around him. And Than, who had been sent by Bila’s emperor to either kill Sahil, or bring him back to Bila for the crime of having caused the death of the emperor’s daughter. And, of course, Sakari, who rightfully blamed him for the death of her friend. 
 
    All of them possessed powerful magic, for good or for ill. Under any other circumstances, he would have trusted none of them, but they were united in their fear of the Sun God destroying the world. And they needed him because of the prophecy Sahil had told them. 
 
    “She warned them of the times to come, of a time of fire and chaos. She told them if they did not ward against it together, a day would come when Sov would rule them all, and that he would become cruel and disdainful. She told them that if they failed in maintaining balance and that time came to pass, there would be one whose eyes would burn as red as Sov’s fire, and that man or woman must be the one to shatter the crystal seed so the Sun Child could be released.” 
 
    Vray looked at the woman who was creating the surge of energy in the middle of the room and realized she was aware of him. Given the strange feel of her, he was sure she had become aware of him and Sakari as soon as they had appeared in the shield room; yet she had done nothing more than to glance their way. Now, though, with more strangers appearing without warning, the look on her face had changed. She wasn’t going to be as likely to overlook six strangers arrayed against her as she would only two. Only a moment or two had passed since he had arrived, transported by the magic Sahil and the others had used, but he had a feeling everyone in the room was standing on the cusp of an explosive situation. Vray knew if he could slow things down, as he’d been able to do before, when Kaya had arrived in the place where Sahil and Sakari had set their trap, setting off a startling series of unexpected reactions from everyone, then it was less likely anyone would be hurt or killed. In the deepest part of him, it was more important than anything to him that he not be the cause of any more deaths. 
 
    Quickly raising his hands to put everyone to sleep, he was interrupted by the arrival of two men and two women on the far side of where the woman who held the Fire Tenders captive in her energy surge was standing. Deciding to expand his reach in order to include them in his plans, he let loose a small portion of the terrible force of his magic. He could feel several of the others among his traveling companions standing behind him releasing energy at the same time, knowing some of them were, undoubtedly, aiming their energies at him – hoping to stop him. He was unconcerned, knowing none of them would kill him, while none of them had any idea whether he would return the favor. 
 
    But even as he felt the impact of the energy from three different sources, causing him to physically jerk forward, almost losing his footing, he realized he wasn’t being affected by the magic that should have, at the very least, sent him flying, or should have pinned him to the ground. Nor, he noticed with some alarm, had his own magic put any of the others to sleep. 
 
    “Stop this at once!” one of the men who had just arrived shouted. Vray knew he was staring, but was unable to tear his gaze away. The four newcomers were wearing clothing like nothing he had ever seen before. It shifted in color and texture, even as the man was standing still. It seemed to be adapting to the lighting and colors of the shield room – as if it was designed to hide him in plain sight. Even the color of his skin seemed to be changing. And more – it seemed as though the very features of his face were changing. Quickly glancing at the others who had entered the room with the man, it seemed to Vray that their clothing, their faces, and even their shapes and sizes seemed to be fluid, changing as they each looked at the different people in the room around him. He knew without any doubt whatsoever he had never seen anything like these four people before in Nohoyo. Not ever. 
 
    He watched as the man walked towards the powerful woman standing between them, the others of his kind following behind him. When the woman released the energy she’d been holding on the Fire Tenders, Vray felt a physical sense of relief. He knew, in that moment, his own reason for agreeing to come with Sahil and the others had been some sense of duty, responsibility, or even guilt for the other Fire Tenders. There was nothing he wanted more than to release all of them from their horrific lives as unwilling murderers. None of them moved in the least; terrified, he knew, that their own lives were in terrible jeopardy with no say in what might happen to them. It was ironic, he knew, that they were capable of lethal action, with the mere touch of a hand, and yet they were cowering against the wall, hoping against hope that someone else would be the one to suffer this time. 
 
    Then the man with the strange clothing and skin did something Vray did not expect. He stopped several steps away from the powerful woman in the middle of the room, and fell to one knee, bowing his head. The three with him echoed his movements. Vray felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end, wondering who the woman was. Nor did he have long to wait to find out. He heard someone hiss behind him and nearly jumped out of his skin. He turned quickly around to find it was Eruitt standing so close to him he was nearly breathing down his neck, literally. Finding someone else standing so close to him without having realized it made his skin crawl. What if it had been a Kasai? He would never have known, because he would have been dead. And where were all the Kasai anyway? Why had all the commotion in the shield room not brought them running? There were too many questions he didn’t have the answers for. 
 
    “What are they doing?” Eruitt asked him. 
 
    “I don’t know. I have never seen them before,” Vray answered honestly. “Who is she?”  From the look Eruitt shot him, he was obviously shocked, perhaps even appalled that Vray didn’t already know. Which, of course, gave him the answer to his question before Eruitt even opened his mouth to say “Giya.” 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    So it was true. For many, many years Giya had thought she had seen others following her from time to time. Not “someone” but more of a some “thing.”  The few times she’d had the feeling of being watched, when she knew for certain she had been alone, she had sensed nothing and no one more than the vague feeling of what she came to call a shade. She had completely dismissed the idea of any person following her, certain there was no one who might have hoped to have done so for long. She was, after all, the Earth Goddess, and could feel every living thing at any moment in time, whether it be a single blade of grass, a spider hidden in the smallest crevice of a rock, or a bird overhead. Of course, her first inclination in the matter was to have blamed Amphedia, or perhaps even Siri Ventus. Who else? She would have felt the presence of anyone else, no matter if they were human, sprite, spirit, or some kind of deity. 
 
    “Whom do you serve?” she asked, looking down at the man in front of her, her hands firmly inside the cuffs of her robe. She could feel anger niggling at the corners of her mind. Instead of stomping down on it, though, as was her usual reaction to those few things which upset her, she allowed it to grow. This was her world. These were her people. She would not be stalked nor interfered with. She would not allow it. 
 
    When he raised his face to speak, though, she needed nothing more than to look into his eyes to know the truth of the matter. Glancing quickly to the others with him, she was unable to verify her suspicions because their eyes were still either closed, or looking towards the floor of the shield room where they knelt before her. Still, she knew what she would find once she looked into each of their eyes. His words only confirmed what she already knew in the moment her eyes met his. The silvery moonlight dancing through his eyes gave him away. 
 
    “We serve your other self, My Lady Giya, and have always done so since the moment of your creation.” 
 
    “Lumas,” Giya spat the name. 
 
    “You are one, and so has she protected that part of herself bound to this existence.” 
 
    “Existence!” Giya felt herself shout. “Is that what you call my life? An “existence?”  As if it is some burden or something less than what she experiences?” 
 
    “She races through the stars, My Lady. Through time and space. You are bound here. You are the most precious part of her.”  The man paused. “Would she have given less to Sov, her heart, than her own heart? You are that part of her, My Lady.”  He closed his eyes again, bowing his head. Hiding his beautifully dangerous eyes. 
 
    She could feel every heartbeat in those surrounding her. The Fire Tenders, so filled with fear and self-loathing she wanted to tear down the very building in which they were all standing so as to ensure none of them would ever have to fear again. Eruitt’s heart was bristling with determination and a bit of awe. He wanted nothing so much as to be standing next to her, to ensure her safety. He was eager, she knew, to earn his place. Hadia, who was standing next to her, was alarmed that there were yet more people in this world about whom she had never learned. But she had long ago learned the value of stillness, so her heart was strong and steady, perhaps even calm. She felt the astonishment in the others, and the strong desire to take some kind of action, but they hesitated, uncertain what kind of threat these newcomers posed. Indeed, she wondered the same thing. 
 
    “What is your purpose here?” she asked. 
 
    “My Lady, we have only revealed ourselves to you after long centuries of having the joyful duty of protecting you from harm because of the great disturbance we felt coming from this room. And yet, it seems as though my decision to aid you has been in error. You have no need of protection beyond that which you can provide yourself. Will you help me to understand what has happened here?” 
 
    Giya felt her lips twitch in what she knew was amusement, almost diminishing the anger she’d felt only a moment ago. Almost. Her rage at having been stalked throughout the entirety of her “existence” was in full bloom. What, exactly, was she if she was subject to being monitored? Rarely had she questioned that, while she and Lumas were of the same the eternal being, they were, indeed, separate. Never had she considered resenting that small fact until this very moment. 
 
    Lumas, had, indeed, been the first of them. She was a being who had traveled through time and space and could choose to do so even now, should she desire. Giya was fully aware that she never would. This world was her home, and would ever be, no matter the eons she might live. She had only casually pondered the question of her own survival if the world itself was ever destroyed. Even now, when it seemed as though just such a cataclysmic event was upon them. She had no proof that she was immortal nor that she would enjoy eternal life, but she sensed that her own essence would continue in the same form that she enjoyed today. She wouldn’t “die,” and be reborn into another lifetime, she would simply continue. The “how” had never seemed particularly important, nor had the question of what kind of “form” or “body” she would possess. 
 
    And what purpose did these four individuals kneeling in front of her serve? What protection could they possibly offer if Amphedia and Denit were unable to prevent Sov from crashing into the planet? Even if she were to survive such an horrific event – how would Lumas be able to claim she had remained unharmed? Her greatest fear throughout the centuries had been that Lumas would, one day, determine it best served her own purposes to, somehow, unmake her. If she had, indeed, been created by the act of Lumas separating a part of herself into a new entity, did that mean she would be able to re-absorb or re-attach that part of her that had become uniquely “Giya” so that only Lumas remained? 
 
    Should Denit, somehow, be destroyed, that part of Denit which had come from her would not be returned to her, any more than “parts” of a human child would be returned to its parents should it encounter an untimely demise. Chared’s mother, P’onyem, though, had done exactly that. Much like she had been created when Lumas purposefully removed a part of herself to create a new being, so had P’onyem been created when she had done the same. And that part of her which had been used to create P’onyem had, indeed, returned to her when she had died. But while P’onyem had been alive, Giya knew she would not have been able to have unmade the woman on a whim. She would have had to have murdered P’onyem if there had been some reason important enough to have needed that part of her back. Not once had she considered doing so. P’onyem had been a separate being, a life unto herself, free to make her own choices. Seeing these four strangers here, Giya felt her life imperiled, suddenly altogether uncertain whether Lumas would consider unmaking her now. Especially since she was on fire and may need additional strength to recover once she was rescued from her current state. 
 
    “What is your name?” she finally asked, purposefully evading the man’s request to explain her current situation. 
 
    “I am Rajesh, My Lady. These others are Ozahm, Jahari, and Borja.” 
 
    “Rajesh,” she said, hardening her voice, “if you have, indeed, been following my every step for the whole of my life, how can you not be aware that my daughter has transformed into her true form and is, even now, in flight, on her way to do battle with her father?” 
 
    At this, every head in Rajesh’s party jerked up so they were all looking at her with a mixture of fear and awe in their eyes. 
 
    “Has the crystal been shattered My Lady?” Rajesh asked, a breathlessness in his voice betraying his fear. 
 
    “No,” Hadia raised her chin. “Denit absorbed the crystal before it could be shattered.” 
 
    “Then she will fail and this world will be destroyed.” Rajesh told them, shaking his head with sadness, as he seemed to collapse, until he was sitting on the floor with his head in his hands. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three – Sov Remembers 
 
      
 
    Inhaling deeply, he was surprised to find that he hadn’t actually inhaled at all. And then he remembered. And in remembering, he was sad all over again. And then angry. Filled with rage. And he knew the anger was nothing more than a cover for the fear he felt. The fear of dying. Forever. To never rise again. To never breathe again. To never do anything at all. For the first time ever. 
 
    As his lucid moments became further and further apart, it was becoming more and more difficult to realize he hadn’t, in fact, been lucid at all. He knew it wouldn’t be long before he would forget ever having been a sentient being. But now, at least, his mind was clear, and there was far too little time left to waste on petty emotions like self-pity or anger at the results of poor choices made long ago. 
 
    He had forgotten far too many things until it was too late, and by the time he’d remembered, he had put things in motion he couldn’t take back. Things he would never be able to fix. And there it was again – regret. There was no time for regret! He knew he must remain aware long enough to do what little he could so the beautiful little world he’d created would survive. 
 
    If only he had remembered all of his previous lives before he’d created Taiyo no Hoyo. If only he had never been so vain – and fearful! – he would never have suggested Giya create Denit. He’d been selfish then. Making her was the only way he had known of that would allow him to stay alive. At the time, it had seemed like such a simple and elegant solution. Sov sighed to himself, surprised he was still able to feel his body respond to that simple gesture. 
 
    He’d had the best of intentions when he’d created Taiyo no Hoyo. He hadn’t been quite so panicked then. He would admit to himself – now – that his sole purpose in creating such a place in his beautiful, little world had been to ensure that those who populated his pristine paradise would serve and worship only him. That had been the goal all along. But he’d soon found that such practices hadn’t provided the energy he’d needed to maintain his own, failing health. It hadn’t been enough. It had never been enough. Not ever. Nor would it have ever been enough. But he hadn’t known that then. 
 
    Lumas had warned him. She had. She had done everything in her power to convince him not to take that course of action. And she had begged him not to allow the killings. But he had turned a deaf ear to her. He had argued that he must survive or all of the people of his beautiful, little world would die. She had warned him. She had explained that he must die. She had. But he had been too afraid to trust her. And he had forgotten that he must die in order to live again. It was the way it had always been. He cursed the fact that he would never be able to remember his previous lives until he was close to death. It wasn’t fair! He would have done so many things differently if only he had known he would live again. He had lived and died and lived again many, many times in the eons he had been alive. And now, because he hadn’t trusted Lumas, he would die forever. 
 
    His daughter would rise in his place. Denit. That was her name. She had the seed now. The one that he had created the last time he’d died. The seed that contained the whole essence of his being and rebirth. He had created an entire world around that seed, delighting in his creation and the feeling of new life. He remembered. He remembered everything now. And for a moment, that memory of new life made him feel brand new all over again. But it was too late. He would die again. And soon. Only this time, instead of rising from the ashes, as all beings of his race did, he would turn to stone. To ash. To a solid ball of dead rock. All because he had forgotten who and what he was. He had made the mistake of staying in one place for too long, complacent in the beauty and love he’d found. And now he would die forever.  
 
    He knew, though, in the very heart of his hearts that if he had it to do all over again, he would have chosen to stay, chasing Lumas around the gem of the world he’d created, just so he could share a time with her. He would choose to create the world all over again, watching as the children he’d created with Lumas grew, learned, and evolved. He hoped that if he truly had the chance to do it all again, that he would make better choices, but he wasn’t altogether certain he would. He would soon be dead, and had spent far too long being afraid of dying. Searching for what honesty remained inside of himself, he remembered he had once been a proud, virile, magnificent creature who had roamed the universe and all its wonders, skipping through space and time itself. No, he decided, if he had the chance to squeeze the life out of all of the inhabitants of the small planet he’d created, he would do it even now, if it meant he would live on. He would do anything. Anything at all if he could take back Denit’s life so that he would be the one to rise again from the ashes of the destruction of the world he’d made. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Amphedia remembered the “sky” being much darker the last time she’d spread her wings outside of the atmosphere of a planet, then realized the brightness was, of course, because of her brother’s interference. Too, it been hundreds of years since last she’d taken flight in her natural form and it was entirely possible that even her perception of what she was seeing was much different than it had been when she’d been in human form while on the planet itself. Not to mention she had spent an inordinate amount of time submerged in water while an inhabitant of the planet. For a brief moment, she wondered if she should have transformed sooner in order to adjust to her “new” body’s demands. It didn’t matter whether she should have or not, she knew; unfortunately. She was here and nothing she could do would alter the fact she hadn’t considered doing one thing or another before this very moment. She could only go forward. She could certainly choose to simply leave altogether, but she knew she wasn’t going to. She wanted to destroy her brother for his arrogance and stupidity in threatening to devastate the planet and all the people on it. 
 
    She had caused plenty of death and destruction in her time, she knew, and had even relished doing so. It was in her very nature to both destroy and nourish. Nor was her brother’s nature so very different from her own. But to cause the destruction of an entire civilization was unthinkable. What had he been thinking? Had he even been thinking? How could have not known there would be consequences for his arrogance? 
 
    Even when they’d been very young, their differences had been obvious. Her own actions had always been very purposeful, while his had been wanton. That, perhaps, was why she loathed him more than any other reason. He never stopped to consider the consequences of his actions. In fact, she had been shocked when he had actually created a world instead of rushing without thought through the cosmos, ricocheting from one time to another, from one solar system to another, with little thought or planning – let alone any discernable purpose. And then to have stayed in one place for hundreds of years? She should have known it was going to end badly. It always did when Sov was involved.  
 
    There had been a part of her, though, she had to admit to herself, that had been proud of him for having been so unselfish to have committed to the act of creation. She’d been a fool to think it would last. She realized now, though, that she had hoped it would have. That no matter how she despised him for his lack of consideration and forethought, that this small planet in all the universe would be a lasting haven for … if not exactly peace, then a safe haven of a sort. And it had been. She had been content no matter the chaos. No matter the wars or bitter rivalries between the gods and the impending doom of Siri Ventus’ predictions, Amphedia knew she had been content for the first time in all of her existence. And she resented the fact that it was her own brother who had taken it all away from her. Again. 
 
    Never had she known Sov to be content in what he had. Not ever. Even when they were little more than hatchlings, he always had to have everything for himself. Nor had she been able to compete with him for the smallest scrap of attention, affection, nor nourishment. There had been a time when she had been sad that he was always the center of attention and, perhaps, even jealous. She shook her head, at herself then, her private musings sounding ridiculous to even her own ears. No, she had been jealous of him. Of course she had been. He was bold and courageous. Always in motion. He was a Firebird, a rarity even among the rare creatures of her race. Never had there been more than a double handful of her people alive at any point in time, no matter how far back in history one searched. Almost all were water creatures. Water gods and goddesses. Their natural bodies may resemble birds to some degree, given that all of them possessed strong, healthy wings, but those were rarely used other than to move from one world to another. Or from one point in time to another. More often, her people could be found deep in the oceans and seas of various worlds. Except, of course, for her brother. And the three or four others like him who had been born throughout the course of time. 
 
    When they’d been young, he had often been able to amuse her with his antics. Even when she’d been angry with him. It was only when they had grown older that she had come to resent him.  
 
    And the first time he had died, she had truly been distressed. She hadn’t understood just how different they were until then. She had been so angry at him for being dead. She had raged at his selfishness even then, ignorant of the fact that he’d had no control whatsoever over the way his body had betrayed him. She had mourned and raged over his body, holding him close to her for a time. Then she had cried out in alarm when his corpse had ignited, burning his body until there was nothing left for her to even cry over, other than a white-hot pile of ashes. When he had risen from that pyre, his new body larger than ever before, she had screamed both in panic, and then in joy. But he … he hadn’t even looked at her. He had never acknowledged her pain. He had simply flown away without a word. She had hated him ever since. 
 
    And now, finally, she would be able to make sure he would never be able to hurt anyone else ever again. She would make sure of it. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Everything had changed and Chared didn’t like it. Not at all. He could still clearly remember a time when he’d been a well-respected priest of the Blue Dolphin Order, living in the temple. He’d had friends then. And people had listened to him. He had recited the lore with such passion and sincerity people came from all over the city just to listen to him. He’d been as happy as he supposed anyone really could be. He’d been well-fed, with plenty of water and a reputation for deep wisdom, even though he knew some thought he might already be insane. His comradery among the Merlarn priests had been a balm to his soul, too. He had always enjoyed forming bonds of friendship instead of being alone. And yet, here he was, sitting in the sand, alone. The same as he had been for the past two days or more. He’d lost track of time, and discovered, much to his surprise, that he didn’t really mind at all. It was the first time he’d been alone for any appreciable amount of time since his mother had awakened him from his long sleep as the “Chained Man.” 
 
    “Sleep,” though was such a relative term. He chuckled then, amused that he was probably the only one he knew on the entire planet who might think sleep was a relative term at all. It was a comfortable word, though, and Chared found that he really liked the idea of being comfortable. At least for a little while longer. When Afdal had left him, he had sat down on the sand, defeated. He had no place else to go and nothing left to accomplish. Either Afdal or Oculis, or someone else would get the crystal goblet and there wasn’t a single thing he could do about it. No matter what happened, Chared knew he was, at long last, no longer important in the scheme of things. He had no power, no control over anyone or anything; everything had been taken out of his hands. There wasn’t anyone who needed him to do anything, and nothing more he could do for himself, so he had decided he would do nothing. 
 
    He knew he could have walked away, towards the nearest village, or he could have turned back to the city by the sea. But there wasn’t anyone anywhere he could trust, and nobody who would listen to him, and even walking into a place he’d never been before was just too much to contemplate. There would be people there, not just water. There would be noises and smells and complications. No, sitting right here, where he was comfortable was exactly where he wanted to be and what he wanted to be doing. There was a place in the back of his mind that understood he should probably be dying of thirst by now. That he probably really shouldn’t even be sitting; he should be curled up into a ball, gripping his stomach in pain. He should be moaning, desperate for the smallest drop of water. He should be panting. Perhaps even delirious – no matter if he was insane or not. But he was none of those things. He was, in fact, comfortable. 
 
    And that strange thought led to the startling realization that it, obviously, hadn’t been Amphedia who had kept him alive all those years, chained to the rock. Giya had been right, no matter how furious he’d been when she’d said it was true. His own magic had kept him alive and whole, and wholly unchanged for twenty long years. He shook his head, feeling a small rueful smile of irony blossoming on his lips. For the first time in his life, Chared realized he was free. Truly free. He owed no allegiance to any deity, he had no family, wife, nor children, and nobody, anywhere was depending on him for anything. He could go anywhere he wanted to! It was an exhilarating feeling; one he wasn’t altogether certain he even knew what to do with.  
 
    It suddenly occurred to him, though, that he might, after all, be insane. What if he really was laying in the middle of the desert, alone, curled into a ball, with cracked lips, gasping out his last breath, and this was all merely an illusion? And why did all the men who could feel the water beneath the sands go insane? Why had Amphedia done that? Or was it Giya who had extracted this price so Amphedia wouldn’t have the last laugh at her expense for having stolen all the waters of the world from her? 
 
    Suddenly, it was very important to Chared that he prove to himself that he was not insane, that he really was sitting in the sand, whole of body and mind. Although he was loathe to make the attempt, he knew it was within his ability to do so, or at least it had been so, not so very long ago. He reached out a tentative hand, willing it not to shake as he did. And yes! Oh yes! He could feel the water beneath the sand! In fact, it was much closer than he thought it should have been. Nodding his head to himself, he remembered that Savaar and the “true” sons and daughters of Amphedia had been tasked with raising the level of the waters throughout the desert in an effort to stave off the effects of Sov’s scorching influence as he drew closer and closer to their world. 
 
    “Ha!” he heard himself crow aloud. And then he giggled, delighted with the fact that not only could he feel the rising waters beneath the sands, but he could also call it to himself because he had been born a Diviner. Feeling his cheeks lift as he called the water to the surface, he laughed out loud when he saw the wetness spreading, darkening the sand as it rushed to the surface at his command. With a grin of satisfaction, he reached out to feel the moisture, reveling in the dampness, even as the water continued to flow in small rivets, spreading itself into a larger, darker stain on the ground beside him. Pressing the damp granules against his lips, Chared felt his body shiver involuntarily, screaming out its demand for liquid, now that it was near.  
 
    Digging a small indentation in the sand allowed the water to pool until it was deep enough for him to dip his hand into the puddle he’d created. Chared felt his body relax as he slurped handful after handful, then used his wet hands to rub the water over his arms, neck, and face. Feeling satisfied, he commanded the water to stop flowing with a gesture of his hand. Sitting with his hands draped over the knees of his outstretched legs, he only regretted he didn’t have a skin or container of some sort to carry with him, then laughed again, as he realized he had no need of anything to carry water in, since he was a Diviner. 
 
    “That’s right!” he called out loud. “I am a Diviner! I can call water any time I want to!”  Smirking to himself, he thought he might feel sorry for anyone who hadn’t been born a Diviner. Then he felt his face freeze as he remembered something Giya had told him. 
 
    He’d been with Oculis and Batal, discussing how they would proceed with their newly formed alliance, when Giya had walked in with Savaar and Jarles. She had insisted they all work together, because Sov was out of control. She had surprised all of them during their brief encounter by being so forthright in telling them that Denit must replace Sov, and that Lumas had asked for her help. She had positively frightened Oculis by forcing him to turn into an owl and then returning him to his human form again, all against his will. But the worst part for Chared, personally, was when Giya had revealed to everyone that she had created his mother, P’onyem, because a stranger from Bila had come to the city by the sea. He’d been too furious at the time to have really understood what the Earth Goddess had divulged by telling him that.  
 
    At the time she’d told him, he had been too distracted to understand. He’d been filled with rage because he hadn’t wanted to believe he’d allowed himself to lay on that stone tablet for twenty years – twenty years! – sustained by his own magic, and not, after all, nourished by Amphedia, the Storm Goddess. He only just now was beginning to understand what else Giya had told him. She had specifically, and purposefully, created his mother so that he would be born! What did that really mean? He felt himself go numb as he considered why Giya would want him to be born. What purpose did he serve in her plans? He could feel his thoughts clouding, bouncing from one half-formed thought to the next, with no resolution and no way to determine the truth. He felt like his head might explode if he didn’t find a way to calm himself. 
 
    He closed  his eyes, breathing deeply to slow his out-of-control thoughts, silencing a small voice insistent on asking if he was sure he was still sane. And in that moment, all the scattered thoughts, ravings, and pieces of lore he’d known for the whole of his life came together in such a way that he could almost see the answer in front of him. Like that time, not so long ago, when Kaya had created lines in the air that everyone could see, only this was more. So much more, and it made such sense, it practically seemed beautiful. 
 
    The reason all the Tuq’deb men who could feel the water beneath the sands eventually went insane – without exception – was because Giya had poisoned the water somehow. It was amazingly beautiful, and certainly a simple enough thing for her to do. And the fascinating thing was that she had used the very water that Amphedia had stolen from her to enact her revenge. Chared could feel himself smiling like a mad man. He wanted to laugh out loud and shout his new understanding to everyone who would listen to him. Sure, it was terrible, and she really never should have done it, but this world, this planet, and everything on it was Giya’s. Everything belonged to her, not to Amphedia or Siri Ventus. And certainly not to Sov, nor even Lumas, though they each had a hand in the creation of it. Giya was the heart and breath of this world, and when Amphedia had the nerve to steal the waters of the world away from her, she must have been absolutely furious. 
 
    Quickly reviewing the lore and all he knew of what had happened, he realized that nobody really should have been surprised that Giya would make sure that the heir Amphedia so desperately needed was of her own making. She had somehow poisoned the water, or imbued it magically, so that when the males who could call it drank it, they began their slow march towards death. It was brilliant! None of them would ever father Amphedia’s heir. None of them. Only the man that Giya had spent generations creating would ever have had the chance to father the long-awaited “Savior” of the Puj’hom people who lived by the sea. Jarles was the only Tuq’deb man that Giya would have saved from the slow death of insanity. 
 
    By her own admission, Giya had created both P’onyem and Denit,  who in turn gave birth to Drena and Jonath. Drena’s father had been Oculis, who was the long-time companion of the Goddess of Air. Chared couldn’t help but to wonder what bargain Giya had made with Siri Ventus to ensure that union was consummated. And there was Kerr – Jonath’s father. He was a true son of Amphedia. Had Giya purposefully chosen him to father the savior’s father? There were so many questions Chared wanted to ask Giya, now that he understood what had happened. And why. 
 
    Giya didn’t trust Amphedia, and she wanted the waters of the world returned to her own care. So over the long years, she had created Jarles – who hated Amphedia even more than Giya did. Chared shook his head, amazed. He knew he should be furious for all the lives wasted to the insanity that overcame all the Tuq’deb men who could feel the waters beneath the sands, but he only felt elated at having finally being able to understand so much that had eluded him.  
 
    P’onyem had been created by Giya and had probably been given to human parents to raise. Chared had never questioned who his mother’s parents had been, since many dessert children were raised by people other than their natural mother and father. Very few children had what were thought of as “grandparents,” given that so many young men went to the city by the sea, regardless of whether they could feel the water beneath the sands or not. Chared had given virtually no thought to who his mother’s parents might be, who his own father might be, nor even who may have fathered his sister. Although family structures among the Tuq’deb were often different than those among the Puj’hom, in that those who lived by the sea often included aunts, uncles, and grandparents, such concerns had almost never crossed Chared’s mind. His own attention had been completely captivated by Amphedia, and how he might best serve her. All that had mattered to him was blind obedience. He was her representative. Her instrument. Her tool. Perhaps, he considered, in the end, he’d truly been nothing more than her slave. A willing one, but a slave nonetheless. 
 
    When he was younger, he had wondered, albeit not very often, why so few young women seemed compelled to go to the city to live. Even those who felt the water seemed reluctant. As a young man, he’d assumed most girls were simply not as curious or adventurous as their male counterparts. 
 
    As he’d grown older and became thoroughly integrated into the Blue Dolphin order, he began to understand better why they might be hesitant to come. He had raped a good many of them himself, although he remembered precious little of those days. Between the drugs he’d been fed, and the sincere belief he was obeying a sacred edict to create the “savior,” he had given very little thought to the actual act of sex itself, or how the women would feel about what he was doing to them. Were they not sacred vessels, hoping to bear the savior as well? The only time Chared had truly felt personal pleasure during sex was when he was pleasing another man.  
 
    Attempting to create the prophesized child was a sacred duty; one he bore with as much dignity and solemnity as befitted a priest of his order. He enjoyed the experience no more or less than his morning prayers or any other task he was assigned. Indeed, because he not only could sense the water beneath the sands, but could call it to him, he was tasked with performing the Impregnation Ritual more often than most. Rarely, though, had he been present during the Determining Ceremony when children were presented to the High Priest and High Priestess to ascertain whether they were the savior or had the potential to be the future mother or father of the savior. No more than a handful of times had Chared wondered how many children he may have fathered. No one would have told him if he would have asked, so there hadn’t been any point in doing so. 
 
    But now that he knew his own parentage was so extreme, he wondered what that would mean to his own offspring. With a smile on his face, Chared stood up. He was going south. To Nohoyo. He was going to find Giya and make her tell him the truth. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four – Ahadi 
 
    With his head bowed, kneeling – kneeling! - at the feet of the being he most-despised in all the universe, Ozahm felt his gorge rise until he could taste vomit in the back of his throat. It was only through long practice that he was able to keep his fists from clenching and his teeth from grinding together. The other Ahadi would feel his rising emotions, but would be unable to discern whether he was nervous, angry, or simply impatient, as long as he was able to maintain a steady heart rate. Unfortunately, he’d had plenty of practice at keeping his true feelings under control, while he had shadowed Giya for hundreds of years. The personification of his bitter enemy, he had longed for the opportunity to do to her what Lumas had done to him. 
 
    Death, rot, disease – these were all a natural part of the order of the universe. These things, these actions were all necessary for life to transform, for the evolution of every species. Plant, animal, sprite, demon, or deity; regardless if one possessed sentience or not, the old must perish in order for the new to evolve, grow, and flourish. Ozahm was intimately familiar with how deeply entwined death and dying must always be with life so it would always continue. But Lumas, in her arrogance, had nearly destroyed him when he had been carrying out his sacred duty. That she had done so hundreds of years – perhaps even thousands of years - past, on a planet far removed from this place and time was of no consequence to Ozahm. She was evil, and he knew it. 
 
    She had arrived in all her splendor as the Goddess of Beauty at the behest of some of her devoted subjects when they’d  cried out to her in terror, begging her to save them from his vengeance. And yes, oh yes, it had most-certainly been vengeance he had wrought upon them. And how could he not have? Before humans had evolved, he’d done his part to keep order throughout the entirety of the planet by sowing pockets of rot where an overabundance of one plant threatened to overtake another, by introducing disease into one species of animal when drought conditions threatened extinction of another species, and he was always, always there to ease the dying onto their next journey once life’s spark had been extinguished. It was his duty. His had been the most-beautiful work of balance, no matter that few ever understood his role, and fewer still had thanked him for it. He had truly taken great joy as the Lord of Death. 
 
    Until humans had reared their nasty, self-centered presence, destroying everything around them in their rush to claim all space and living things as their own. He had watched in terror as they dug and rooted, as they learned to build and destroy, and as they learned to harm and kill each other in ignorance and in greed. No small space had been left untouched by their vile touch. The air, the earth, the water – everything had been uprooted, polluted, and destroyed. They had ignored his warnings; dismissing the changing weather patterns, the extinction of whole speeches of plant and animal life, and even the shifting of land masses as irrelevant. He’d known he should have acted much more forcefully long before he’d covered the planet with rapid-growing vines, but had stayed his hand out of hope. There had been those who had worked against the others, who had understood – and he’d wanted desperately to believe those few would be enough to make a difference. It had taken him too long to understand that humans were a pestilence, and not at all the blessing he’d first imagined. And so he had taken action to eliminate them so that balance would be restored. It had been his duty, and so he’d done it.  
 
    Ozahm knew that if he was honest with himself, he would have to admit that while he hadn’t truly meant any malice, once he’d breathed forth his justice upon the human race, he’d felt relief and even joy as each life had been extinguished. He’d been shocked then, when he’d felt the first touch of his own death racing towards him, carried on the very vines he’d been spewing forth from his mouth. The leaves had dried and crumpled in an instant, and the vines themselves had stiffened and splintered, crackling apart as if they’d been dead for years, instead of barely a moment in time. And then he’d felt her presence engulfing him, as if he’d been a single flower standing alone in a vast field, plucked and mangled, instead of a powerful deity in his own right. 
 
    He’d known nothing for quite some time, or so he supposed. It seemed a very long time that he’d drifted in and out of consciousness, not even truly aware of being aware. In those few moments of consciousness, he would barely have the time to remember who he was before he was swallowed by darkness and ignorance all over again. Eventually, though, the moments of memory grew longer, and a pattern emerged. He came to understand he was trapped inside of Lumas and those times when he could remember who he was came when she was resting. He understood, too, that he was being influenced by her, transforming into something that was less and less of himself and more of her. He thought he should be terrified and, perhaps, even angry, but realized that when he felt these things, he grew confused and remembered less and less why he should be angry. He often wondered if Lumas even knew she had not quite destroyed him entirely, and if she did, if she had failed to do so on purpose, or simply didn’t know he still lived deep within her. He wondered, too, if his own existence would continue as long as she lived, or if he would eventually perish, consumed by her body as if nothing more than an interesting morsel of sustenance – an insignificant source of a moment’s worth of energy to fuel the body of his enemy. 
 
    He remembered moments of railing against Lumas, screaming until his throat was raw, and he remembered moments of immense bliss, when he forgot everything except feeling pleasure beyond anything he’d ever known. But mostly, he remembered feeling suffocated, laughing at the irony of wishing that he, the Lord of Death, could simply die. He began to dread awakening. But then the time came when he realized he was no longer losing consciousness. He was awake, and trapped in the dark. He was immobile, conscious, and unable to see or feel anything other than the fact he was awake and aware. It was the worst experience of his very long life. He squirmed, he screamed, he bit and punched and kicked, hoping for some kind of response – even pain would have been preferable to the nothingness his life had become. 
 
    It had taken him years to comprehend what had happened to him after that, but eventually he grew to understand that Lumas had taken parts of herself to construct beings – human-shaped beings - to watch over that part of her that she had invested in the planet Sov had made. When she had done that, she had unwittingly (or so he assumed) used his own body as fodder for her creation. 
 
    The experience of having been absorbed within Lumas’ body had changed him in many ways – some he would never be able to identify because he was unable to remember all he’d been – but much was still the same. Balance, it seemed, remained his primary focus as it had been before. But in his role as an “Ahadi,” the most-important of his duties was to ensure that Giya was kept safe at all costs. As before, his own role was to be undertaken unseen; in silence and in secret. He’d never been told that Lumas would perish if Giya died, but he’d long assumed it must be so – why else would a goddess need to be kept safe? Of course, he’d been a god once and he had certainly been harmed beyond any measure he’d ever thought might be possible. 
 
    As the Lord of Death, he had even tried to consider that his own death may very well be simply the cycle of life, albeit in a fashion he’d never considered possible. Lumas had just been a larger, more-capable predator than he’d been. The analogy did not nothing, however, to diminish his rage, nor his desire for revenge against the Goddess of Beauty. Nor, truth to be told, had his observations of Giya given him reason to soften his stance towards his unwitting target. If she had been a benign entity, he might have been able to let go his fury at having been bested by her celestial counterpart. But it was all too obvious she possessed much of the same disregard her “other self” held for the balance so necessary for a thriving world. Ozahm had grown to despise Giya over the years, even as he spent his life keeping her safe. 
 
    Because he often followed her all over the planet as her unseen shadow, he was privy to secrets none other than he and the other Ahadi possessed. Because of the magical enchantment Lumas held over them, though, none of them were able to act in any way to counter any of the insane plans Giya had set in motion. It was sometimes maddening to do nothing more than to stand by and watch the atrocities Lumas and Giya perpetuated against the humans who worshipped them. Not to mention the other gods of this world.  
 
    To this day, Ozahm remembered the shock he’d felt course through him when Giya had forced Siri Ventus, the Goddess of Air, into an agreement which she was obviously loathe to accept. He hadn’t been there the night that Siri Ventus had helped Amphedia, the Goddess of the Seas, take the crystal goblet from Giya, but he had heard all about it from Borja, as a matter of course. As eternal beings, the Ahadi rarely slept, but there were times when it was necessary to rest for a period of time because of the energy they expended in maintaining constant, shifting invisibility. Because it had been his turn to rest, he had missed the exchange between the three goddesses and the ever-present Oculis. He’d known there would be trouble with that creature from the first time he’d seen the owl perched on Siri’s shoulder. 
 
    He did not, however, expect that Giya would force the Goddess of Air to agree to a coupling between Oculis and the woman she had created from her own flesh. P’onyem was the woman’s name. The match would produce a daughter, Giya had explained, who would be the mother of the much-anticipated “savior.”  Even all these years later, Ozahm remembered Giya’s words precisely:  “There must be balance, Siri Ventus, when we create Amphidea’s heir, or this world will not survive. I will have him protected against potential violence from both you and Amphedia. One of each of his grandparents will be of each of the gods of this world. Or of each of the elements, if you prefer. You’ve seen the future. Choose.” 
 
    And so she had. To everyone’s surprise, though, Oculis had been completely captivated by P’onyem and so they had all hoped the daughter created would be born of affection, despite the way Giya had manipulated events. Each of them had longed to have the opportunity to gaze into the crystal goblet themselves, to discover just what it was Siri Ventus had seen there in order to agree to Giya’s demand. That she had seen Oculis’ eventual abandonment, there could be no doubt, but why agree to help Giya manipulate the outcome of a breeding program that was centuries old, when it would have been easy for the Goddess of Air to refuse? It was a topic they had discussed at length, with no agreement in the matter. 
 
    Nor was that the last of Giya’s demands that day. Almost without exception, everyone knew that Siri Ventus had once gazed into the crystal goblet while asking if gods ever die and had seen Amphedia dying. This small piece of information had had a tremendous impact on virtually every human life on the planet, as Amphedia had searched for ways to counteract the lethal foretelling. When the Goddess of Air had revealed Amphidea’s only hope of avoiding death was to combine her strength with that of her heir, the Sea Goddess had forced Giya into agreeing to send every man, woman, and child to her who could feel the water beneath the sands. But Ozahm had long wondered just how truthful Siri’s “vision” had been. What if she had lied for no other reason than for her own amusement? Or what if Giya had known Siri had lied from the very beginning and was willing to reveal her lie unless she agreed to allow Oculis to mate with P’onyem? 
 
    And why had Giya warned Siri Ventus not to remind Amphedia that her only hope was in combining her strength with that of her heirs? Had she seen that the Sea Goddess would leave this world to confront her brother, Sov, and wanted her to fail? Wouldn’t Amphidea’s death return control of the seas to her? What then, of the young Jarles and all the manipulation which had gone into creating him? 
 
    Ozahm noticed his breathing was steadier now, despite the fact he was about to face his enemy, uncloaked, for the first time. Since he was compelled through Lumas’ magical enchantment to keep Giya safe, there was little he could do, other than to continue to carry out his duties. Still, he had prepared for the day when he might enact his own revenge, and with Lumas on fire, that day may well be at-hand. He smiled to himself, picturing the candentis vine he’d managed to plant throughout the desert, and the legend he’d been able to create, thanks to his very long life. “Giya’s Tears” is what they called it now, but others on another planet far from here had once called it instant death. Giya herself would, undoubtedly, survive, but the humans who served and worshipped her would not. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Borja thought she might yet scream from the amount of tension she could feel surrounding her. Never before had there been cause to reveal themselves to Giya, and she had argued against doing so now. If they would have just entered the Shield Room, cloaked, as they’d always done before when Giya had cause to visit Nohoyo, they wouldn’t all be kneeling here, looking like fools. But then, she had always known Rajesh would be the one to break with tradition. He was far too full of himself as far as she was concerned, and never should have been selected to lead them. She liked him well enough, but that fact alone didn’t make him a worthy leader. Even Ozahm, who hated Giya, would have been a better choice. He had never been afraid to make a decision, whereas Rajesh sometimes hesitated, afraid of losing Lumas’ approval. 
 
    Nor had the crystal been shattered, as it should have been before Giya’s daughter had transformed. Still, there was hope, and she knew that Rajesh knew it was so. Why he was making a spectacle of himself by practically sobbing - as if their world was truly lost – was beyond her. He knew of the prophecy, and better than most. Lumas had made sure of that when she had taken the dead child of the first empress of Bila from the woman’s arms. His life was the price of Lumas’ aid; the woman – Deiserin – had taken his life with her own hands, neatly slicing through the flesh of the infant’s throat, then kissing his small forehead before holding the child’s body out to Lumas, dry-eyed. Rajesh had been that child. 
 
    Lumas had remade him, sealing her pact with the newly-formed empire of Bila by breathing eternal life into his small body. He was the first Ahadi – the word meant “promise” – the first sign of Lumas’ promise she would care for her people if they would promise to always work together. The second promise was knowledge of the crystal seed, and the third was the promise of a man or woman whose eyes would burn as red as Sov’s fire who would be able to release the Sun Child by shattering the crystal seed. Why was Rajesh withholding this information now? What could he possibly be thinking? Did he really wish for the whole of the world to burn when Sov crashed into them? Was there something preventing him from telling Giya hope was not yet lost? Had Lumas given him some insight or even instruction she had withheld from the rest of them? If so, it wouldn’t be the first time she’d done so, but lack of knowledge made it more difficult to make good decisions. Secrets only ended up hurting everyone in the end. That was certainly something she had good cause to know. 
 
    She reluctantly decided she would hold her silence for a short time longer, but only because she hoped Rajesh knew more than he’d revealed to the rest of the Ahadi. Still, with Lumas already on fire, none of them had very much time left before it would be too late to change the course of events already set in motion. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    It was almost overwhelming, the need to go to Giya and wrap her arms around her. To touch her face once more. To tell her she had been there when Lumas had first breathed life into her. Jahari had spent such a very long time watching from within the shadows, but now that they were face to face, she felt as though she may even cry. She’d made a vow to Lumas to always be by Giya’s side, and had done it with a glad heart. But now the role of the Ahadi would be abandoned. Never would Giya allow them to follow her again, of that she was absolutely certain. Of course, if Lumas mandated they continue to follow her, there was little Giya would be able to do about it. Except to rebel, of course. But Jahari wasn’t sure how Giya would profit by refusing to follow Lumas’ edict; she was too in love with this world and its people to turn her back on them. 
 
    Rajesh had been the first to be named Ahadi, but Jahari had been beside Giya long before Rajesh or any of his ancestors had been born. Like Lumas, Jahari had been a creature able to race through space and time, and had even spent centuries as the primary deity on a world far removed from this one. But she had grown bored when others had begun to make themselves known, and the people of that world began to divide their loyalties. It would have been easy to chase the others away, but she’d chosen to move on. The freedom to race through the cosmos unfettered by responsibilities had been heady, and she had lost herself for a long while, simply moving from one place and time to another. Creating mischief along the way was simply too tempting not to indulge in, and so, of course, she had. There were “great mysteries” on various planets which would never be solved, because she had visited, created chaos, or built some kind of structure or two, and had moved on, never to return. She often amused herself remembering the things she’d done during that time while she was watching Giya. 
 
    Truth to be told, there was very little which would imperil the Goddess of Earth on this planet. Anything which might have – other than the other gods – had been removed in one fashion or another. If it had been up to her, she knew she would have had the other gods removed as well, but Giya had given them permission to stay, so she had no say in the matter. Nor, surprisingly enough, did Lumas. There was a strange kind of line between the two of them which Jahari had been unable to predict. What Giya could or could not do, what she could or could not dictate on this world that Sov had made was a curious mixture of rules, guidelines, and mandates which had eluded her and the other Ahadi – which only served to make them more vigilant. Especially in these past years, with so many strange things happening. And she had done her part to make sure that Giya, who was the heart of Lumas, remained safe from harm. She felt the sting of a tear tugging at her eyes, but knew she didn’t dare wipe it away. Not here, and not now, with so many humans of such immense power all around her. 
 
    Giya may have been created from the dust of this planet, but she had also been infused with tremendous power herself, both from Lumas and from Sov. It was entirely possible she would decide to destroy the Ahadi out of anger and fear. And, of course, the feeling of betrayal she must be feeling towards her “other self.”  That Lumas was now on fire may have little effect in staying Giya’s temper, if she let it loose. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “I’m only human!”  Rajesh wanted to scream it out loud – had wanted to scream it out loud untold times, but never as violently as he wanted to scream it now. The other Ahadi were all gods, had always been gods, but he’d been born a human. Why had Lumas ever thought he should be the one to lead them? Why? He knew too many secrets – secrets which he should not have to keep. Secrets which the others should know. Being given eternal life was not the same thing as being given wisdom. Keeping secrets didn’t make him powerful and wise, nor did it give him the power to make choices which affected others. Nor could he turn to her for advice or instruction. He’d tried when he’d first seen she was on fire. On fire! How could a goddess be on fire unless she wanted to be? It was maddening, and he thought he might lose his mind. 
 
    He had thought that by entering the Shield Room, he would be witness to the transformation of Giya’s daughter, instead, he was left with a mess, and little understanding on how to fix any of it. The other Ahadi knew he was well-versed in the fact that the crystal seed was supposed to be shattered, and they even knew who was supposed to shatter it. They had all seen Vray across the room when they’d entered. He knew they were all looking to him to reveal this information to Giya and the rest of the humans, but he was forbidden from revealing this information. He didn’t know why he wasn’t supposed to tell anyone, but he knew he dared not. And now Giya knew of their existence and everything had changed. Nothing would ever be the same. Does it really matter? a small voice taunted him. We’re all going to die anyway. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five – Sounds of the Sea 
 
    It had been a very long time since Batal had read the myths and legends of the bahari, locked away from everyone other than those in the Sisterhood who served in the temple of the Silver Swordfish. She remembered the quizzical look of disbelief on Kaya’s face when she had explained that the term was rarely used these days, except in stories, but that there were historical records which included descriptions of beings that were half turtle and half woman, or half man and half octopus. She remembered having read about all manner of different creatures from the sea, including those which seemed to be made of seaweed, or only had seaweed for hair. Some were made completely of water, while others were part one thing, part another thing, with many variations in between. She felt her lips twist in a kind of sad smile. She had really liked Kaya and would have liked to have had the opportunity to get to know him better before they each had to go their separate ways. He had gone to the desert to find his own people while she had gone to the sea to learn how to live as a sea creature. Of course, both of their lives had taken unforeseen, dramatic turns since then, and she had no idea at all where in the world Kaya might even be. 
 
    That, though, didn’t matter at the moment, she reminded herself with a shake of her head. What mattered was remembering what she had read. She had spent a tremendous amount of time devouring books, manuscripts, and maps, preparing for her life as a High Priestess of the temple. Because she’d been so fascinated that what she’d been reading had been true-life re-tellings of actual events, not just fiction or myths, she had searched for, and found, other books kept in private libraries, along with those that could be found at one of the many temples littered throughout the city by the sea. Those efforts had led to people who’d had personal encounters, or who had relatives who’d met with bahari. All of that time and effort had finally led her to one very old man, Mizu, and another very old woman by the name of Maji, both of whom claimed to be hundreds of years old, but who both looked to be no more than fifty years old. 
 
    She hadn’t revealed to either of them that she’d met with each of them, and yet they had provided her with the same information. Each of them had credited the sound of the sea with their long lives. Not the crashing of the waves, or the sound of the water as it flowed over the sand or rocks, only to be reclaimed by the sea a moment or two later, but they claimed there was a vibration unique to the sea which they’d remembered when they’d each had their encounters with a member of the bahari race. Their stories had been fascinating, and she had visited each of them several times, long after they had recounted their experiences. She had been thrilled to have had the opportunity to speak with people who had been alive such a long time, and they had each been relieved to have an eager audience. 
 
    Once she had taken possession of the Tear which had once belonged to Sabbah – it was impossible to think of him without thinking of his brother, Savaar, and then, in turn, of Jarles. Pushing aside the sadness she felt that Jarles had probably lost his beloved Grandfather Kerr, who had, in truth, been a true son of Amphedia, she applied herself to remembering... it was niggling, right there, at the corner of her mind. She had heard the vibration Mizu and Maji had spoken of once she had transformed into a sea creature, and remembered it well. It was more of a background noise you got used to, than any kind of real sound. She still wasn’t certain whether she would be considered a true daughter of the Sea Goddess because she now possessed Sabbah’s Tear, or if she would, instead, be considered among those of the bahari, because she had not been born of her.  
 
    Ordan moaned then, releasing a tiny stream of bubbles, rising towards the surface. He had not yet moved at all, though, which she knew was a very bad sign for someone who breathed air. He should be struggling, gasping for breath. She hoped whatever had caused him to fall from the sky hadn’t damaged him purposefully with magic, because she wasn’t at all certain what she was about to do would work, but was absolutely certain that if someone had harmed him with magic, she didn’t stand a chance of healing him. Still, she had to try.  
 
    That was it! Magic! Maji had said the vibration from the sea seemed magical! Nor had Mizu disagreed when she’d asked him if he thought so too. Very well – the only reason she had been transformed into a child of Amphedia, or a bahari, or whatever other sea creature she might be, was because of magic. Specifically, a magical tool. The Tear of Amphedia. Pulling it quickly from the pouch she kept tied to her waist, she closed her eyes, listening for the vibration she knew was there. Pitching her voice higher than usual, she began to make a sound somewhere between a hum and a single, sustained note. No. Not quite right. She tried again, allowing her voice to pitch even higher, then moving her tongue in a steady, undulating rhythm to match what she was hearing, then she slowed it down a bit while sucking her cheeks further into her mouth, and could immediately feel the vibration flowing through her as if it had a life of its own. She could feel herself being filled with a power, or maybe it was an energy or even a pulse – the heartbeat of life! Yes – oh yes! She could feel it! For the first time since she’d first touched the Tear of Amphedia, she was grateful, truly grateful, she could breathe through the gills in her neck instead of through her nose and mouth while she was underwater. There was no way she would be able to hold the note if she would have had to stop to catch her breath every few moments. 
 
    Nor would she be able to actually touch Ordan with the Tear, or else he would become what she was now, and she would end up like Sabbah – either dying or dead, at the bottom of the ocean. Instead, she positioned herself so that he was mostly floating on his own, while she steadied him with one hand, and used the other to hold the Tear above him, not quite touching him with it. She wished they were truly in the sea, instead of in a pool of water beneath the desert; she was sure that other lifeforms would be responding to the vibrations and that somehow those that would be able to feel it would be joining their efforts with hers – even if they didn’t understand what they were doing. The vibration was primal. Deep. Then she felt it – an answer. Or maybe it was an echo? She had sent out the vibration using Amphedia’ s Tear, a magical tool belonging to the Storm Goddess. Was Amphedia answering her? Or was it the water itself? She felt as though the water in her own body was responding to it too, as if she was no longer certain whether she was making the sound herself, or if the sound – the feeling – the vibration, was simply a part of her and she was a part of it. She felt as though she was beginning to drift away from conscious herself and was unable to stop it. She felt her arms drift away from her body, floating in front of her as if they had a life of their own. She watched as Ordan began to sink, unable to reach out to him. Her vision began to dim as she watched him fall further away from her. She felt as though she’d been drugged. But she could still hear / feel the vibration flowing through her. Was she still singing? 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Tyran stood up when the scream was ripped through her throat. Startled, and deeply disoriented, she looked around her, wondering where she was and what had happened. It only took her a moment or two to realize she must have fallen asleep outside, where she’d been sitting in her garden when she had tried to bond with the others. And had failed! a vicious voice reminded her sharply. But why had she screamed? She didn’t remember falling asleep, let alone dreaming. Shaking her head in confusion, with dozens of racing thoughts filling her head, she noticed the moon was on fire and nearly screamed again. For a brief moment, she wondered if she had heard someone else scream and had only thought she had been the one to.... No! She felt a wave of emotion rush through her more powerful than anything she’d ever experienced before. She tried to cover her mouth so she wouldn’t scream, but was unable to stop it. 
 
    Death! She felt death. No! she gasped, her chest suddenly heaving. She felt cold. Clammy. Was she dying? What was wrong with her? She couldn’t feel anything other than fear and panic. It was suddenly hard to breathe, as if she was drowning. But no – wait! None of this was her own. No – it was not. Not! Someone else was feeling these things and projecting them to her. Honsa? Ceirat? No – it was Ordan! Yes. Yes it was. Ordan was.... her heart was still racing, and she could feel another wave of terror coming straight for her, but now she knew it wasn’t her own heart that was failing, nor was she going to drop dead from some unseen malady. It was the bond they shared. Whatever he was feeling, he was sending it to her through their bond. 
 
    I already knew he was dying! she wanted to protest. “What am I supposed to do about it?” she shouted out loud, thrusting her hands outward in futility. And then she gasped out loud, her hand automatically covering her mouth as her eyes flew open. Honsa and Ceirat! They, too, were sick. Close to death. Poisoned, if she didn’t miss her mark. If she was feeling this from Ordan, what would all of this panic and fear do to them?  
 
    No! she decided, she would not let this happen. She would not be the only surviving Mezhdu left. She would not! Resolutely pushing away the sudden spike of fear that she might do nothing more than to kill herself in the attempt to help them, she decided that she would help them no matter the cost. They would do the same for her. Clenching her jaws together while she inhaled deeply, Tyran closed her eyes, concentrating on establishing a connection with Ordan. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Jarles was the first to feel it – the energy pulse that felt as if the sea itself was racing towards them. But there was something else within the throbbing energy besides the feel of water and life. There was magic too! Was this a parting “gift” from Amphedia? And if so, was it for ill or good? And why did it seem as though it was aimed specifically at him and those with him? Was someone trying to prevent them from going any further? It seemed absurd to think that whatever was coming their way might be a weapon someone was using against them, since Nohoyo was, as far as he knew, all desert, and this feeling was from the sea with no doubt whatsoever. 
 
    He could see from the reactions going on around him that Savaar’s people felt it too. Savaar had brought nearly two dozen of his brothers and sisters with him, although Jarles was sure that must have left the others short-handed in their efforts to raise the level of water under the desert. He knew that if Sov really did crash into the planet none of their preparations would change a single thing, but at least it gave them all something on which to focus, instead of just waiting for some horrific death from the sky. 
 
    Savaar insisted the majority of the work he and Amphidea’s other true children had been tasked with had been completed, and so Jarles had taken him at his word. Since none of them knew what they were facing here, in Nohoyo, he would rather err on the side of caution by having a large enough contingent with him to face any threat, than to have wished he would have brought more people with him. 
 
    This though... it was confusing, because it was from the sea, and yet not from the sea. It wasn’t yet upon them, but they could all feel it now. He felt Savaar looking at him, so turned to see the question in his eyes. What he saw, instead, was a look of pleasure, perhaps even close to bliss. Savaar was enjoying the feeling, instead of being concerned, or afraid. Jarles shook his head, wondering why they were feeling this phenomena so differently. Savaar was of and from the sea, and had been for long centuries, no matter that this information had been withheld from him most of this life. And yes, now that he was looking more closely, the rest of the True Children of Amphedia all had smiles on their faces and were nodding to each other in appreciation of what they were feeling. Something akin to watching the rain as it swept across the desert after a long draught. But it made his skin crawl, as if he should order them all to take cover. They’d already left the small grove of trees with the charming fountain behind them, though, and were nearing what looked to be a large city. They hadn’t yet met any of the people who must live in Nohoyo, but surely they would when they entered the city. Was this feeling – this vibration – a warning from those who lived in the city to stay away? 
 
    Jarles turned quickly to look behind him when he heard the little owl screech. She had been quiet throughout their journey, flitting back and forth between Honsa and Ceirat, careful not to disturb them when they had been incapacitated. Once they had passed over the boundary though, they both seemed to gain some of their strength back – Ceirat much more quickly than Honsa. Given the connection he had to the land, Jarles wasn’t surprised it was taking longer for him to recover than it was for Ceirat, who had only been affected because of her connection with Honsa. 
 
    There had been a moment, though, when both of them had fallen flat on their faces, when they had all felt some kind of magical energy crackling through and around them. And in the next moment, it was gone completely. No one had been able to suggest a better explanation than it might have been some kind of sensor, or warning to whatever or whomever passed as authority here, that strangers had entered the once-hidden land. All he knew for sure was that Honsa and Ceirat had begun to recover shortly afterwards, so he wasn’t so sure about what the energy pulse had been. They had all been on guard though, expecting some kind of armed response from the citizens of Nohoyo, or, at the very least, a greeting party of some sort. When no one had appeared to prevent them from moving forward, he decided to do exactly that. 
 
    But now, the little owl was no longer an owl. She was laying on the ground, where she had fallen as she’d screeched, and it looked to Jarles as if she had been returned to her human form without her own consent – giving further evidence that the coming “wave” was indeed a weapon of some sort. And probably a magical one. And it was far too late for them to do anything at all about it. His eyes searched out and found Honsa’s face. He didn’t understand what he may or may not be able to do, magically, but Jarles knew he had a connection with the land and that, together, he and the others of his kind could do some inexplicable things. He may not have voiced his plea, but his heart screamed out to Honsa to do something to keep them all safe from what he was sure was about to be a disaster. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    With his arms crossed in front of him, Kaya watched the scene between Giya and her obviously-unwanted “guardians” play out, fascinated that they’d been able to keep their existence a secret for such a long time. Centuries! He couldn’t help but to wonder what kind of hold Lumas had on these... creatures? people? beings? that they would keep such a secret. And what kinds of secrets had they learned about the Earth Goddess in all that time? He couldn’t begin to imagine what their daily lives must be like. He found himself only half-listening to the exchange between them, lost in his imaginings of what it must be like to be one of them. Their eyes were amazing, and the fact that they could change size, color, and shape in order to appear invisible was astonishing. He wondered if there were more of them, and these four were only the ones who happened to be on duty today, or if Lumas had sent someone to watch over them to make sure they did what they were supposed to. He felt a shiver snake its way up his back, thinking about having his every move observed – and probably discussed. 
 
    Then he realized he was feeling something outside of himself, and not just a feeling of uneasiness at the thought of being watched. There was something wrong. Or – maybe not exactly, wrong, but something strange was happening. He could feel it. He wanted to look around him to see if anyone else was feeling odd, but was unable to turn his head. Or maybe he had just stopped and forgot to. There was something whispering in his mind. Aidena! Was it her? He remembered Savaar telling him that when Aidena was drowning, she had begun broadcasting her life’s story from her own memories, so that he was able to see who she was – the heir of Siri Ventus – even though she hadn’t known it herself. Did she feel as though she was in danger and was doing it again?  
 
    Closing his eyes, he tried to look at her, but felt a kind of lethargy stealing over him, as if he suddenly needed to go to sleep. He realized he even felt a little dizzy, but he didn’t hear Aidena’s voice. Instead, it sounded like he was in the sea, and might even be drowning. He felt himself fall, but was unable to do anything about it. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    There! Just over the next ridge. It was always easy to tell where the villages were when he was traveling, because of all the smoke rising from cooking fires – not to mention the smells. They always reached Afdal long before the sounds of people doing the things that people did in their everyday lives. Unless someone was chopping wood; he usually heard that before he smelled the smoke, but he could see the smoke from great distances. Not that he needed to see, smell, or hear any of it, of course. He could simply draw the appropriate Uchawi symbols, say the right words, and he could move from one place to another easily enough. Especially if he’d already been there before. 
 
    This, though, was a place he’d never been. He hadn’t truly thought he would ever be in this place, so far from Bila and even Nohoyo, but here he was after all. And oh – were these people in for some surprising changes in their lives! They had no idea what was coming their way. Nor, to be truthful, did he know exactly what he wanted to do. All he knew was that he was done taking orders from anyone ever again. He’d been surrounded by people who were always limiting what he was allowed to do in one way or another, beginning with his father. In a small way, he was glad he hadn’t had to be the one to take him back to the Emperor for execution. Not because he’d had any affection left for the old man – Sahil had long ago ceased to matter to him in that way. No, he was glad he would not be in attendance when the Emperor had Sahil executed because he just might remember whose son he was, and would end up having him executed at the same time. The Emperor had never been known for his patience nor his willingness to be tolerant of those who were magic makers. And if there was one thing Afdal knew he was good at, it was making magic. And once he got his hands on that crystal goblet, he would be unstoppable. Maybe he would even pay a visit to the high and mighty emperor and take his place! 
 
    Quietly now, he drew the symbol necessary to silence his footfalls, then took two more steps and was suddenly overwhelmed by an energy wave he never saw coming. He never even saw the ground rise up to meet him; he simply fell, his senses overwhelmed by the powerful vibrations washing over him. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Tyran was calling him – he could feel her in his head and inside of him. Like she was trying to wake him from a dream. No, he reconsidered, more like she was the one inside of a dream and was trying to get him to pay attention to her. But why? It was so hard to understand her. Ordan tried listening to her harder, to see if he could make out her words. If only he could see her lips moving, then maybe he would be able to figure out what she was saying by reading her lips. 
 
    He could feel himself physically recoil from the shock of seeing her lips suddenly in his mind’s eye. No – wait! Those weren’t her lips. These lips were from an older person. An older woman. He’d seen those lips before – but when? Who? Oh! Of course! Yujin? But why would she be in his mind? This was all so confusing, he decided. Was he dreaming? And why would he be dreaming of her again? He thought he was over that. He’d taken Tyran’s advice and had replaced the song she’d taught him with another one, from his own childhood, not hers. So why was she still talking to him? He tried to pull back from the sight of her disembodied mouth as she continued to talk, and was relieved to see that he was able to see the whole of her face. She looked pleased to see him – happy, even. As she always had. But she was dead now. He knew for certain, because he had been there when she had exhaled for the last time, holding her hand, humming a nonsensical tune, just so she would know he was still there, even though he had no words left to share with her. He had purposefully chosen a tune different from the one she’d taught him. She had shared so much of herself with him, that she had known very little about him. He’d known, that day, that it would be his last chance to do so, and so he’d taken her hand and started humming, sometimes even mouthing the words or singing a phrase or two. She had relaxed into the sounds he was making and had let go. He’d felt the moment when she was gone and found it fascinating to experience the sensation of her emotions leaving her body, as if they were only diminishing because they were leaving her body behind on their way to somewhere else. 
 
    But now – he needed those feelings to come back to him. Or at least her words. He needed to know what she was saying. Didn’t he? Or maybe he didn’t. Maybe he just needed to let her go, as much as she had let go. Unless she was trying to tell him something? Suddenly horrified, he wondered if she was trying to get him to join her in death! Once again, he tried to recoil from her, only to find himself in utter darkness, but he could finally hear what she was saying. That song again! Or chant, really. Why couldn’t he get that damned thing out of his head? Almost against his will, he found himself reciting it once more. 
 
      
 
    Deep in the earth, the seed won’t grow, 
 
    No, no, no. the seed won’t grow. 
 
    Deep in the earth, the crystal glows. 
 
    And the sun will rise again. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Staring straight ahead, into the eyes of the man he knew was called “The Savior,” Honsa felt his mouth moving while his voice created the necessary sounds to recite words aloud he’d never heard before. And though he was unable to turn his head to confirm she was doing the same thing, he heard Ceirat reciting the same words he was, at the same slow, almost sing-song pace he was. 
 
      
 
    Deep in the earth, the seed won’t grow, 
 
    No, no, no. the seed won’t grow. 
 
    Deep in the earth, the crystal glows. 
 
    And the sun will rise again. 
 
      
 
    Dancing in fire, the seed will grow, 
 
    Grow, grow, grow, the seed will grow. 
 
    Dying in fire, the seed will grow, 
 
    And the sun will rise again.  
 
      
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Kaya could feel someone shaking him, but was unable to respond. He’d been reciting a chant he hadn’t heard in many, many years. It was a child’s song, if he recalled correctly. And there was some kind of game involved, where each child passed something... some kind of something that was supposed to represent a seed of some kind. Everyone would be in a circle and... he couldn’t quite remember. And yet the words kept pouring out of his mouth. He was unable to stop them. He could feel the song was almost done, but this time there would be no... something. Winner? Loser? Death? Something.... 
 
      
 
    With death’s red eyes, the seed will crack, 
 
    Crack, crack, crack, the seed will crack. 
 
    Once it breaks, the light comes back, 
 
    And the sun will rise again. 
 
      
 
    Glowing crystal, bright sacred seed, 
 
    Shine, shine, shine, bright sacred seed. 
 
    Death reaches out, fulfills the need. 
 
    Now the Sun Child flies free. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Tyran gasped as the chant she’d been reciting came to an end, practically falling over, as if she had been pushed, or physically released from an enchantment or gees.  
 
    “Seek out the Tadashi child for the forgotten verse,” she said out loud, remembering the boy she had encountered in Ordan’s dream. She must get this information to the others. How could she have been so blind to not have realized before this? Inhaling deeply to settle her mind, she knew she was going to have to have to reconnect with Ordan to tell him. He was strong enough, she knew now, so she should be able to bond with him easily. She had understood, through their bond, that Batal was there to help him. She, in fact, had been the one who had helped him when he would have otherwise, surely, died. Tyran felt a flush of shame warm her cheeks when she remembered how poorly she had treated their visitors, but she pushed it aside, understanding that feeling guilty would not serve her, nor those who still needed her help. Nobody else knew to look for the Tadashi child; at least Ordan had not mentioned it to her when describing his dreams to her. 
 
    She felt a small wave of dizziness come over her, so decided to sit down before trying to reconnect. Gathering her skirts around her, she sat on the ground then opened her mind. She knew she was exhausted and had just encountered something extraordinary, but connecting with one of the others should be as easy as counting her fingers, or remembering her own name. In fact, it had taken practice to keep the others out of her mind in the beginning. So why was she having trouble now? Nothing. There was absolutely nothing to connect to. Or, rather, it was if there was something between the two of them. Something.... blocking her from connecting with him? Even if he was sleeping, she should be able to bond with him. Still, there was nothing. Nothing but a kind of a wall or... something. 
 
    Pausing for a moment, she allowed herself to relax further. To make sure she was in the right frame of mind – not fearful, not panicked. Just relaxed. Still nothing but the blank... wall. Fine. She would try Honsa. The same feeling of kind of bouncing off of some unseen block. Nor was she able to connect with Ceirat. Maybe there was something wrong with her? She pinched herself to make sure she was well and truly awake, and not still dreaming, or caught up in some kind of gees. No, she quickly decided, she was awake – and the moon was still on fire. Did Lumas have something to do with this? She shook her head. That just didn’t make any sense. Fighting against the panic she felt welling up inside of her, she decided to go inside and have something to eat. She would get some rest and try again in the morning. If she was still unable to connect with any of them, then she would just have to start walking until she found them. Frowning, she stood up, determined to get things ready in case she had to find them. 
 
      
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Afdal smiled as he watched the young woman walk into her house. He wasn’t too late after all. In fact, he was right on time and in exactly the right place. She would lead him to the crystal and he would claim to be the Tadashi child. How simple was that? 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six – Unpleasant Accident 
 
    “I think it’s past time we remove ourselves from this terrible place,” Sahil’s voice boomed above the chaos. He waited while every eye turned towards Giya, knowing not a soul would move without her say so. He, too, turned his attention to the Earth Goddess, grateful for her nod of agreement. 
 
    “With your permission, Giya, I would like to suggest that Vray take charge of the other Fire Tenders in order to avoid any unpleasant accidents,” he continued. The last thing any of them needed at this delicate juncture was to have one of the Fire Tenders touch, and kill – intentionally or otherwise – any of the others. At her nod, he drew the symbol for release, chanted four words, and the shackles holding all of the Fire Tenders cowering against the far wall were released. Other than rubbing their wrists, and getting to their feet, not one of them made any noise. They had all had enough excitement for one night, and the possibility  of the Kasais guards bursting through the door at any moment was always a very real threat. While any of the assembled people among them, Vray included, would probably be able to dispatch them without much effort, he doubted Giya was ready to proclaim herself as ruler of Nohoyo at this moment in time in order to protect them. Nor did he think she wanted to begin some kind of war against those who lived here. Especially one in which the Kasais  would use the people against their will. There was much to be done in very short order, but the first thing they should do is get themselves out of a room with no more than one exit. Not to mention that this was the very worst place any of them could have chosen to have been. Hundreds of years’ worth of murder had taken place in this very room and it made his skin crawl to be here yet again. 
 
    He had been here more times than he would have liked to have to admit, even to himself. And yet, never frequently enough. He’d started coming here many years ago in an effort to find weaknesses he might be able to exploit in getting people out, or even some way to bargain with anyone who would listen, or could be bribed. He’d tried it all. He’d only been mildly successful, but he’d kept coming back as often as he could to buy people back from the Kasais. On more than one occasion, he had resorted to threatening the family members of a few of the guards with certain death if they refused to release some of the prisoners. But no matter how many people he had been able to save, it was never enough. It couldn’t possibly ever be enough until this terrible place was closed down forever. He’d come perilously close to having been detained himself on several occasions, finding it necessary to stay away for an extended period of time to avoid capture. He’d never shown his true face while he was here though. Until today. All those visits had paid off, though, because now he had a rudimentary knowledge of where they might go in order to avoid detection, at least for a short time, while they decided how they would go forward in destroying this place. That, of course, was assuming the entire planet wouldn’t be destroyed by Sov beforehand. 
 
    Calling Vray over, Sahil told him to make sure that the others knew the strangers here were all friends, and that nobody should take any their life forces. He also wanted to make sure that they all knew how important it was to stay together, to not go back to their homes, and to not wander off on their own. If any of them were seen by the Kasais, chances are that a lot of people would die, and nobody here wanted any more killing. That was the most-important part – no more killing. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Like the rest of the others gathered together in the Shield Room, Hadia had watched with utter fascination as the chanting song had brought to life a scene they could all see with their own eyes. She wasn’t sure, though, whether the man called Kaya, who had done the chanting, had been able to see it like the rest of them had, since he’d had his eyes closed the whole time. Perhaps he had seen the same thing they had, in his mind’s eye? 
 
    There was obviously some kind of magic involved she’d never seen before, although she noticed that not everyone had been surprised, so perhaps this kind of visual magic was something that was used frequently in Bila. She had very clearly seen a gathering of children passing some object around in a circle while another child stood in the middle, watching as the “seed,” as they called it, was passed from hand to hand during the chanting. It was amazing to be able to see the scene so clearly. Even though everything was more transparent than solid, she was able to see the shoes the children wore, as well as their faces, the gestures they were making with their hands and arms to go along with the “story” of the song, and even some of the background where they were gathered. Some wore smiles, while others were more solemn, or at least had less-enthusiastic expressions than some of their counterparts did. A question tickled the back of her mind, wondering why some of them seemed so happy and some of the others did not, but she realized she didn’t know enough at this point to even ask the right questions. 
 
    What was most fascinating of all was the child in the middle – Hadia was uncertain whether it was a girl or boy even though the child’s hair was long, because so many of the children who obviously were boys in the circle also had long hair. And this child’s hair was braided in a way that made her think more of the fact that they were in desert where it was always hot, than any kind of declaration of gender  or fashion statement. That child wore a mask over their eyes, that had been painted or dyed a bright red, and was obviously meant to be “Death.”  As the chant wound down, the “Death” child reached out to the child who was holding the seed at the end of the song, took the seed, and broke it, raining down some kind of glittering material – probably infused with magic – on the child, in this case, a girl, who had been holding it. That girl spread her arms wide, as if she was flying, and raced around the remaining circle of children before claiming the red mask from the child in the middle. The scene had faded as Kaya had finished chanting the song, leaving Hadia wondering how the children decided the game – or ritual? – was over. Did each of them get a chance to be the “Sun Child” in the song? Did each one get a chance to be “Death?”  And what was the point of what they were doing? She was left wishing she could watch it all over again. 
 
    It was apparent that most of the others in the Shield Room with her wished the same thing, given the level of noise all around her. “Oh!” she said, startled, when Eruitt approached her with a bow, then held out his arm for her. 
 
    “My Lady Hadia, we must leave. May I escort you?” 
 
    Taken aback by his charm in this hideous situation, Hadia felt herself almost blushing as she accepted his outstretched hand, allowing him to tuck her own hand into his elbow. It had been a very long time since she had seen anyone bother with manners or niceties, and this felt good. Of course, they may still have to run for their lives at any minute, but for this moment, it was nice to have someone treat her with courtesy. She couldn’t help but to think of her husband and wonder if she would get to see him before she died. He was always unfailingly kind too. And gentle. As always, when she thought of him, she closed her eyes for a brief moment, sending her love and a kiss. Then she smiled and turned to Eruitt. 
 
    “What did you think of the... well... I don’t know what to call it. The scene that happened when Kaya did that song?” 
 
    “I’ve seen it before,” he replied with a shrug. When Hadia suddenly stopped, pulling on his arm, startled, he added, “Not that particular scene, but it looked like the same kind of magic.”  Looking pointedly at Sahil, he said, “from Bila.” 
 
    “You don’t like him very much do you?” Hadia asked, nodding towards Sahil. 
 
    “What? Oh, well...” Eruitt stammered. “Let’s just say I think he keeps a lot of secrets, so it’s hard to trust him.”  He tried smiling at Hadia, but knew his effort had fallen short. He felt terribly uncomfortable that his feelings towards Sahil were so obvious. 
 
    “You know,” she smiled at him, “sometimes it’s better not to have to know everything,” she turned to go, pulling lightly on his arm. 
 
    “Why is that?” he asked, genuinely curious. “Don’t you want to know everything that’s going on around you?” 
 
    “There is a burden in knowing too much, Eruitt,” Hadia told him, not looking at him. “Given that Giya has chosen you as her heir, I suspect you will understand this much sooner than you would like.” 
 
    “Giya asked me to come to Nohoyo to help destroy the shields,” he told her, noticing his voice wasn’t as full of confidence as he would have liked. Considering how to do such a thing when he hadn’t yet seen the size of the shields was entirely different than understanding how to do it, now that he’d seen them with his own eyes. 
 
    Releasing her hold on Eruitt’s arm, she stopped and turned to look directly at him, saying, “Do you understand what these shields do?” 
 
    “Maybe not exactly,” he replied, feeling inexplicably embarrassed. “They transfer the life force of the people killed to Sov, which makes him stronger. I don’t know how they do that, but what I understand is that if we don’t destroy them, they will continue to help make Sov stronger.” 
 
    “And the Fire Tenders?” she asked, holding her face perfectly still. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that,” Eruitt told her, turning to walk away, but holding out his hand to her, so she would understand he wasn’t walking away from her. He could tell he had surprised her, as she had to lunge to take his hand, but then quickly caught up with him. 
 
    “Just because they have been killing their own people for centuries to feed the Sun God, doesn’t mean they are the only way for Sov to get the energy he needs. If we take them all away, or...” he paused, drawing a deep breath, “or... if we kill them all, that doesn’t mean that someone won’t find a way to feed the shields anyway.” 
 
    “Really?” Hadia asked, a note of incredulity in her voice. 
 
    “If you’re burning wood and you run out, you can always find other things to feed into the fire, right?” Eruitt asked her, then continued. “The same thing here – if we take away the Fire Tenders, the guards or Kasais, or whoever is in charge around here, will just find other ways to kill the people in order to feed Sov. Or Denit, if she takes Sov’s place. Is that what we really want to do?” 
 
    “I see your point,” Hadia answered slowly. 
 
    “Who is in charge around here anyway?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s a council of religious leaders,” she replied, picking up the hem of her skirt to step over a branch. They had been staying in the shadow of the building as they’d walked, but now they were moving into a wooded area where Sahil thought they might go undetected for a long enough time to decide what to do. Since Giya hadn’t disagreed, they were following some of the others to the temporary hiding place. 
 
    “Religious leaders?” Eruitt couldn’t believe his ears.  
 
    “What else did you expect in a land completely dedicated to the Sun God?”  Eruitt could hear the smile in Hadia’s voice at his naivety. 
 
    “We have to destroy the shields now, Hadia,” Eruitt told her, stopping again, then turning around to look back at the building they’d just left. “We can’t wait.” 
 
    “And what about Denit?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “What about her?” he asked, clearly not following her line of reasoning. “You don’t think she would want people to be killed to feed her, do you? Because if you think that...”  he didn’t know what else to say that wouldn’t sound like a threat. 
 
    “She must come back, Eruitt,” Hadia explained quietly. “She cannot take Sov’s place until the crystal is shattered.” 
 
    “What if she shatters it herself?” Eruitt thought he might lose his mind. Was he the only one who understood how important it was that the shields be dismantled? Did everyone else – including Giya – think that he was just going to stand by while they killed the Fire Tenders? 
 
    “The story, Eruitt, did you not hear it? Only the one with red eyes can shatter the crystal!”  He was surprised to hear Hadia raise her voice. 
 
    “You mean Vray?”  He was sure if it wasn’t so dark out, Hadia would have been able to see the look of understanding as it spread across his face. 
 
    “She must come back, or she will never become the Sun Child,” Hadia reached out and shook his arm for emphasis. “And there is only one place she knows to come back to!” 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “I don’t need your help,” Vray hissed at Sakari. 
 
    “I can see that,” she replied, breathing deeply to keep her temper in check. “But I think I need your help.” 
 
    “What? Why?” he asked, the sneer on his face evidence he didn’t believe her. “No,” he continued, “you just say that so you can keep an eye on me. I know you don’t trust me.” 
 
    “Vray, if there is one thing I know about you, it’s that you want to keep your people safe,” she returned. 
 
    “But you are afraid I will not do as Sahil says. Be truthful now,” he said, turning to look at her. Of course, she may not tell the truth no matter what. 
 
    “I could have just followed you to make sure you were doing as you were asked, instead of putting myself at risk,” she said through clenched teeth. 
 
    “Risk?” 
 
    “You could easily kill me, and you know it,” she said, the fear she was feeling was coming out as anger, but it was hard to make it stop when she was standing in a group of people who could kill her just by touching her. “And so could any of them,” she said, her hands gesturing to take in the group of people following them. The group of lethal Fire Tenders following them, she corrected herself. 
 
    “Then what kind of help do you need from me?” he asked her. “You know I am already very busy, keeping these people safe.” 
 
    “But what about the others? The other Fire Tenders? The ones who are sleeping now? What will happen to them when the sun comes up and the Kasais find out these people have escaped?” 
 
    Vray immediately stopped walking and hung his head. He heard everyone behind him come to a standstill as well, knowing they had all heard Sakari’s question. A moment later, he raised his face to her, saying, “They will be killed.” 
 
    “So how do we stop that from happening?” Sakari asked him, watching his chest rise and fall as he considered her question. “We can’t let that happen, can we?” 
 
    “I think you are just trying to stir up trouble,” Vray responded, feeling frustration rearing inside of him. “I have no reason to trust any of you, but I know you are a troublemaker and must have your own way. If I try to do anything at all, if we” – he said pointing at the other Fire Tenders – “try to do anything at all, then these people may also be killed. These, I can keep safe. If we give her a chance, that goddess in there may have a plan. A good plan, instead of one that includes my people dying.” 
 
    “Fine,” Sakari responded, turning her back on him, “I’ll do it myself then.”  She took three steps before she felt the energy surging towards her – exactly as she had known would happen. She’d already had the Uchawi symbols ready. She knew she was taking a terrible risk, and later, everyone would blame her for what was about to happen, but she was prepared to accept that responsibility, as long as they saved as many people as possible. The others may be prepared to follow a self-proclaimed goddess, but she was not. She had known and practiced magic all her life, and she would do as she had always done – protect those who needed her help. 
 
    The night exploded in an outburst of green light and sound when Vray’s magic slammed into hers, the concussion shoving all of them to the ground. Sakari recovered first. As she got back on her feet, she shouted to Vray behind her, “Save as many as you can! Take out the Kasais!”  Then she was swallowed by the night. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “By the gods!” Aidena swore as the ground rocked beneath her a moment or two after the quiet night erupted with an ear-splitting explosion. She lifted herself into the air as Kaya and Than fell to the floor, then reached out her hand to help Kaya to his feet. Even Than begrudgingly allowed her to help him up, but she saw him wipe his hand on his pants a moment later. She couldn’t help but to grin at his phobia of “outsiders.”  She knew he really couldn’t help it, given his culture, but it was still something she found somewhere between amusing and offensive. If it wasn’t so comical, she supposed she would be more offended, but the man truly didn’t know any better. He’d been raised – and trained – to despise all outsiders as a threat to his emperor, and if Than was nothing else, he was most-certainly loyal. Given the chance, he would already be running back to Bila and his emperor. He probably wouldn’t draw an easy breath until he was kneeling before the man who completely ruled his life. Aidena shrugged to herself. So be it. She hoped he would learn to loosen up though, now that the border between their worlds no longer existed. Then again, she considered, perhaps it was only the boundary around Nohoyo which had been destroyed when Denit flew away. She was sure they would all find out soon enough. In the meantime, she was certain their position was about to be overrun with guards or whatever they were called here. She only wished she knew what it was Giya wanted any of them to do about this unexpected development. 
 
    “We must destroy the shields!” she heard Sahil shouting as he came running into the room. She and Kaya had been lingering in the Shield Room when the explosion had taken place – probably right outside the building, given the intensity of the concussion she’d felt. In fact, with all the aftershocks she could feel through her feet, it sounded as though the building above her was still trying to decide whether it would settle or topple in on itself. 
 
    “Than – you guard the door. Don’t let anyone in! Kaya, you and I must work together to destroy the shields. No one must be able to use these terrible things ever again! Come!” Sahil shouted, already drawing the symbols that made the translucent lines Aidena had seen Kaya draw before appear throughout the entire room. “You help Than,” Sahil told her, as he hurried across the room. But as she turned to obey, even though she really thought the building was going to bury the golden discs, and they should all get out instead, Giya appeared in front of Sahil. 
 
    “No,” she said simply, then raised her hands . The next thing she knew, she was outside, laying on the ground with Sahil, Kaya, and Than lying next to her. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Sighing deeply, Hadia closed her eyes for a moment, sending her husband one last kiss, then fought back the useless tears she felt welling in her eyes to turn to Eruitt. He was still in shock from the force of the explosion, but she didn’t have time to answer his questions. Instead, she placed her hands on either side of his head saying, “Be good to her.”  In the next moment, she had turned herself into a hawk and was flying up into the night sky, towards the fiery Lumas. She had truly hoped she wouldn’t have to do this, but now there was no choice. With a prayer aimed at Siri Ventus for her help in this desperate endeavor, Hadia flew into the night, determined to do her part in ending the threat Sov had brought upon his people. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven – Deceptions 
 
    Amphedia seemed to be a long way ahead of her, in their race to reach Sov, which made Denit feel small and insignificant compared to her. She had already discovered, though, that distances and perceptions could be amazingly deceiving, here outside of the planet. “Atmosphere” was the correct word, she knew, without really understanding how she knew. There were a tremendous number of things she knew without knowing how she knew, and came to realize it was the crystal seed that was imbedded in her... flesh... if that was even the right word! – which was causing most of her confusion. She understood, now, that it should have been shattered, and not left intact. The shattering of the seed was what caused Sov to be reborn over and over again, and that usually took place while he was dying, engulfed in flames. She had so many questions, and absolutely no time.  
 
    Sov had asked her to save Lumas, and even though her first duty was to the people on the planet, she felt compelled to see if there really was anything she could do for Lumas. She felt ridiculously overwhelmed by the task though. How did one speak to a moon? Ah! The information she needed was supplied as she asked it – even though she’d only asked inside her own mind. That made sense, though, since her thoughts were her own, even if the memories she was receiving were not. Denit found she really wanted to sigh out loud with frustration at the strange situation in which she found herself, but there was no point. She had to find out if there was some way to help Lumas – who was not, after all, truly a moon, but a goddess who had remade herself into a moon so that she could remain with Sov around this... what had she heard it called in her mind? Oh yes – this “jewel” of a world. 
 
    It seemed to her, though, that a goddess should be able to unmake whatever she had made, and wondered why Lumas had not simply unmade her current form in order to save herself from harm. 
 
    ::I am not in danger of being harmed, Denit,:: she heard very clearly in her mind, as if Lumas was standing right next to her. 
 
    “But Sov thinks you are,” she said, unable to help herself from speaking out loud. Since there was no atmosphere in this “atmosphere,” she was unable to even hear herself speak. How would Lumas hear her? 
 
    ::I hear you. Speak with your thoughts or with your mouth, and I will hear you.:: 
 
    You can hear my thoughts? Denit asked, thinking the words instead of speaking them. 
 
    ::You are made by Giya of me, through Sov. I have always been able to hear your thoughts, Denit.:: 
 
    Denit found herself trying very hard not to think anything at all, so as to not give away how she felt about that particular revelation, but suspected that being embarrassed wouldn’t really help either one of them at this point. Nor did it matter, she decided, finding her resolve returning. It didn’t matter that she currently had a body that was strange to her, nor that she could do things she didn’t know she could do. It really didn’t even matter if everyone on the planet could hear what she thought. She was still herself, and that would just have to be good enough. Discovering she was, indeed, a god, and transforming into a... a... creature... didn’t change who she was inside. I may be able to do more things, or at least different things, but I am still who I have always been!  
 
    It was odd to realize, though, how many thoughts she was thinking at any given moment. Still, she was here for a purpose. 
 
    How are you not harmed, and yet you are on fire? Denit thought “out loud,” directing her attention at Lumas. Are you like Sov? And... like me? Will you die and rise again? 
 
    ::Oh no, my dear child,::  Denit could actually hear Lumas’ chuckle in her mind, and decided she liked the way it felt. ::I have only stayed in this form this long for love of Sov. Once he dies, I will transform into something else entirely.:: 
 
    But why are you on fire then? Denit felt completely confused. 
 
    ::Because time has grown too short before Sov will destroy all that he once loved. It was past time for Amphedia to take flight, and this was the only way to get her to do the right thing.:: 
 
    “But she intends to kill him!” Denit shouted out loud. 
 
    ::There is nothing at all I can do to stop him from dying, Denit. He forgot who he was and became greedy.:: 
 
    He was scared of dying! Denit protested – wondering why she was suddenly so concerned for the one being who had so little disregard for his “children” that he not only allowed them to kill each other in order to provide him with enough energy to stay alive, but he encouraged them to do so. Why? Why was she defending him? 
 
    ::Because you are afraid you will suffer the same fate.:: Lumas replied. 
 
    No! Denit denied it with everything within her, but she could feel a small voice wondering if it was possible. How would she be able to avoid doing exactly what Sov... what her father had done, if she was created from him? How would she remember that she had to die over and over again in order to keep living? He had forgotten, she knew that because of the crystal seed imbedded in her abdomen. The entire history of the world was hers because of the seed. She had thought she might just crumple and die when she saw the face of her son, Jonath, as it passed through her mind’s eye while she was in flight here, but she hadn’t. She had kept flying, she had remained true. Sov had asked her to save Lumas, and so she had come.  
 
    ::He is influencing you, even as he dies, Denit. He will try to make you give him the crystal so he can live again. :: 
 
    Would that be such a bad thing? she heard herself ask. 
 
    That’s when she felt Lumas reach out and slap her. Nor was it a gentle tap so she might remember who she really was, or so that she might remember she was already enough, already loved enough. No, this was a full-body slap that sent her reeling back towards the planet, out of control, her entire body throbbing with intense pain. Lumas had rebuked her; she was being punished for the crime of wanting to help her father. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    He wasn’t sure when the last time was he’d felt bored, but Oculis knew he didn’t like it. Amphedia was long gone, and great events were taking place all around him, but here he was, sitting in a tree in his owl form, bored half out of his mind. None of the villagers, here in Midbar, wanted to talk to him; he was an outsider, after all. And he frightened them. None of the others who were used to dealing with outsiders were here, and although the villagers had been welcoming to the last ones who had come their way, they had been frightened of Amphedia. Nor, he supposed, was he the friendliest outsider they had ever encountered either. And he was trying so hard not to show his frustration, that it was just making him more frustrated. By now, they had all seen and experienced enough magic to understand they really wanted no part of anything that would put them in harm’s way. These people were the descendants of those who had escaped from Nohoyo, so they possessed a different kind of magic than anywhere else on the planet, and yet, they preferred to keep it hidden, to not use it at all, unless they had to. And so he had tried to be respectful, but he had also tried to warn them that Afdal was coming – someone who wouldn’t respect them, and might even enslave them as their ancestors had been enslaved. That’s when all of them had stopped talking to him. 
 
    But, from eavesdropping on various conversation, he knew there were one or two others who might yet talk to him, and right now, he was waiting for a woman by the name of Sora to come out of her house. From what he could gather, she was someone who sometimes stood up to those in authority when she felt they were being wrongheaded, so while he might end up with an earful of insults, he thought she might just be willing to listen. It took courage to stand up to those who were “in charge” when they were wrong, and courage was exactly what was sorely needed here. He’d already decided that if this didn’t work, then he would have to try in another village.  
 
    There, the sun was coming up, so she should be coming out of her house any time now. He’d observed that most of the people here seemed to be early-risers, so even though it wasn’t necessarily his favorite time of day – an inclination no doubt left over from his days as an owl – he was here, waiting for her, even as the sun crested the mountains in the east. Changing back into his human form, Oculis dropped from the tree, landing smoothly on his feet, then leaned back against the trunk of the tree, waiting. 
 
    Nor did he have long to wait, as only a short time later, she opened her door, a basket in her arms; laundry day then. Straightening, Oculis cleared his throat, but otherwise didn’t move. She had closed the door at the same time he had cleared his throat, so he had to assume she hadn’t heard him. Don’t let me startle her! he pleaded. 
 
    “Good Morning!” he called out, gently, quietly, and even cheerfully. Again, he made certain not to move away from the tree, nor to make any gestures which she might interpret at threatening. Humans! They were so easily frightened! he moaned to himself as he saw her twitch, then turn around quickly, a look of surprise quickly turning to one of anger. 
 
    “Good Morning,” he tried again. “It’s Sora, isn’t it?” 
 
    “What do you want?” she returned, putting the basket on the ground – presumably to better be able to defend herself against him. 
 
    “Well,” Oculis told her, “honestly, what I really want is for someone to just listen to me for a minute. Really,” he said, nodding his head, “that’s really all I want.” 
 
    “About the magical threat from this Afland or Flayla, or whatever his name is, who has come all the way here from Nohoyo, if I’m not mistaken.” 
 
    “Afdal is his name, yes.”  Oculis felt himself relax with a sigh of relief – so they had been listening after all! 
 
    “We don’t need your help, you know,” she told him, but she wasn’t yet reaching for her laundry basket, so maybe she might listen. 
 
    “So I’ve been told,” he nodded his head, scratching his nose. He’d noticed that humans often touched their faces, or made gestures with their hands that made no sense to him, so he’d been practicing. Rubbing his nose was supposed to make him look more sincere, or maybe it was supposed to make him look more vulnerable. It was hard to remember. Either way, she hadn’t told him off yet. 
 
    “Then why are you still here?” she asked him. “Shouldn’t you be off doing things where you’re needed? Isn’t anyone looking for you? Don’t you have somewhere else to be?” 
 
    “I am afraid for you,” Oculis told her, remembering to use his hands in a gesture that was supposed to show he was sincere. 
 
    “You’re afraid for me?” Sora was incredulous. “You don’t even know me!” 
 
    “For all of you,” Oculis corrected. “He is very dangerous, and ruthless. He can steal the very life from you without even touching you!” Finding himself shouting, he lowered his head, shaking it back and forth to indicate he was sorry. 
 
    “You’re not very good at this, are you?” she asked, with a grin on her face that Oculis felt was totally inappropriate, given the nature of their conversation. He just looked at her, unable to understand what she was talking about. 
 
    “Talking to humans, I mean,” she smiled again, only this time, she showed her teeth in a way that Oculis knew she was genuinely amused. Then her smile fell and she sighed deeply. 
 
    “Come on, I’ll take you to Tyran. She probably won’t listen to you either – she certainly never listens to me. But she is the one you’ll have to convince if you want anyone to listen to you.”  Sora picked up her basket, balancing it on her hip, and began to walk away from him. Quickly catching up to her, he asked if he could carry the basket for her; he knew that was a polite thing to do. 
 
    “You may as well make yourself useful, as long as you’re already here,” she said, smirking while shaking her head again. She was amused all right. No doubt about it. But she didn’t stay that way for long.  
 
    After a short walk, which took them through the heart of the village where people eyed him with distrust, but greeted Sora politely, if with a reserved (and probably curious) demeanor, they came to a stop outside of a neat house that was larger than Oculis was expecting. He could tell by the way Sora slowed her pace that she there was something wrong when they were still at least two dozen paces from the front door. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked, unable to help himself from looking back and forth between Sora and the front door, and then behind them. Wait... what was that? There was some kind of energy at play here. Some kind of magic. That in itself wasn’t so unusual, but Sora looked as though she was disturbed. 
 
    Frowning, she gestured for him to put the basket down and follow her – quietly. Those were hand signals he didn’t need any explanation for. Without knocking, she opened the door, then quickly ran towards the back of the house; Oculis was right behind her. 
 
    “She’s not here. She should be here,” Sora told him, still looking through each room, as if she might still find Tyran. “I thought she might be in her garden, but she’s not here. She would have told me if she was leaving.” 
 
    “Couldn’t she just be visiting someone else, or be at the river, or... ” he stopped dead in his tracks when he heard a crunching sound as Sora stepped on something. He watched as she stepped back, then stooped to pick up whatever she had walked on. It was a small figurine made of glass. Whatever it had been was unrecognizable. 
 
    “Her dream vial,” Sora explained. “A gift from... it doesn’t matter. She’s in trouble.” 
 
    “You know this because she’s not here and this glass trinket is broken?” Oculis found himself frowning. 
 
    “It was a gift from her husband before he left,” Sora said quietly. “To remind her of their daughter who died.” 
 
    “Afdal,” Oculis said, his voice flat, his anger rising. Before he even realized it, he was running back out the front door, transforming so he remained in his human form, but had wings. He could fly faster in his human form than in his owl form, and he had to find Tyran quickly. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Poised on one knee, with his head bowed, Serat Caeli raised his face to gaze into the eyes of his sister, and felt a smile spread across heart. Her blind eyes had unerringly found his own and he couldn’t help but to rise to embrace her in a most heartfelt hug. 
 
    “Siri!” he called out her name, laughing with joy to be able to hold her in his arms once more. He would never be able to remember later, but he was sure he had even swung her about, and perhaps even swayed back and forth a time or two. It had been an eternity without her, and he had come the moment she’d summoned him. She’d always sworn she would, but had told him that she wouldn’t until she had found way for both of them to be able to see in the physical realm using their own eyes. Because he’d seen she was still blind with his first glance at her, he assumed she hadn’t yet found a way, but it didn’t matter to him in the least. He would happily take back the blindness, if only he could spend eternity with her. He had simply never been whole without her. 
 
    “How I have missed you, sister,” he told her, taking her hand in his, to trace the lines of his smile. 
 
    “Oh!” she said in a very small voice. “You remembered.” 
 
    “You may not be able to see my smile, but I can see yours and I rejoice in the sight. Oh Siri!” he exclaimed again, hugging her even closer to him. After a moment’s time, he released her, but only reluctantly. If he could have postponed whatever she was going to say for a hundred years or more, he would have, but of the two of them, she was always most-insistent in getting done whatever must be done as quickly as possible. And so he let her go, his heart already sighing with regret for the small distance between them. 
 
    “But wait!” he told her, startled, turning around in a circle to look all around them. “Wherever is Oculis? Why is he not here to greet me?”  The sad smile that bloomed on her face at the mention of his childhood companion made his own face fall. But he was stunned a moment later when she answered him. 
 
    “He has... evolved, Serat,” she said quietly, shrugging her thin shoulders.  
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked, feeling a strange tingling behind his eyes. 
 
    “There is a device which allows certain individuals to see into the future,” Siri began, feeling her heart beat faster as she explained, remembering her own experiences with the crystal goblet. “I failed to consider what effect it might have on Oculis when I used him to gaze into it.”  She could feel that her brother had become very still as she was speaking, and he even felt... she wasn’t sure how to describe it to herself... as if he had become physically cold to the touch. “What is it Serat?” 
 
    He swallowed deeply, barely able to breathe. He knew Siri needed an answer, but was unable to speak the words. He was afraid to speak the words, because he knew they were true. He finally understood. And knowing, wished with everything in him that he could unknow them. He chose other words instead, recoiling from the certain truth ringing loudly within him. 
 
    “Why did you call me here, sister? Why, after all this time, have you finally reached out to me?”  He winced as he said the words, knowing they sounded too close to an accusation. Yet she answered with an untroubled expression, without delay. 
 
    “I need your help to destroy Sov, the Sun God. If we fail, this planet and all its people will die.” 
 
    Swallowing in a dry throat, he asked, “Do you care so very much?”  He could feel his entire body shaking with very fine tremors, as if some kind of energy was crawling around inside of him, climbing from the soles of his feet to the very top of his head. No... . he whispered to himself. No! he screamed inside his own mind. But it was true. It was true! His eyes were aching as they hadn’t ached in the centuries since Siri had left him behind, taking Oculis with her. 
 
    Without reaching behind her, Siri sat down. Quietly. Neatly. As she had always done everything. With a minimal of movement. But her body language was screaming with fury and confusion. Serat knew he must tell her, but... but it would change everything. 
 
    “Siri,” he said her name out loud, taking a knee in front of her, wanting to reach for her hand, but too afraid to. Oh why couldn’t he just say the words? 
 
    With her eyes – those cold, white, empty eyes that used to belong to him – she looked at him. She could feel him looking at her, even though she could see nothing. She wanted to understand. To help. To make everything all right again. And he... he just wanted to run away. To tell her to leave this place behind, that they would find new people and a new planet, and they would be happy together again. When he opened his mouth, absolutely uncertain what he might even say, but knowing he must say something, she spoke instead. 
 
    “I have a daughter, Serat. And a granddaughter.”  That’s it. That’s all she said. She didn’t tell him their names, or the names of their fathers, nor anything at all about them. But then, she didn’t have to. 
 
    “The device that lets you see into the future,” he finally said. “Is it made of crystal?” 
 
    The look of concern that creased her features told him she was trying to anticipate what he was going to say, instead of just answering his question. When she was unable to, she finally replied with a nod of her head and a slow, quiet, “Yes.” 
 
    “All those visions, Siri,” he paused again, feeling the tremors racing through his very blood increasing. “The ones that were driving me insane - that was here.”  There! He’d said it. But now he couldn’t stop. It all came rushing out, as he felt a sob building within him. Oh! How he wanted to scream! “Here, this planet. This place. The past, the present, the future – it’s all in that crystal you looked into! And it was all in my head – all racing together. None of it made any sense. None of it!” he shouted, standing up, unable to stay in one place a single moment longer. He paced away from her, then paced back towards her, swinging his arms back and forth. He thought he might explode from the understanding. 
 
    “And Oculis... ” she interjected, her own voice very, very small. He knew then that she understood. 
 
    “He was there. He was always there. In the past, the present, and the future,” Serat told her. “Always.” 
 
    “But what does this mean?” she asked, her voice a whisper.  
 
    “It means,” he said, gaining control enough to walk back to her, to hold her in his arms again, “that I understand what I must do. I love you, Siri,” he told her, kissing her cheek, then stepping away from her. In the next moment, he was gone. Siri stood, facing the east, feeling the wind upon her face as the sun rose into the sky, knowing the breeze would never be able to dry her tears. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight – Evolution 
 
    Honsa looked at Ceirat to see if she was feeling the same things he was, but her eyes were still closed. She seemed to be breathing all right though, and wasn’t complaining that she was in pain. Good. Inhaling deeply, he allowed himself a moment to just appreciate the fact that he could see clearly – without all those strange things he’d seen earlier when he was viewing the world through Ceirat’s eyes – and that he no longer felt as if he was on the very edge of death. From listening closely, even when he couldn’t respond to anything going on around him, he knew that Jarles thought the first energy surge after they’d crossed the boundary to Nohoyo had been some kind of warning to them about not entering. But he knew better. The boundary itself was gone. Completely, as if it had never been there in the first place. Well, except for how deeply its effects reached into the earth where it had stood for centuries. Honsa had no doubt his own great-grandchildren would be able to feel the poison clearly – should he ever have any, and if they possessed his own gifts. 
 
    Sov had done this. Sov and Lumas together, in order to keep everyone else out, so that everyone here would worship the Sun God without distraction nor hesitation. If he wasn’t working so hard to make sure he was feeling better, Honsa was sure he would have felt sick all over again, thinking about what had been done to the land – let alone the people who had lived in this wicked place for generations. It would take a very long time, and a tremendous amount of patience to heal the land, and to help the people live differently than they’d been taught to. He could feel the blood soaked into the ground of generation upon generation of men, women, and children, who had been slaughtered in sacrifice to the Sun God. He could feel it in his own blood – it called to him. He had been born of people who had escaped this evil place. But now he was here, and he was going to do something about it.  
 
    Ordan’s chant had given him a key, and now he had but to find the lock in order to help to set things right again. No – not “again” – things had never been right here, in Nohoyo. Not ever. He would need a lot of help to even make a beginning, but if ever his mythical great-grandchildren visited her, or even lived here, they would see a much different place than he was seeing now. He made them a promise right here, and right now. 
 
    The very first thing they needed to do was to make sure the crystal “seed” was broken so that Denit would even have a chance of replacing Sov, of becoming the Sun Goddess. Nothing else mattered as much as that one fact. The seed must be shattered so the Sun Child would rise again. He had felt the energy as it had enveloped him – it had been amazing! And so much stronger than he’d ever experienced before! He had felt the heartbeat of each individual it touched, and knew who had been touched – who had been invested with the knowledge of what must transpire if their world was going to survive. He knew, too, that Batal had healed Ordan and that Tyran had heard the same message he had. It was odd, but he had the strangest feeling she had already known about the crystal seed. He couldn’t feel her right now, but thought she may be recovering from their ordeal, much as Ceirat was now. He would have to wake her soon, though – it was past time for them to make their way into the city. 
 
    The only question remaining at this moment – regarding something he could personally do anything about – was how the magic Batal had unleashed with her Tear had affected their friends who were Amphidea’s true children. They had all been born and bred in the sea, and had died over and over again. And while the magical blast had healed Ordan, he wasn’t at all certain what it might have done to any of them. Or if Jarles, who was Amphidea’s heir, had been affected. He wished Ceirat would wake up so he could ask her what she felt. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Feeling her face form automatically into a scowl when she looked at the line of gigantic golden shields lined against the far wall, she noticed none of them were hardly even dimmed nor tarnished after hundreds of years’ worth of use. Giya wanted nothing more than to scream loud enough, long enough, and hard to destroy them herself. To shatter them into dust so that they would never be able to be used for their hideous purpose ever again. She had been such a fool. Such a complete and utter tool – used by Sov and Lumas in the very worst ways possible; she had been the one responsible for the creation of the shields. It was a secret she had never shared with a single soul. Of course, it was quite possible the Ahadi – curse Lumas for having created them! – knew full well this all was entirely her fault! 
 
    She had been the one to have suggested a means to focus the energy of worship and praise into a way in which Sov could experience his children in a more personal way. That had been her intention and her hope, that he would come to know them well enough to be loved and worshipped even as she had experienced. He had refused, time and time again, to make himself into human form to meet the men and women he’d created in order to feel the pulse of their energy directly. And she had been utterly enthralled with him – how could she not have been? It was never her choice, but it may as well have been, given that she had always felt she was in love with him. She had helped him to create humans in much the same way he and Lumas had created her.  
 
    It had been his heat, his loving embrace, which had brought her to life. It was his warmth which had caused her to stretch her limbs for the first time, and to open her eyes looking for he who had awakened her. Lumas had blown her own breath into her body, but it had been Sov who had awakened her, whose touch had started her heart beating. She had wanted nothing more than to have been able to have embraced him in her human form. She had longed for his touch as no one had ever longed for anything in all the time of creation, and yet she had always been denied. And so she had proposed a way for her mate to have a more direct means of experiencing the love of the children he had helped to create by using the shields. Long ago, they had stood on a field of green, surrounded by trees so the words of devotion the people of Nohoyo spoke would be captured no matter where they were, and the shields would glow as they spoke, reflecting her intention to have everyone – Sov included – see how brightly his people loved him. 
 
    But he had bastardized her gift into something entirely evil. The council of leaders eventually built a temple around the shields, and then built a taller and taller building on top of that, so that they might hide what they were doing. At least for a time. It hadn’t taken so very long for outright murder to be sanctified as being giving “glory” to Sov. She had been helpless to stop his horrific destruction of the people she loved, and so she had done all she could to negate what he’d done, which was precious little in the end. And still she had loved him. 
 
    And now – now, when she was finally free to destroy the shields she had helped to create in order to murder millions of people – she still could do nothing. Nothing! Denit must return so the crystal could be shattered, or Sov would crash into the planet, killing everyone. While she still held out hope that Amphedia would be successful in killing her brother, or even in pushing him further away, she could not depend on that outcome. So here she was, as she had always been – helpless to stop the killing of her people. And the worst, the absolutely worst, part of all, was that the very best solution she had was in killing all the Fire Tenders, so that the shields could never be used again. But even that extreme undertaking could never guarantee that future generations of the offspring they had already produced wouldn’t manifest the same magical gifts at some point in the future. Some undoubtedly already possessed the ability to take a life by simply touching someone. Those who possessed this “gift” had purposefully been bred to create more children who would be able to do the same so that generation after generation would already be in place to continue veneration to Sov. 
 
    She had loved Sov and she had loved her people, and yet she had betrayed them all. Not only that, but she was about to do it again. Filled with sadness, she shook her head. Sov and Lumas had created her, but had hobbled her, as if she was some glorious stallion who was unable to run. If Lumas had created her as a separate being, instead of tied to a mate she was forced to turn a blind eye to because she loved him, so must always protect him, she would have acted much sooner. She would have despised and loathed him, and would have taken steps to protect the humans in her care. Lumas had crippled her, and Sov had only ever truly loved Lumas. But it was the people for whom they had created this very world who had been paying a terrible price for centuries untold. No more, she told herself quietly. Resolutely. She would take this world for herself, breaking ties with both of them, and she would start by taking back the seas from Amphedia. The Storm Goddess was no longer of this world, so it would be an easy matter. Jarles was not ready, nor would he be likely to be willing to pay the price of assuming the mantle of Sea God. Once she had resumed control of all the waters of the world, she would make certain no one would be able to take them from her again. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Ozahm practically squealed with delight as he watched Giya raise her hands towards the sky. She was going to destroy the shields! There was no way he could think of that would work without killing thousands of people when she did it. She may have created the shields, but Sov had long since worked his own magic to ensure that if his people didn’t obey him, they wouldn’t survive. Giya was going to do his work for him! The former Lord of Death was practically giddy with anticipation; he would be able to feel each life as it was extinguished. He would be intoxicated by the wave of death Giya was about to unleash! 
 
    Jahari knew without looking at him that Rajesh would do nothing, would say nothing to alter Giya’s course. She had long ago given up on him as any kind of leader. If only... she sighed to herself and stopped that line of thought. There were too many times when she’d thought those same words, “If only,” and it had never mattered more than it did today. And Ozahm was practically applauding Giya. They all knew he hated her almost as much as he hated Lumas, and wanted to see her suffer as he’d once done. Almost she shook her head at Lumas’ thought she would be able to recreate him in her own image. She should have just killed him and have been done with it. 
 
    Stepping forward, she opened her mouth to ask if Giya really understood what she was about to do, when she was surprised to hear Borja speaking from behind her. 
 
    “Giya, if you take the seas from Amphedia, you may not be strong enough to save your people.” 
 
    “The seas?” Jahari asked, startled. Borja had surprised her by speaking in the first place, but to suggest that Giya intended to take back the seas seemed absurd. How would that help her, or her people? 
 
    “Yes, Jahari, the seas,” Borja replied quietly, walking towards Giya until she was standing in front of her. Then she gently raised her hands until her palms were facing Giya’s. Lacing her fingers with Giya’s, Borja said, “I was once a goddess myself. A goddess of the seas; very polluted, very dead seas. Until Lumas rescued me from that place where I was alone with nothing but algae and the rotting carcasses of sea creatures who had once been my friends. I know what you’re doing, Giya, and while I may not prevent you from doing it, I beg you not to.” 
 
    “The seas were once mine, and they will be again.”  Jahari heard Giya speak with a conviction tainted by a lifetime of anger, understanding her need to regain control of a world gone mad. 
 
    “I cannot stop you,” Borja repeated, “because I have vowed to keep you safe, but I can and will prevent you from ever allowing another to rule the seas if you do this. If you must take them from Amphedia, give them to Jarles. You have spent a very, very long time creating him for exactly this purpose. Let him rule the seas as your friend – as Amphedia never was.”  She paused, looking directly into Giya’s eyes, but understood her mistake too late. Her own eyes, filled with stars from the cosmos Giya would never experience, reminded her of Lumas and of everything she had lost. 
 
    “So be it!” Giya shouted, ripping her hands from Borja’s to thrust them at the ground, calling the seas back to her. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Thrashing wildly, Jarles was drowning. No! He couldn’t possibly be drowning. He was Amphidea’s heir and had not only survived under water through the whole of his life, but he had thrived. He had been able to feel life from one end of any body of water to the other. He had even commanded sea creatures to do his bidding. How could he be drowning? 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Ceirat struggled to wake up. She knew she was asleep and desperately wanted to be awake. Something was keeping her from opening her eyes and her body from moving, and she didn’t like it at all. She could still feel the magic Batal had sent through Ordan working through her, making her want to squirm. First she felt hot, then she felt cold, and as if she might be coming apart at the seams. Literally – almost as if her body was splitting or changing or being torn apart. It was the strangest sensation she’d ever felt in a life filled with what most people would call certainly call “strangeness.”  Her mind was aware, but her body wasn’t responding. She could hear Honsa moving about quietly, as if trying not to wake her, and other sounds further away, but she couldn’t move at all. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Shaking his head in disbelief, Savaar was confused, and even a little angry to see that of the 14 brothers and sisters he’d brought with him into Nohoyo, only eight remained. Or, rather, six living siblings and two who were nothing more than skeletons – and those bones were not human in shape. This one, he thought, looking down at the distorted pile of bones, must have been Shihoru, because he knew that when she was in the water, she had always been more seahorse than human, and this woman-sized skeleton was in a very obvious shape of a seahorse. His chest felt tight as he walked over to the other skeleton. Nobody was saying a word. They were all too afraid to even begin to voice their fears, the largest of which was that they would be next to be reduced to bones. 
 
    “Tako?” he asked out loud to nobody in particular.  
 
    “He’s the only one missing that would... ” Shio started. 
 
    “That would look like this,” Savaar finished for her. Tako had always been more comfortable in the water than out of it, and had been more octopus than human. He had only come because Amphedia had compelled him to. And now he was dead, with very little left to show he had ever lived at all. 
 
    Savaar looked around, trying to understand what had happened, and why. It was hard, though, to push aside the swirling emotions assaulting him. And then it hit him – the ones who were missing were the youngest among them, while the ones who were dead were not only the oldest, but who also had the most difficulty changing into human form. So what, exactly, did that say about those of them who were left here? There was no doubt in his mind the magical “sound wave” was responsible for what had happened to them. There could simply be no other explanation. 
 
    “Is everyone else all right?” Savaar asked, almost afraid to pose the question. He had to know what they were dealing with. He wasn’t at all certain knowing what had happened would help with knowing what to expect, but he had to start somewhere. 
 
    Kani raised his hand. His left hand. That was completely whole. He was shaking, near to tears, but there he was, holding up his hand which, in the sea, was a crab claw. A broken claw from having been tossed against a very sharp reef during a particularly strong storm several years ago. When he was in human form, he only had two fingers and a thumb. And yet – he now had all of his fingers. 
 
    “Me too,” Umi said, pulling up her shirt to show that her human form bore no scars. Made almost entirely of water while in the sea, she had a hole that went completely through her body near her solar plexus created when Amphedia used two Tears to kill her several years earlier. She had never completely recovered, but now there were no scars to show she had ever suffered that fatal blow at their mother’s hands. 
 
    “I have never felt so clear headed,” Ashika put in, smiling for the first time in the hundreds of years Savaar had known him. He was usually depressed and confused, and his feelings were easily hurt. He hated being alive, and had always wished Amphedia would just leave him dead. Which, of course, had only made her keep him alive as much and as long as possible. 
 
    “It may not seem like much of anything compared to the others,” Shio added, “but I feel stronger than I ever have. Ready to face whatever comes.”  He noted the nods from the others, without exception. And while he wasn’t certain whether their enthusiasm was infectious, or whether he, too, truly felt stronger, Savaar was pleased with what he was seeing in those who remained. Perhaps the others who left weren’t yet ready? Or, maybe they’d had to return to the sea because of the changes in their bodies. He looked forward to solving the mystery, but right now, they had an important task to undertake. 
 
    Wait – what about Jarles? As his eyes fell upon his human form, it seemed to Savaar that his friend was lying entirely too still. No! As he began to run towards Jarles, he heard Ceirat scream. He was aware that she and Honsa were Mezhdu, and that she had a male body, but it seemed to him that her voice sounded more feminine than usual. Signaling to Shio to check on Ceirat, he ran to Jarles, falling to his knees beside him. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine – Sakari’s War 
 
    Reluctant to use her fingers, as doing so would make her hair stick together because of all of the blood on her hands, Sakari wiped the back of her left hand across her forehead to get the hair out of her eyes, then nodded to the three Fire Tenders with her; she hadn’t even had enough time to find out their names, but hoped to do so soon. The lone Kasais they had ambushed was dead. Feeling the blood she just smeared across her forehead mingle with the sweat, she wondered if she would even remember their names later. 
 
    Although, it did seem to her that the noise of all the chaos she’d started was beginning to quiet down. There was less shouting, and fewer screams, too. She hoped she would know whether they had won or lost before long, she was exhausted and really needed to just rest for a while – if there was such a thing as “winning” in this situation. The adrenaline rush and fear had long faded, replaced by determination to eliminate as many Kasais as possible. If she could have kept the people of this place safe without killing the guards, she would have chosen that path, but she knew just how ruthless rulers were who wanted to remain in power for their own glory. And she knew that soldiers in service to such monsters never had any incentive to be merciful, lest their own loved ones suffer for any kindness they might demonstrate. She had lived that reality all of her life, as had all the people who lived here. They wouldn’t even know where to begin to understand how to live their lives without fear once the fighting was over, but at least they were going the chance to find out, if she had anything to do with it. 
 
    Not for the first time, she wished she could talk to Sahil. As much as she dreaded what he would say to her, she also longed to hear what he had to say just the same. He wouldn’t approve – she had known that before she had provoked Vray into trying to kill her – but she hoped he had taken advantage of what she had started in order to make sure those who were in power here were taken down. 
 
    In Sakari’s mind, the fact that Giya hadn’t stopped the fighting by using whatever powers she possessed, meant the goddess wouldn’t have been able to take control of Nohoyo without bloodshed anyway. She had to admit she was a little surprised Giya hadn’t sent her guards, or whatever they were called – those people with the amazing eyes and ability to shift their shapes – after her to stop her from killing the Kasais. She shrugged to herself, breathing deeply, preparing herself for another attack, trying to get an idea of where she should go next. For all she knew, the Earth Goddess would kill her for what she had done. At this moment in time, she wasn’t at all sure just how much longer she would be able to last anyway. She’d never seen so damned many guards everywhere. There was no way she was going to be able to stop them all, not even with the help of some of the Fire Tenders. She sure wished Aidena was by her side though. It would be nice to be able to just push them to the ground and keep them there, using her powers, instead of having to take so much energy to kill them. 
 
    Drawing another Uchawi symbol on the piece of board she’d been using to skewer the guards, she looked up at the faces of the Fire Tenders with her. They were all achingly young; none of them could be more than twenty, she was sure. Once this was all done, she hoped she wouldn’t have to fight any of her own people to keep from killing them. They were amazingly efficient and so very glad to finally be putting their “gift” to use in taking the lives of those who had forced them to murder so many of their own people. She noticed, as she looked up, that the sun had already risen and wondered how long it had been daylight without her having noticed. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked, not waiting for their nods. “Let’s see if we can flush some more of them out of that building over there,” she said pointing, then took off running. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Looking at the people sitting on the ground, and wishing he could look at anything else, except them, Eruitt had never felt so disgusted in his whole life as he did right now. He understood perfectly well that these seven people, these seven leaders of the ruling council, were the result of hundreds of years of cultural evolution- how could he not when he, himself, was exactly the same thing? Had Amphedia not done something very similar to what Sov had done here, when she’d made her “pact” with Giya hundreds (or thousands?) of years ago? Hadn’t she created her own race of people, so that she would receive the worship of hundreds, if not thousands, of souls who would otherwise have given praise and glory to Sov and Lumas instead? He, himself, had traveled into the city by the sea, because he had felt driven to do so, even though the “Savior” had already been born. He’d had absolutely no reason to have left the desert in search of... he still wasn’t sure what he had been looking for when he’d done it. He had known he should have stayed in the desert, and yet, he had put one foot in front of the other until he had arrived – completely lost and bewildered – at the city by the sea. Nobody had had any idea what he should do, nor even whether he should have stayed or should have returned to his home in the desert. So yes, Eruitt understood cultural conditioning, and the need to simply keep doing what had always been done. 
 
    He, unlike these men and women, however, had never ordered people to their deaths as a way of serving his gods. There was a part of him that was trying really hard to have compassion, to understand that they simply had never known any other way of living, but it was just too much to ask. How could you not know that killing other people was wrong? And how, he wondered, truly trying to envision it, could you live any kind of life, knowing that any minute of any day, you might be dragged off to be killed for no reason, other than the fact that you were alive? And then there were the Kasis. He shook his head just thinking of them. They had completely free reign to terrorize anyone for any reason – or no reason at all. This was not how anyone should ever live! 
 
    He looked around the space where he was holding them – again – wishing Giya would come back and take charge of them. He only felt slightly less at-ease now that it was daylight. At least he would be able to see if any of them moved or tried to talk to each other. He’d already proven himself capable of keeping them detained by stomping on the ground when two of them had tried to flee. Of course, that meant that everyone else, including the two of the leaders, had fallen on their faces, as a result of the small tremor he’d created, but he honestly hadn’t cared one bit. He was just glad it was so easy to keep them subdued. Of course, there were plenty of Fire Tenders helping him, and it was painfully obvious just how terrified these so-called “leaders” were of them! It was ironic that the very people they had created to feed lives – or “life forces” as they seemed to prefer to call them –into those awful shields were now standing guard over them. The Fire Tenders had been treated as slaves, really, all their lives, once their power was manifested. But now, they were the ones in the position of power. Eruitt wondered what kind of disaster was going to come of giving people who had been oppressed all their lives a small taste of power. Especially people who had the ability to kill someone just by touching them. He couldn’t begin to imagine how any of this was going to turn out, but he sure wished Giya would come back and take charge of these people.  
 
    She had specifically sought him out, with the leaders following behind her like some kind of child’s game, with Fire Tenders on both sides of the leaders, corralling them into a single file. She had told him she had other matters to attend to, and that he was to watch them. She didn’t want them inside of any of the buildings, although she hadn’t explained why not. Nor were they to be offered any food or drink. They were to sit, not stand, and to stay exactly where they were until she returned. There hadn’t been any chance to ask her any questions, nor even to agree to do as she had asked, before she had turned on her heel and walked away. No, he didn’t like being in this position one little bit. 
 
    And Hadia – where was she now? He looked to the skies, wondering what she had thought she was going to do. For just a moment, when she had turned into a hawk and had flown away, he’d thought she was leaving, that she was just going to flee. But it hadn’t taken him long to understand she had something else in mind, entirely. He had no idea what that might be, but he was pretty sure whatever it was, it was something Giya would approve of. But he was really getting tired of people leaving him behind with so many unanswered questions. Hadia had hinted he would grow tired of the burden of knowing too much, but at the moment, he was just about fed up with not knowing enough. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    All those visions, for all those years! Serat Caeli groaned to himself, remembering the years upon years he had suffered, certain he was insane. And now, here he was, caught right in the middle of them! The Universe, was not, he considered, necessarily such a delightful place to be when you were the one it caught up in its tangled web. He understood exactly what was happening to him, and why he was feeling the pain behind his eyes. Siri had found a way to take his blindness from him, all those years ago, and the visions had ceased to plague him. They had not, after all, gone “away” as they had both surmised. Instead, Siri had found her way to them. Perhaps the unwitting catalyst had been Oculis all along, he considered. Perhaps the owl had been a pawn, much as he and his sister had been, or perhaps some deity, or other such force, had specifically created Oculis in order to bring about this very result. Or, perhaps, the Universe was playing a particularly cruel joke on them. No matter, he decided, he was here now, and the visions were revealing themselves all over again, only this time he could see what was happening with his own two eyes. He thought he might laugh if he wasn’t so terrified. 
 
    While he couldn’t possibly remember every single detail of every single vision he’d had all those – hundreds – of years ago, he remembered Oculis in the visions, as well as the crystal. He remembered pondering over and over again – in those moments when he felt sane enough to do so – how it was that the crystal he’d seen in his visions had represented both life and death. How could he have possibly understood the mighty sun god he’d caught glimpses of had been a Firebird? If only he had understood what any of it had meant, he would have been able to... he shook his head, reconsidering. Well, he would have liked to have thought he might have changed any of it, but he wasn’t so sure he could have. But oh – how he wanted to! 
 
    And Lumas, the Goddess of Beauty! She had been woven throughout history as both benefactor and villain. She had set herself on fire, he knew, so that Sov’s sister would challenge the sun god to mortal combat. All in order to save a single planet filled with humans. Serat wasn’t sure he would ever be able to understand that kind of thinking. Humans were everywhere, and while they were quite useful in their own way, he had grave doubts they were so very worthy of saving, let alone sacrificing his own life for. But Siri had looked at him as she once had, her eyes filled with love, and he was helpless to do other than that which would make her smile again. 
 
    She had a daughter! And a granddaughter! If he happened to live through this ordeal, he hoped she would tell him all about them. He would do what he could to save them for her, so that he might even get the chance to meet them. He would do what he could, because he loved her. He had lived of hundreds of years without the curse and pain the visions brought him because she had sacrificed her own vision to ease his suffering. He would do the same for her. Perhaps not as gladly as he would have liked to be able to say, but he would do it just the same. 
 
    There – the hawk who had called out for Siri’s help. It took him less than a heartbeat to reach out his hand to catch her. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Screeching in protest, Hadia felt herself suddenly enveloped in some kind of solid substance, with her wings being involuntarily held against her sides. With her mind and heart racing, she knew it had to be either Sov or Amphedia who was trying to prevent her from getting to Denit. Squirming with all of her might, and pecking mindlessly with her beak at whatever was holding her, she suddenly felt Siri Ventus in her mind again – just like she used to when the Goddess of Air had used her in order to see the world around her. No wait... ! This wasn’t Siri, it was...  
 
    ::Serat:: the voice told her quietly – so quietly she had to hold still in order to hear it whispered against her mind again. ::Serat Caeli:: she heard, and this time when her heart started beating faster, it was out of joy, instead of fear. 
 
    The brother of Siri Ventus! she practically screamed, already understanding how to speak with him, and breathing a sigh of relief. But then a hundred questions poured into her mind, one tumbling after the other, before she could even think to stop herself. But when she heard him softly chuckling, she realized what she had done. Silently chastising herself, she hadn’t realized how quickly she had become accustomed to having her thoughts to herself, and not having the goddess in her mind. Stilling her thoughts, she waited for him to tell her what was important. Surely he must have already been to see his sister... . 
 
    ::Yes, Hadia, I have been to see Siri. She is distraught, and has asked for my help in defeating Sov. But what are you about? Especially way out here, away from the planet and breathable air?:: 
 
    Instead of thinking coherent sentences, though, she showed him what his sister had done to her when Siri had changed her into a hawk. She wasn’t altogether surprised to discover that Serat understood the Uchawi symbols and the words she showed him that Siri had used when enchanting her to be used as her eyes in the physical world. When he voiced his understanding, she then showed him what she had seen when Denit had changed into a gigantic bird-like creature, explaining that the crystal had not yet been shattered, but was, instead, still imbedded within Denit’s flesh. 
 
    ::What then, are you trying to do, Hadia?::  he asked her, opening the palm of his hand in which he had captured her. Even though she had been enveloped in what had felt like a very solid “hand,” Hadia remained uncertain whether she would be able to use it as a perch once he released her, so she flapped her wings, surprised to find that the lack of wind beneath them was unsettling. Reaching out a single finger in what was obviously an invitation for her to use, Serat encouraged her to rest while she explained. Looking at his gigantic-sized body, she couldn’t help but wonder if this was what Siri looked like when she was no longer bound to a planet.  
 
    ::I knew I had to hurry, so I made myself larger than life to cross the distance faster. I am not usually given to traveling in such a cumbersome manner though, no. Usually I simply think myself in a new place and I am already there.::  
 
    Can you take me with you then? To Denit? Or must you go alone? She doesn’t know the crystal must be shattered. 
 
    For a moment which must surely have been brief in reality, but felt very, very elongated in his own mind, Serat considered carefully what Hadia was asking. There were so many possibilities here! And all of which could be made to look as though he had tried to help Hadia, but had failed, in the end. It would be so easy to “try” to transport her with him, but later claim her poor, frail body just wasn’t up to it, so she exploded. He could claim to have been so distraught, he was unable to do anything more to help. For that matter, he could kill her outright, and claim the same thing. Or, having taken her to Denit, he could “help” her and end up with Denit dead instead. Then Siri would have no choice but to leave this planet, to rejoin him in deep space. She would be distraught for a time, but she would eventually get over it, and he would be there to help her recover. Just the two of them. 
 
    Serat blinked, closing his eyes against the onslaught of the images he saw marching across his vision. He could see each of those possibilities clearly. And he could also feel the slow cadence of the visions he used to have as a youth as they began to reassert themselves. How he had longed to have his sister back with him. It wasn’t, after all, his fault they had been born as twins, and that he’d always felt incomplete without her. He had survived the past several hundred years without her only because he hadn’t known where, or even when, to find her. Together, they could outrace the reach of the visions – especially if the planet itself was destroyed. And that wretched crystal with it. How he wanted to howl out loud at the thought of being asked to help shatter the crystal – the one thing in all the universe he wanted absolutely nothing to do with, and here he was, poised to help release its energy so that its lifecycle would begin all over again. 
 
    No, he decided, if he wasn’t going to help his sister, his beloved, precious sister, then he should just leave without hindering her. She had asked for his help. How could he refuse? 
 
    ::No,:: he explained to Hadia,:: your body wouldn’t be able to tolerate the way I travel. But I will lead you to her, come!:: he invited her, turning towards Lumas, ::Follow me.:: 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Still chuckling with child-like glee, Chared stepped out from between the thin, green, glowing lines, to find himself in Nohoyo – exactly where he had wanted to be! He’d done it! He wanted to be nonchalant about it, as if it had been nothing extraordinary – as if he’d done it hundreds of times before, perhaps – but this was the very first time he had traveled across the land using the magic of his own people, of his father. He had actually done it! He almost couldn’t believe it! He wanted to shout out loud and raise his arms into the air in celebration! He knew he had a ridiculous grin on his face, and that his heart was racing, but since he had no idea if anyone was watching him as he stepped out of thin air, he thought the most prudent course of action would be to take stock of his situation. If no one could see him, he would jump up and down screaming out his excitement. 
 
    To his dismay, though, he saw that there were, in fact, about a dozen or so people nearby. In fact, he couldn’t stop himself from gasping, he even knew some of these people! They were all looking at him with as much shock as he knew was on his own face. Quickly holding up his hands, palms facing outward, in a show of vulnerability and caution, his eyes sought out someone who he knew would recognize him. 
 
    “Savaar!” he called out, hardly believing his own eyes. What was he doing here? Giya had tasked him with raising the level of water under the desert. And while this place was obviously – from what he could see of it -  a part of the desert, Chared didn’t think this was what Giya had had in mind. But then, he reconsidered, smirking to himself, Giya was turning out to be much more unpredictable than he had ever considered she might be. And then he saw Jarles, lying on the ground, as if he was asleep. He felt a cold shock move up his spine, immediately knowing  Jarles was not, in fact, just lying there. He wasn’t breathing. He wasn’t moving. And that was why Savaar was on his knees next to Jarles’ prone body. 
 
    In a way that had never happened before in his lifetime – a lifetime which included twenty more years than it should have, thanks to his having voluntarily chained himself to a stone – everything came together in Chared’s mind with startling clarity. This, then, was why Giya had created him in the first place. Or, at least why she had created his mother, so that she would give birth to him. For this very moment in time. Never had he felt more clear-headed and certain about anything in his life whatsoever. A voice inside of him wanted to rail and scream and rant that he should never had been made to help someone else – that he should have been born to live out his life in whatever manner he chose for himself. But he silenced that raving lunatic – the man he’d been for the better part of his life – with no more effort than it would have taken to brush a gnat from his shoulder.  
 
    Perhaps, he considered in a remote part of his mind, Giya had lied about many things, including having never been able to gaze into the crystal goblet herself. He knew the lore inside and out – no one had ever known it better than he had – and he knew that’s exactly what had been handed down throughout many generations. Giya had not been able to see into the crystal goblet, and so had lost it to Amphedia, who could. He knew that to be a lie, he’d seen it in his own visions. Siri Ventus had been the only one who was able to see the future, and so she had been the one to keep it. It was she who had seen the death of Amphedia, and so had begun the long process of creating the “savior” of the Puj’hom people.  
 
    But what if Giya had seen the future? What if she had created P’onyem because she had brought a man from Bila to the city by the sea in order to create the future she had seen in the crystal goblet? The possibilities of what Giya may or may not have done were exploding in Chared’s mind, making him more determined than ever to find the Earth Goddess to get answers from her. Surely she would be willing to tell him, now that everything was coming full circle? 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Savaar asked him, standing up to confront him. He was clearly angry. 
 
    “I’m here to save Jarles,” Chared replied, shrugging, then moved past Savaar to kneel beside the son his sister had borne before having been killed for the crime of having given birth to him.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten – Nowhere to Hide 
 
    Although Nohoyo was mostly desert, with nothing more than a few places where the rolling dunes flattened out to reveal scrub brushes, and rock ledges, there were a few pockets of lush vegetation here and there, including the most well-known one where the fountain had been built, just to the north of the city. Sina had seen all of those pockets in her short lifetime because she was the daughter of one of the council members and often traveled with her mother throughout the land. Her mother was extremely fond of flora and fauna, so always brought back cuttings, seeds, or plants from their travels, planting them in the city’s gardens where they could grow for everyone to see and enjoy. 
 
    At this particular moment in time, Sina was especially glad her mother had done exactly that, because she was hiding in one of the gardens. Vray had brought her here, something for which she was both grateful and greatly surprised about. Since she was the daughter of a council member, she was sure she would have been used for leverage, or as a bribe, or maybe would have just outright been killed. Instead, he was keeping her safe. When he had encouraged her to run to the fountain, she had just stood there, unable to move. She had never been so scared in all of her life, and simply couldn’t make her numb legs move. She had tried very hard not to cry, but was unable to stop the tears from running down her face, and her whole body from shaking. She thought that he hadn’t killed her because she was only 14, but she wasn’t at all sure any more. Through the haze of her terror, she remembered him saying something about her own magic. He was sure she, too, was a Fire Tender. If she had been afraid before he’d said that, she had been terrified after. She had kept denying it, shaking her head, with the tears completely out of control, utterly unable to say a single word. She had wanted to scream, but he kept telling her not to. He had used a quiet voice, full of compassion and confidence, whispering over and over again that she would be all right. 
 
    He had led her to this place where she was now, tucked inside some bushes. What he had done to the bushes made her want to scream all over again. Her memory was a blur, but she was pretty sure some other people – maybe some more Fire Tenders? – had brought two people to Vray while he was tucking her inside the bush. They had looked like they were dead, because they weren’t moving at all, but she wasn’t sure, because it had been so dark. Vray had laid his hands on each of the bodies, then had touched the bush, making it grow in an instant. She had screamed then, forcing Vray to put his hand over her mouth to make her stop, once again telling her over and over again that it would be all right, to just be quiet. But she had been terrified he was putting her in a prison. 
 
    “Either go to the fountain now, or stay here, Sina,” he’d told her. “This is not a prison, only a safe place for you to stay.”  Tearfully, she had nodded her head, still not completely understanding what was going on around her. The entire city had erupted in chaos, with people running and screaming everywhere. Nobody was safe, he’d told her. He had handed her some water, then told her he would be back for her when it was safe. He had reminded her she was free to leave, but asked her not to, then nodded at a tree that had fruit on it, saying she could eat that if she got hungry. In the next moment, he and the others with him had gone, leaving the two bodies behind. She still didn’t know how she had managed not to scream when they had disintegrated into piles of ash a short time later. 
 
    Oh, how she hated all of this! Why were people attacking the city? What had they ever done to deserve such a terrible fate? Why did they have to come here? Everyone here was peaceful and happy. Why wouldn’t they just go away? She was sure her mother would be going out of her mind with worry, wondering where she was. Holding the golden symbol of Sov she wore attached to her necklace, she prayed to God he would keep her and her mother safe. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “This just feels wrong!” Aidena said quietly through clenched teeth, though still plenty loud enough for Kaya to hear her. Again. 
 
    “Is there any point in my arguing with you?” Kaya asked, his own frustration making the question seem that he was already doing so. 
 
    “There are so many more people, right here, who need our help,” she explained. “Why does one man make so much difference?” 
 
    “You just don’t understand because you never lived in Bila,” Kaya replied. “I have, and Sahil is right. If Than gets back to the emperor, or anyone who can get a message to him quickly, this whole place will be run over with soldiers.” 
 
    “I know,” she conceded with a sigh, “but... ” 
 
    “Just because you don’t want something to be true doesn’t mean it isn’t, Aidena,” he purposefully softened his voice, trying to take the edge off their escalating conversation. 
 
    “Then let’s get this over with,” she returned sharply, increasing her speed until he was almost running to keep up with her. Nor did it take long for them to reach their destination. Sahil had given them a very short time to find Than if they could, and if not, they were to return to the temple where the Shield Room was. Sahil, himself, was guarding it against intrusion or destruction. Although he had vehemently argued with Giya against allowing it – and the shields - to stand, he had bowed to her insistence when she had asked where else he thought Denit might find them if she returned in time. Vray, too, was with Sahil, directing most of the Fire Tenders from there, along with a few others who had come, seeking direction in how to help in the fight.  
 
    After he had recited the child’s song and everyone had witnessed the scene with the children playing, many among them had understood Vray was, indeed, to play an important part in defeating Sov. Just as the prophecy had foretold, much to Vray’s dismay. So he, too, had been stationed near the temple with the shields to be on-hand if Denit returned. Kaya didn’t like any of it, but then, he hadn’t wanted to go to war three years ago either. That had certainly turned out much differently than he had ever anticipated! 
 
    Still, returning to Bila after all this time was going to be a very strange experience, he was sure. It was, truly, the last thing he wanted to do. Ever. But that’s exactly what Sahil wanted him to do – he and Aidena were to go directly to the palace to make sure the emperor never received the message that the barrier around Nohoyo was gone. Although Sahil had never directly said they were to end the emperor’s life, Kaya had no idea how else they were supposed to make sure he never found out. He was glad Aidena was going with him. He had seen her powers first-hand and knew she would be most-helpful in what they were about to do. One other advantage they had was that the emperor never allowed “magic makers,” as he called them, in the palace. That fact, he was sure, would give them the advantage they would need if they were going to get past the guards there. Of course, Kaya considered, it was always possible the emperor had magical booby traps which would be set off if anyone used magic around him. 
 
    “This magic is very useful,” Vray said, nodding at Sahil, as they approached the temple. Vray had had the opportunity to do exactly what he and Aidena were about to do when Sahil and the others had transported him to the Shield Room yesterday. Was it only yesterday? Unfortunately, Vray hadn’t arrived in time to help Denit, but then, yesterday, Vray hadn’t believed in the prophecy that told of his red eyes. Of course, none of them understood just how Vray was supposed to shatter Denit’s crystal, only that he would. But that, Kaya decided, was for someone else to figure out. He had another task to undertake, whether he liked it or not. He smirked to himself, thinking of the advice he’d recently given Aidena and knew that he didn’t have to like it, he just had to do it. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Muuaji knew there was nowhere for him to hide, the strangers would come and kill him no matter what he did. How could they even be here? he wondered for the hundredth time. Everyone knew the boundary was impenetrable. As a Kasais, he’d seen plenty of people try to pass through it, only to be burned alive, their life force wasted, instead of being used for the greater glory of Sov. He never even noticed that he automatically shook his head in dismay at the thought of the waste. It was his sacred duty to ensure each individual lived within the laws and guidelines they were given, so Sov was served to the highest of everyone’s good. That’s the way life was. Everyone knew it. You lived your life as best as you could, giving praise, honor, and glory to God until it was your turn to give your life force to the shields so that Sov – and life itself – was served for the betterment of everyone. Those who failed to adhere to the laws were punished so that everyone didn’t suffer because of one person’s mistakes. Most of the time, it only took a few punishments before everyone did what they were supposed to do. If not, then they couldn’t very well be allowed to keep hurting society as a whole. No, their life force would be given onto Sov, and if he decided they had earned it, then they would be reborn into another body to learn the lesson again. It was so simple and so easy. All it took was a little education, a little consideration, and a desire that everyone should enjoy the same benefits. Nothing more. Even if you didn’t have faith that Sov would take care of you, he still did. That’s what gods were for, after all. 
 
    So it just made no sense at all that all these strangers were here, and were killing as many Kasais as they could find. Muuaji couldn’t help but to wonder if the number of people who had angered Sov had been so great that he had sent these strangers here to punish them. If that was the case, then shouldn’t he give himself up willingly – to prove his faith? He’d never had to consider these kinds of things before, and there was no one left to ask what he should do. 
 
    The Fire Tenders were the most-sacred of all, he knew. They were the ones who had been gifted to give life to God. He had always been grateful he’d never been assigned to the Shield Room, though. He couldn’t imagine being in the presence of such amazing power. It made him nervous to even think about it. To be witness to the moment life was given onto Sov... No! he felt himself shiver, knowing he simply could not imagine being there to see it. It was too much to imagine. And yet, all through the night, he had seen Fire Tenders helping the strangers. What did it mean? He wanted so badly to just run away, to not have to choose, to not have to decide. He looked longingly at the place where he knew the border had been. He had seen a few others cross the sand where it used to be with no ill effects and had absolutely marveled at their courage. What was he supposed to do? 
 
    No, he decided, he would be faithful. He was a Kasais. It was his duty to have faith. He would do as he had always done, and would have faith in Sov. If he was meant to die, to give glory to God with his life force, then that is what he would do. He felt something settle within him as he made the decision, standing up, instead of crouching behind a small wall that served as a patio for someone’s home. He asked for forgiveness as his lips began to tremble. He walked a few steps into the street, then stood still, waiting. He knew they would come, he could hear them. Dropping to his knees, Muuaji spread his arms to his sides, even as his bones shook with fear. He felt a sob torn from his throat as the Fire Tenders came into view. He knew them from their clothing. They all wore the same thing, so everyone would know who they were. He didn’t mean to be afraid, but didn’t know what else to do. Every bit of his body was shaking now, as they came closer, looking down at him where he was kneeling, cautiously putting one foot in front of the other, looking at him as if they expecting him to run. 
 
    “I ssss... I serve S...Sov,” he managed through a throat that suddenly didn’t want to work. He closed his eyes as one of the Fire Tenders reached out towards his shoulder. Glory to Sov! he whispered in his own mind, unable to speak it out loud, knowing his life was over. He never even felt it when the Fire Tender touched him. The next thing he knew, he was being shaken. 
 
    “Get up! I said.”  A woman’s voice. “Come with me.” 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    As his eyes flew open, Ordan gasped, then took a deep breath, trying to understand where he was and what was happening to him. Everything around him was dark, although he could see some kind of subdued lighting coming from... . underneath... him? His immediate thought was to sit up and see what was going on, but he made himself lie still while he figured out where he was, letting his breathing even out. He knew that he was lying flat, and that he was cold, given that he could feel his teeth chattering, but it didn’t appear that anything was underneath him except that strange, glowing kind of blue light. He moved his arms towards his chest in order to rub them together to get warm, but as soon as he did, his body started rocking as if... then he heard it – water! He was in water! Totally submerged in water and still breathing! How was that possible? Why was he here? How did he even get here? Drawing another deep, shaky breath to make sure he still could, he tried to remain as still as possible. He could feel small waves rocking his body gently back and forth and thought it might be a really incredible sensation if he wasn’t so terrified of drowning! 
 
    He remembered being bonded with Honsa and Ceirat, with... what was her name? The owl child. The granddaughter of Siri Ventus. Clever girl. Too smart for her own good, probably, he chuckled to himself. She was with them when Ceirat had invoked the bond which would take them from the desert to... where? It was so hard to remember. There was a place. A place where someone was waiting for them. No – that wasn’t right. Nobody was waiting for them. But someone had been there and they were... oh yes! Denit! His eyes flew open again when he remembered more details, all rushing together. Denit had left unexpectedly – she had run away, actually. After she had been having a talk with Jarles about becoming the Sun Goddess. Ordan shook his head, then stopped again, when the motion caused him to rock harder than expected. 
 
    Batal had followed Denit. He remembered now. Denit had gone through the earth, and Batal had followed her through the water underneath the sand. But Denit had disappeared, and Neiva – that’s what her name was! The owl child. Her name was Neiva! She was taking the three of them to Batal so she could show them where Denit had disappeared. But something had happened. Something bad. Ordan shivered, even though he couldn’t remember what had happened. He really couldn’t remember anything after that. Something had happened, and... oh! he had been falling through the air! But... there was nothing after that. No. Nothing. Why was he under water? Did Batal have something to do with it? And if so, where was she now? And what was that weird light anyway? Was someone going to come back and get him? Surely they didn’t just put him under water and leave him? Did they? But what if they thought he was dead? 
 
    Stop it! he commanded himself. There was a very simple way to figure this out, one that very few other people would have been able to use. Because he was a Mezhdu, he could very simply and very easily reach out to any of the others and ask them what was going on. Simple, he told himself. Now relax, and reach out. He knew Honsa would know what was going on; he always did. 
 
    Before he could make contact with Honsa, though, he felt himself suddenly pulled deeper, as if someone – or some thing? – had grabbed him around his waist. He screamed, terrified something was drowning him, as he was pulled deeper and deeper. He was almost doubled over, with this head and his feet nearly touching as the thing was pulling him ever downward by the waist. With his arms pinned to his sides, he was unable to do anything more than to thrash back and forth, trying to break its grip. He could not begin to imagine why he was able to scream, and was still breathing while being pulled under water. Why is this happening to me? 
 
    The next thing he knew, he was dropped on what he assumed was the bottom of whatever body of water he was in, with his vision obscured as the sand billowed wildly all around him. He just knew he was about to be eaten. Wait! What was that light? There! He reached towards the glowing blue light, surprised when his hand encountered some kind of object. A rock? He picked it up, noticing that as he did so, there was a layer of... nothing? Something. Something was covering his skin. But it was transparent. It wasn’t anything he could see. He touched one hand with the other, but was unable to feel anything. The extra layer of... skin? was what was keeping him alive. He’d never heard of anything like this. Never. Looking closer at the rock, he could see it wasn’t a rock at all, or – if it was – it had purposefully been crafted to look like a tear drop. But what was making it glow? 
 
    That’s when he felt something push against his back. Scared all over again, he turned to find out what it was, his heart beating furiously in his chest, not really wanting to know, just wanting to go home. The sand was still billowing, but he saw enough to know it was some kind of sea creature, not another human, nor even another one of Amphidea’s True Children. It was huge, but it wasn’t attacking him. Instead, it was pushing him. Fine. Not that he really had any choice. The tentacle on the thing was strong enough to make sure he did what it wanted him to. He had only taken three steps when he found her. Batal! 
 
    Stooping down to pick her up, he started swimming towards what he knew must be the surface. She was heavy in his arms, since she wasn’t helping at all. He wondered if she was even still alive. Why was she not breathing? Wasn’t she a True Child of Amphedia? What had happened to her that he was the one who was rescuing her in water? 
 
    The next thing he knew, the thing that had grabbed him before had its tentacles wrapped around him – and Batal – and he felt himself dissolving. There was no other word for the sensation. His body was disappearing. In the next moment, he was laying on the sand of the desert under a blazing sun, with Batal and man he’d never seen before.  
 
    “Quickly!” the man told him, a frantic look in his eyes, “put the Tear on her chest. Hurry!” 
 
    “Tear?” Ordan asked, knowing he was looking at the man stupidly. Oh! The rock that looked like a tear. He belatedly realized the damned thing was burning his hand. He could see the burnt edges of the extra layer of transparent skin where he’d been holding it in his hand. Quickly placing it on her chest as instructed, he stepped back, shaking his stinging hand, to see what would happen next. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven – Denit’s Father 
 
    Stretching herself out so that she grew even larger, Amphedia felt amazingly strong. It had been far too long since the last time she had raced through space and time in her natural form. It was really too bad, she reflected, that her murdering brother was so stupid. They could have had such a marvelous time together. She was surprised to discover she missed having company. Then again, rarely was she able to trust anyone for any reason, so it was probably better this way anyway. Screeching loudly into the space around her, she reveled in the feel of extending her wings. Of flying. Of being a force to be reckoned with. 
 
    No! She felt a tremendous wave of energy ripple through her and she knew. Giya had stolen the waters of the world from her! Her immediate thought was to turn around, return to the planet and make her pay. In fact, she had halted in midflight, craning her neck as if she would be able to see Giya standing there, her hands tucked into her sleeves, her face serene, waiting for her to attack. She felt her mouth quirk in what would have been a smirk if she’d still been in human form. So be it! They were Giya’s to begin with, and she would have no more need of them. She was going to destroy her brother, or die trying. 
 
    At the thought of dying, she remembered the dire warning Siri Ventus had given her – that she had seen her dying in that damned crystal goblet. Well, that goblet no longer existed, so who could say what would happen now? Besides, it had been Sov’s all along, so he had probably planted that particular “vision” in it out of spite. Or wishful thinking on his part. None of that mattered now. Not even the part where Siri had said it would only be with her own power combined with that of her heir’s that she would avoid death. Whatever Siri had seen had been nullified when Denit had taken possession of the goblet, she was sure. No matter – she was going to make her brother pay for his selfishness once and for all. 
 
    With the ripple of energy taking away her connection to all the waters of the world far below her, she had felt another sensation too – a boost of sorts, as if the seas had been a burden; one she no longer carried. She was free. And powerful. And ready to kill Sov. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sister,” she heard Sov’s voice, tinged with sadness, all around her. He hadn’t even tried to connect with her mind to mind. Good! Because she most certainly wasn’t about to let him inside her head! The last time he’d tried, she had barely been able to keep him out, but then she had been in human form, and had been much more vulnerable than she was now. She flew on, eager now to engage him in battle. 
 
    “I never should have hurt you,” he told her, “I never should have left you.”  His words, sounding so sincere, would have been a balm at one time, she knew, but not now. They were nothing more than a pathetic attempt to make her vulnerable. To get her to let him live. But that was something she would not do.  
 
    “I let you stay when I could have made you leave,” he continued. “This is my world. I created it from nothing. I wanted to make peace with you, so I let you stay.” 
 
    She would not respond. She would not. Arguing with him would only serve to let him find a way to get under her defenses. He must die. He must! He was murdering a whole world full of people merely so he would not die – even though he must. Such a stupid fool he’d been. A stupid, self-serving, murderous fool! 
 
    ::And how many times have you killed your own children?:: his voice hissed across her mind. 
 
    You will die brother! was her only response as she allowed her body to transform once more. While she still may have resembled a bird-like creature, her body was now made entirely of water. Or at least what looked like water. She was a goddess, an eternal creature not subject to the trivialities of the inconveniences observed by nature. She was water magic incarnate and she was going to drown her brother, the Sun God. Screeching loud enough for the echoes to reach the planet below, Amphedia bared her talons, flying directly through the raging inferno of his outer defenses into Sov’s body. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “Stupid Lumas! You’ll pay for that!” Denit screeched, righting herself after tumbling and plummeting through space nearly half way back to the planet. 
 
    “No! She’s right. Sov is trying to control me,” she told herself a moment later, breathing heavily at the realization. She knew enough to know that Sov would do anything to be able to stay alive. Anything at all, including killing her, killing Lumas, or even killing every living thing on the planet he had created. She could feel his fear bleeding into her, as if it was her own. She screamed out her rage at the Sun God for his duplicity. He was using her!  
 
    Of course he is! she told herself, but how do I fight against emotions that feel like they’re my own? 
 
    ::This is his madness, Denit, don’t make it your own. Don’t let it consume you.::  she heard Lumas’ voice clearly in her mind. 
 
    “He is my father,” she felt herself whining, feeling incapacitated by the emotions lurching through her. All her life she’d been told her human parents had abandoned her, and she had tried – she had tried so hard not to let that small fact affect her. Giya had always been there, throughout her unnaturally long childhood, teaching her, tempering her, holding her. But she had lied! she felt her father’s rage pouring through her, urging her to be convinced that one fact mattered more than anything else: Giya had lied to her about her parents. Nor had she been created out of love – she had been created out of need, the voice told her. Giya had been afraid of Sov’s power overwhelming the humans she cared so much about, so she had fashioned together some materials to create a thing to counter the threat. A weapon. A tool. With her heart beating furiously in her chest, Denit let out a mournful wail. She had never mourned the parents Giya had lied about. She had never allowed herself to feel the sadness, the rage, the utter loneliness for having been abandoned. For more than two hundred years, as a child, she had never allowed herself to cry for the loss of the people who had left her to die in the desert alone as an infant. But oh, how she had wanted to! And now... now all these many years later, it turns out she never had a right to those emotions. She had never been abandoned. She had never been unloved, as she had convinced her child-self. If Giya would have just told her the truth from the beginning, she would never have had to feel worthless. 
 
    No, her other – rational - self reminded her, Giya had cared deeply for her. She had but to recall any single day throughout her life to see the proof of that. She had been there to hug, to hold, to teach, remind, to explain, to dry the tears. She had been there to...  
 
    Choose your mate for you! her raging-self reminded her. You had no say in that either, because it wasn’t you she wanted, it wasn’t even Jonath she wanted – it was Jarles! 
 
    No! she vehemently denied the accusation, even though she could feel an irritating scratch in the depths of her mind, begging to be itched. The thought had, indeed, crossed her mind on more than one occasion, like a scab aching to be picked. 
 
    Then why did she join with Amphedia and Siri Ventus in wanting to kill you once the seed inside of you had been broken? Why Denit? She already had Jarles. She didn’t need you any more, the voice taunted, completely sane. Completely rational. If you don’t think so, then why did you run away? And why, Denit, did you think she broke the bond between you? 
 
    “I was wrong!” she screamed at the voice savagely, her throat burning with the effort of her emotions. If the voice had belonged to another person, she would have pummeled that person into the ground. She would have set them on fire for saying such terrible things, for even hinting that Giya may have betrayed her. “She didn’t! Leave me alone!” she screamed into the cold dark of the atmosphere, alone. Completely alone, except for the hateful, taunting voice inside her own mind. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Serat could hear the distress in Denit’s voice even before they came anywhere near her. It was obvious to him Sov was trying to drive her mad so she would end her own life, or at least be incapacitated enough that he could do it for her. He purposefully reigned his own thoughts in, understanding just how easy it would be to use Denit’s obvious mental instability to take the crystal from her so that Sov would have no choice but to crash into the planet. He knew he shouldn’t be thinking these thoughts, but it was hard not to. How easy it would be to make Siri leave this awkward little planet behind if there was nothing anyone could do to stop him from destroying it. And he wanted to destroy it in the worst way possible. Yes he did. This planet, Sov, and that horrible, horrible crystal – all gone. Siri would have no choice but to abandon this place. Of course, if she ever found out what he’d done, she would abandon him forever. And for him, “forever” was a very, very long time. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    ::Save me daughter!::   
 
    Everything inside of Denit wanted to turn towards Sov when his voice, filled with pain and terror, blasted through her thoughts. She  wanted desperately to turn towards her father, to help him. To fight against Amphedia so he would live on. Every instinct, every emotion was screaming at her. She must save him! She must! And yet, she remembered Jarles as a small boy, before his mother was so brutally murdered. She knew it was the crystal embedded within her that was dredging up the long-forgotten memory; she could feel it burning her skin, even though she, herself, was in flames.  
 
    He was sitting in the shade of cook tent, playing with toys she had given him, burying them in the sand. They were toys that had once belonged to his father. He couldn’t have been more than three at the time, with his dark hair falling into his bright, blue eyes. Even though she hadn’t said a word, nor had she moved, he suddenly looked up at her, directly at her, not looking around, not wondering if someone was watching him – he had known she was standing there, watching him. And he had smiled at her in the same way his father, her precious Jonath, had done so very many years before. That crooked little smile, with the knowing eyes, he loved his Maw ‘Ki. And she loved him. 
 
    And Sov had never loved anyone. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    She will think you are her enemy if she knows you are Siri Ventus’ brother, Hadia told Serat. 
 
    ::Will she recognize you in this form?:: he asked in return, the doubt in his mind obvious. 
 
    You are powerful enough to make sure she knows who I am, Hadia replied, her own pride in having used flattery to get what she wanted from him evident in her tone. Nor was she displeased to hear the chuckle in his reply. 
 
    ::Very well, little bird, prepare yourself. When I stop, you will need to keep flying straight towards her. I will try to slow your approach, but you will be moving much faster than you’re used to.:: 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Amphedia kept waiting for Sov to unfold himself from the lump of burning  rock he had become to fight her in his true form, but he either must not be able to, or thought he would be better defended in his current form. She wondered which it was. She knew he was already dying, but was he really that close to death, or had he been so afraid of dying for so long, that he’d hidden his true strength even from himself? 
 
    She knew Denit was nearby, she could see her flaming brightly in her Firebird form, her great wings flapping in a way that told Amphedia she was flying in place, instead of coming nearer. She couldn’t imagine what she might be up to – she had seen her careening out of control not long ago, streaking past like some rogue comet, but now she was just staying in place. Why? Would Denit help her, or would she fight against her? 
 
    It had been far too long since she had engaged in this kind of combat, and even then, it had been mostly play, and with others of her own kind, who were created of water elements, not fire. Still, she was determined to make sure Sov didn’t get the chance to destroy the planet. He may have been the one to have created this beautiful world, but it had become her home. And whether she had control of the seas or not, she still might return to it. But first, she told herself, there was her brother to take to task. Gathering the water magic she possessed from deep inside of her, she rushed at the flaming rock that was Sov, expending all of her considerable might towards him in a gigantic wave of that which looked like water, but was so much more.  
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Her brother had changed since last she had seen him, Siri found herself thinking. She hadn’t truly considered how having the ability to see the physical world might have affected him. He was certainly more sure of himself, confident, yes. But he was also arrogant and self-centered. He’d forgotten she had always been able to hear his thoughts. Truthfully, she had quite forgotten until she heard him speaking within her mind. She had often blocked his thoughts when they were younger, since so many of the things racing through his mind were incoherent and disjointed; sometimes even frightening. Almost, did she erect those same barriers when she heard his thoughts as he rushed towards Lumas and Sov, but her own curiosity simply wouldn’t allow her to do so. And to hear his voice again after hundreds of years! It had been more than delightful – it had been blissful. Until she realized what he was thinking. His desire to be with her was disturbing. If anything, his independence since she had left his side should have made him resentful to have been called upon for his help after such a long absence. Instead, he was more determined than ever not to never leave her again. While companionship was something she had been sorely lacking in, she wasn’t at all prepared to have her entire world dominated by his constant presence. This just would not do. 
 
    And yet, she needed his help if this world was going to survive, so she would wait. One thing at a time. First, defeat Sov and then they could concern themselves with the future. Perhaps, she scolded herself, he would be happy to return to the life he had built without her, and had only been rejoicing in not having seen her for such a very long time. Perhaps his “disturbing” desire to be with her was borne of guilt for having the ability see the physical world while she could not, and wasn’t, after all, based on truly wanting to spend his life at her side. No matter. Amphedia had started her attack on Sov – soon there would be solar flares and people everywhere on the planet would be terrified – as if having their precious moon on fire hadn’t been ominous enough! 
 
    And what of the crystal? She had gazed into the crystal goblet often enough to know how dangerous it could be to see the future, as had Oculis. How would he be affected once it was shattered? Was he being affected by it even now? She knew Serat thought he was going to lose his vision again once it had transformed Denit into a sun goddess, but she had no words of wisdom nor foresight to offer him. He may be right, but that didn’t give her any hope that her own sight would be restored. And what other consequences might they all experiences that none of them could have envisioned? There was no stopping what had already been set in motion at this point, though. Sov would die one way or another, whether he destroyed the entire civilization of this planet or not. Would Denit, created of Sov, by Giya, be a more suitable replacement, or would she follow in her father’s murderous footsteps, demanding the same sacrifices of her people that Sov had? And if she did, who would be able to stop her? She or Sov must remain, for without a sun, the people of this planet would all quickly perish. And Lumas? Would she remain once Sov died? Siri inhaled deeply, disturbed at having so many questions for which she had no answers. Especially the one uppermost in her mind – what would happen to her once the crystal shattered? 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “Enough!” Sov roared. He’d felt the cracks in his skin – what most would see as crevices in a molten-covered rock surface – because of Amphidea’s efforts. He hadn’t thought she would be as successful as she’d been at diminishing him, nor would he simply remain here, waiting for her to finish him off. If she wanted a fight, he would give her one! 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    On the world below, everyone looked skyward as the sun began to shift its shape. No longer was it moving sedately from east to west, as it always had, chasing the moon in her orbit through the skies. It was growing and shifting, and the frightening flares they had all watched shooting out from its sides were growing larger, as if it was exploding. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve – Giya’s Ultimatums 
 
    Watching Sahil send Aidena and Kaya away, Giya wished she was the one being sent away instead. There had been many moments when she had wished she could simply go away, or be left alone, but then, that wasn’t something she could do. So much of what she did went unseen, unheard, and unrecognized as being caused by her own hand. Each of the flowers throughout all of the world had an exacting mixture of aromas to ensure it smelled precisely the way it did because she had made them that way. The bees preferred a certain sensation over any other, and aroma was a part of that sensation which made them attracted to the flowers most-likely to be pollenated. The sands weren’t simply piled up on top of each other out of random circumstance, nor was the mixture of trees in Midbar accidental. Sov’s approach had had a devastating effect on every ecosystem throughout the planet, and Lumas being on fire would certainly further push the seasons, the seas, and gravity itself out of balance. There was much work for her to attend to. But she was here, doing her very best to not only counter Sov’s increasing influence and the fear his approach was creating, but also to prepare for Denit’s return. And she must return. Quickly. Time was growing very, very short. No, she couldn’t very well be sent away. Especially not now. 
 
    Stepping quietly out of the shadows, she enjoyed a brief, if genuine, moment of something that probably wasn’t really what anyone would call “joy,” but it was good to see the smile on Vray’s face as he marveled at experiencing magic that was “amazing,” as he called it – instead of his own type of magic, which was lethal. 
 
    “I need your help,” she told them, her hands tucked into the sleeves her robes, as always, holding her face perfectly still. When Vray made to leave in order to give her privacy with Sahil, she reached out to him, holding his arm loosely. “Both of you,” she told him quietly. 
 
    “What is it then?” he asked, immediately on guard, his eyes narrowing as if he already knew what she would ask of him. Then he looked down at her hand still holding his arm and it was easy to see he was extremely uncomfortable. He wasn’t used to people touching him, or even wanting to be anywhere near him. All of the Fire Tenders who had volunteered to help were paired with those who had other magical abilities, or none at all – something that had virtually never happened throughout the history of Nohoyo. Nobody had ever wanted to be anywhere near those who had been created to end their lives. Until now. 
 
    “Tell me how to make sure no Fire Tender takes the life of anyone else ever again,” she said, looking deep into his eyes. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Vray felt his stomach drop at the same time he felt his anger rising. He had known this was going to happen – that everyone was going to want to kill all the Fire Tenders because of the danger they posed to everyone else around them. There were so many things he wanted to say, but mostly he just wanted to destroy everyone around him. He felt his body quiver with the rage he was suppressing. It would do him no good to lash out, he knew. Sahil had already proven himself to be immune to his abilities, and Giya was a goddess, so it wasn’t likely she would be affected even if he touched her directly. 
 
    And, of course, his own reaction had proven her point, as he was well aware. After being beaten, taunted, and killed all their lives, the rest of the Fire Tenders would probably find it impossible to contain their rage, and it would take no time at all before many of them were out-right murdering anyone they came in contact with who upset them. 
 
    He could feel Sahil and Giya watching him closely, both waiting for his response, as well as observing him for any sign he may become violent and would have to be subdued. But that dangerous moment had passed without harm. The question, then, was how to keep his brothers and sisters safe from those who would harm (or kill) them for being born the way they were, and how to keep everyone else safe from them. Rubbing his face, he closed his eyes to concentrate. In no way would he allow them to be caged, he decided. Not even if Giya managed to erect the border around Nohoyo again, so they could all live freely – it would still be a cage, and those who had family members who were not Fire Tenders would either be separated from them, or they would live in constant fear of being touched by another Fire Tender. And what of the future children any of them might have? No, this was an impossible question, one he didn’t feel qualified to answer. And yet, Giya had asked him. Did he have the right to speak for the rest of them? And if he did not, who would? 
 
    “I’ve seen you put people to sleep,” Sahil interrupted his whirling thoughts. “Can you put them to sleep for a long time?” 
 
    “How long?” Vray asked with a frown, wondering where this question would lead. 
 
    “Yes,” Giya was nodding now, an excitement in her eyes which hadn’t been there a moment before. “I see where you’re going with this,” she said casually touching Sahil on the arm as she walked pass him, pacing. 
 
    “We could work together to find a solution,” Sahil looked at Giya, his eyes, too were filled with what Vray would have called “hope.” 
 
    “What do you mean by this?” he asked. 
 
    “If we can put all of the Fire Tenders to sleep,” Giya started. 
 
    “Somewhere we can keep them safe,” Sahil interjected. 
 
    “Yes,” Giya agreed, “then we can work together to find a way to take this killing magic from them, and when we have... ” 
 
    “We can wake them up again and they would be free to go,” Sahil finished, a wide smile on his face. 
 
    “To go where?” Vray asked, cautiously, feeling his anger beginning to blossom again. These were his people – real people – you didn’t just put them to sleep, or put them “away” until some “thing” could be done about them, and then weeks, months, or maybe even years later, you tell them everything is all right and they can leave now. Where would they go? How would they live? What about food and water, and... and the people they loved? What then? What about all those things? He could feel himself physically recoiling from Giya and Sahil, wanting nothing to do with this “plan” of theirs.  
 
    “Vray,” Giya spoke his name quietly, waiting for him to look at her. She saw his body shiver, knowing this was a terrible burden for him, but an unavoidable one just the same. 
 
    “I will always be here, and we will figure all of this out, I promise you. These Fire Tenders, these people,” she corrected, “are my people too. All of you are. And I will need your help to make this work, so that everyone is safe.” 
 
    “But you don’t understand!” he protested. 
 
    “What don’t we understand, Vray?” Sahil asked, refraining from making any kind of “calm down” gestures which he knew would only make him more upset. Instead, he stood very still, his eyebrows raised, with a concerned look on his face, willing Vray to just look at him. 
 
    “This “sleep” you talk of – it isn’t like when you go to your own sleeping place and... and... I don’t know, decide you are going to be quiet and relax, and let yourself rest.” 
 
    “Can you explain what it is?” Sahil pressed, “and not just what it is not?” 
 
    “It is like almost death,” Vray responded immediately. “It is taking the life force away, but just for a moment, and then giving it back.” 
 
    “But I saw what you did before,” Sahil countered, frowning. “Everyone inside the circle was breathing and still very much alive. It looked like they were just asleep for a short time.” 
 
    “I only took their life forces for a moment, just a heartbeat, and then I gave them back. I cannot just... just... hold that – the life force – it must be given to the shields, or to something else.” 
 
    “What do you mean, “given to something else?” Sahil asked, knowing Giya wanted to ask questions of her own, but was remaining silent, no matter how urgently she needed answers. 
 
    “I am the only one who does this,” Vray told him. “Everyone else can only take life and give it to the shields, and only from people. Me, I can take life from people and give it to plants to grow, or take it from plants to give to people to heal them.” 
 
    Stunned into silence, Sahil looked to Giya, only to find her rubbing the space between her eyes, as if she suddenly had a headache. 
 
    “Can you show me?” he asked Vray, deeply curious. 
 
    “What are you thinking?” Giya asked him. 
 
    “I am wondering if I might be able to duplicate what Vray does, using a different kind of magic,” he replied, a thoughtful look on his face. 
 
    “So you can learn to kill others too?” Vray shouted at him, clearly angry. 
 
    “What?” Sahil was taken aback. “Oh! No, no Vray,” he replied, shaking his head for emphasis. “Not at all! I can already kill just about anyone I care to, any number of ways, I assure you,” and then he chuckled a little, releasing the tension he’d felt building. “I want to learn how you transfer the “life force,” as you call it, from one thing to another. If I can figure that out, then maybe we really can help all your friends to sleep, instead of taking any risk of harming them. And,” he went on, “maybe, together, we can work out how to make their magical gifts less lethal, so they have a chance at living normal lives. Isn’t that worth a try?” he asked, holding out his hand to Vray. 
 
    Vray looked at Sahil’s hand, understanding that the old man knew the risk he was taking at offering it to a Fire Tender. Sahil may not have been affected when he’d put everyone else to sleep not so long ago, but unless he was very wrong, Vray was pretty sure he would be able to take his life force before he would be able to stop him. Sahil was literally putting his life in Vray’s hands. Taking the other man’s hand in both of his, he clasped it firmly between his own, understanding, for – perhaps – the first time in his life what it felt like to be trusted. 
 
    “Come, I will take you to the gardens. I can show you there,” Vray told him, feeling both eager and nervous. This had to work, or else he knew that every Fire Tender throughout Nohoyo would be put to death. No matter what either of them said, he knew there would be no other choice. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    As Giya watched them go, she saw a slight shifting in the shadows near the building and knew the movement for exactly what it was. 
 
    “You call yourselves Ahadi, which means “promise,” she said, looking out over the city, knowing the last of the Kasais were, even now, either being slaughtered, or had surrendered. She could feel it through the earth, even here, in Sov’s own sacred domain. “You have promised, or been made to promise that you would keep me safe,” she continued, looking up to see that Lumas was, indeed, still on fire. Since she was still in the same position as she’d been throughout the night, instead of in orbit around the planet as she had been for hundreds of years, she guessed Sov was nearing the very end of his life. There was a part of her that understood Lumas wouldn’t want to be out of sight as her beloved breathed his last. There was even a part of her, despite everything, that felt sad for her. She knew, too, that Lumas would not stay once Sov finally died. If there was one small thing she knew for certain, it was that her other self had truly loved Sov, no matter his failings. She briefly wondered if she would ever be capable of such emotional depth once Lumas left her. 
 
    “But I,” she said slowly, articulating each syllable carefully while reaching deep into the core of the planet beneath her – the planet from which she had been created, the planet which was her – “have made no promise to keep you safe!” 
 
    She watched as the earth rose up to cover the four of them, freezing them in place as it hardened around them, creating figurines which looked more like poorly-made stone statues than the deities each of them were. 
 
    “You may serve Lumas,” she told them, quietly, serenely, tucking her hands back into her sleeves, but this is my home, not hers, and you are uninvited guests.”  She hadn’t moved from where she’d stood when Sahil and Vray had left, no matter her great desire to pace. She must remain in control, and could feel each of them as they struggled to free themselves. Whatever Lumas had done to compel them into her service as her unseen guardians all these years, it had also taken something way from them, so that they were unable to counter her, despite the very real fact that each of them were gods in their own right. They, were, she was quite certain, shocked to find themselves unable to move; she’d seen how they had been easily able to nullify all the other magics thrown at them – and all of the others – when they had announced their arrival in the Shield Room the night before. That had been a very useful piece of information she had been able to use to her advantage now. Unlike what Sahil, Sakari, Vray, Kaya, and the others had done, she had not used magic to hold the Ahadi in place now. She had used nothing more than her own, inherent powers as the Earth Goddess. They would eventually be able to release themselves if she chose to leave them frozen in place, but not immediately; which gave her a small opportunity to get them to cooperate. 
 
    “If we fail in our efforts to keep Sov from destroying this world, I may or may not survive,” she went on, still standing nearly as immobile as they were. “As you pointed out earlier, Rajesh, Lumas is a creature who can move through space and time, while I am not,” she reminded them. “It is likely I would survive, but it is not likely I will survive in this form, so I would most certainly be harmed – which would violate your edict of keeping me safe. I wonder what, then, would become of all of you.” 
 
    Now she did pace, slowly, deliberately, making sure they would be able to hear her footsteps as she walked freely while they were captured in place. Ozahm was the only one still struggling; his anger would compel him to continue until he could break free. He stank of death, but also of life. Despite his hatred of her, she would be able to work most easily with him. Jahari, though, screamed of duty and sadness wrapped in a cloak of beauty she was unlikely to understand had worth. She needed someone to care for; she, too, would be likely to join her once she understood her true worth. Borja would probably resist, but may be ready for more company than the three companions she was accustomed to, especially once she met some of the bahari.  
 
    Of the four of them, Rajesh was her greatest concern. He understood nothing of his history nor his people, nor of his singular role in helping to create the bond between Lumas and the people of Bila. Nor did he understand he was not, and had never been human, despite having been born of a human woman – the first Empress of Bila. That, too, had been Lumas’ trickery. It had taken her a very long time to track down all the information she’d needed, but she had done it, with Sahil filling in the last, few, missing pieces. It had been the willful giving of the child’s life Lumas had required, not the child himself – he had already been assured eternal life. And, Giya had reflected, he might even have been created by Lumas for some other purpose she had later decided against. It was always possible her other self had created other such children throughout the years who were, even now, hidden among their unknowing neighbors. If Siri Ventus had done so with Aidena, it was certainly possible Lumas had done the same. 
 
    “I will no longer tolerate your presence, you are worse than useless to me, to my people, and to Lumas,” she announced in measured tones. “When I release you, you are free to go. You can roam the cosmos, you may return to Lumas, if you can tolerate the heat you will find there, or you can find a new home elsewhere. What you may not do is to stay here, on this planet, on my home. ”  She waited a moment, feeling their emotions through the stone surrounding them. Even Ozahm had ceased his struggles. Good. There was hope then. 
 
    “Unless,” she continued slowly, “you agree to my terms. The first of which is that you will agree to never cloak in my presence ever again. If you do, I will kill you. Do not think for a moment that I will not. The second condition of your staying here will be to work with me, not against me in helping this world, and its people – that includes you Ozahm – to flourish and grow.” 
 
    Walking over to touch the stone figure of Ozahm, she touched it lightly, the stone and sand mixture dissolving into a cascading shower of nothing as it fell in on itself, the smallest remnants being absorbed back into the ground. “You will teach humans to respect life and death by teaching them how to grow new life in the desert. In turn, they will teach you how to love them. Decide now, Lord of Death, do you accept or will you leave us?”  She watched as his eyes darted back and forth, considering whether staying was worth having to have anything at all to do with humans, and whether or not he would ever be able to trust her. 
 
    “I will stay,” he told her, giving her a small bow. 
 
    “I am glad,” she told him, meaning it. “For the immediate moment, there are many dead and dying people in the streets and more abandoned in their homes where they were killed. Seek out the dead so disease doesn’t threaten the living.”  She watched as he nodded, his eyes closed in respect this time, then disappeared as he walked away. 
 
    “Jahari, free yourself,” she commanded. “Nohoyo is yours,” Giya told her, as she stepped forward, the shell of stone around her dissolving in the same way Ozahm’ s had, even though she had not touched it. Giya nodded silently to herself. Jahari would be a powerful ally. “Your people will have a great need of someone to lead them from slavery into lives they cannot imagine now. The boundary is no more, so you will need to decide how best to guard it, or if you allow free passage.” 
 
    “Giya,” Jahari started, her hands in front of her as if she would plead for something. Giya took Jahari’s hands in her own, and for a brief moment, she glowed as if there was a luminescent green light inside of her, then it was gone. “Your people will know you when they see you. Go,” she told the other goddess, a smile on her face, “let them always see you.” 
 
    As she walked away, Giya turned to Borja, once again touching the stone-like material surrounding her. As it sloughed off her, Borja fell to her knees, crying. “I can’t. I just can’t,” she sobbed. “Lumas saved me. I must stay here. I must do as she bids. Please, ” she wailed, “please don’t kill me.” 
 
    “Stand up, Borja,” Giya told her quietly. “You have been too long from the sea. I need you there to help our people. Lumas will not stay once Sov has died. Stay and be welcome.”  To say Giya was surprised when Borja suddenly stood up to wrap her arms around her, would be an understatement. Returning the embrace, she helped to wipe away Borja’s tears, then  instructed her to begin raising the water underneath Nohoyo in such way that it remained mostly desert, but that more vegetation would begin to bloom. “Work with Jahari and Ozahm so this land will be a welcoming place for all who live here. But make sure to visit the oceans often. There are many there who would welcome your friendship.” 
 
    As Borja slipped below the sand to begin her work, Giya at last turned to the stone statue that was Rajesh. He was filled with despair and a terrible sense of worthlessness. Instead of gently dissolving the stone mixture around him, though, she made it explode outward, suddenly exposing him to her angry glare. “Stop pretending to be who you are not!” she shouted at him. 
 
    “I didn’t choose this!” he protested, whimpering. “Lumas chose me, because I was the child of the... ” 
 
    “She chose you before you were born Rajesh! You were born a god and given to your mother so that she would sacrifice you to Lumas. You were never human. Not ever. Lumas lied to your mother for her own reasons.” 
 
    “That can’t be true!” he replied, quivering. “Why? Why would she do that and never... ” 
 
    “Never tell you? Why not? Gods do whatever we want, don’t we?” she pressed, her voice an angry growl. 
 
    “I’ve... I’ve always thought so, yes,” he replied, his lips trembling. “But I could have done so much more if only... ” 
 
    “If only you had known? Why didn’t you choose to do whatever you wanted? Why did you allow someone else – even Lumas – to decide what you could or could not do?” 
 
    “I... I... “ he stammered. 
 
    “Because you decided early in life that you were never good enough, that’s why,” she told him. “That you had been sacrificed because you were expendable. Your mother never knew you were a god, only Lumas did. She gave the one thing that was dearest to her heart to prove her loyalty to her goddess and that was you – because she loved you, not because you weren’t good enough. And now that you know you are a god, what are you going to do?” 
 
    “Would it be wrong to ask if you have any suggestions?” he asked, clearly afraid it would be wrong. At this, Giya smiled, watching him visibly relax as she did so. 
 
    “What I would like for you to do is to go to Bila, to the emperor’s palace. You already know that Kaya and Aidena are there, and I suspect they are going to need some help. If he survives, Kaya will have a very important role to play in the rebuilding of that empire.” 
 
    “If he survives?” Rajesh was appalled. “You don’t know if he will?” 
 
    “I don’t even know if Sov will be successful in destroying this planet at this moment, Rajesh, but I am hopeful our friends Amphedia and Denit will be successful. There is nothing more I can do from here to help them, so until we are dead, we have work to do. Go to Bila, and quickly,” she said, looking up to see that Sov was spreading out. Was he coming apart, or was he transforming into a Firebird? She didn’t like not knowing, no matter her brave words. 
 
    “You are a god, my friend, and the people of Bila will come to know you as you learn more about your homeland. Kaya would be a good choice if you are smart enough to seek out new friends.” 
 
    In the next moment, Rajesh was gone, leaving Giya alone, blessedly alone, for a moment in time. Breathing deeply, she turned back towards the temple, only to see two people running towards her. The woman she recognized as Tyran from Midbar, but the man with her was unfamiliar. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen – Chared’s Moment 
 
    As she watched in mounting horror, Neiva wanted to scream as loudly as Ceirat was. Not only could she see the physical changes being done to her body, but she could feel her emotions too. Her body was growing smaller and thinner, even her shoulders were changing shape! As she screamed, Neiva could see her jawline and forehead changing, and the rough outline of a beard Ceirat’s male body produced was flaking away from her face. Ceirat was turning into a woman!  
 
    There were alarming changes going on all around her, including the fact that she, herself, had been changed back into her human form involuntarily. She had been about to change herself back into an owl when Ceirat had woken up screaming. Everything that was happening was obviously part of the sound wave that had washed over them last night. Reminding herself that her Grandmother The Goddess told her that nothing good ever came of losing control, she tried fitting the pieces of what she knew together. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “Help me Honsa! You have to do something! Make it stop!” Ceirat screamed, watching her body change into one that was distinctly female. She could feel her genitals burning and knew beyond any doubt she would no longer have a penis by the time whatever was happening to her was done. She was terrified out of her mind and couldn’t stop herself from screaming, from panicking. There was nowhere to run, to hide, to get away from it. Just because she had always wondered what it would feel like to have a woman’s body didn’t mean she wanted one! 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “I know you don’t trust me,” Chared said, as he stretched his hands out over Jared’s inert body, already beginning to feel what was wrong. It was fascinating, really, and he deeply wished he had known he could have been doing this the whole of his life – so much would have been different then! No – everything would have been different! 
 
    “You’re right about that,” Savaar confirmed, reaching out to pull Chared’s hands away from Jarles. This was the very same man who had stabbed him, hoping to kill him. Giya had ordered them to work together, and only because of the dire circumstances they all faced had he been willing to let go what was between them. He knew, though, that this man was a tool of Amphedia. 
 
    “Wait!” Chared shouted, angry for having been interrupted. Exhaling deeply to get better control of himself, he quietly repeated, “Wait. Please. I’m not here for Amphedia, I swear. I really do know what to do here, and I really am the only one who can save him. This is why Giya made my mother,” he told everyone listening, willing them to hear the truth in his words, but unwilling to compel them using magic. “So she would give birth to my sister, Drena, who was Jarles’ mother, “ he paused when he felt the shock of that revelation wash over those surrounding him. “And so that I would be able to save him when this happened. Please,” he looked at Savaar, “let me help him. You can see everything I’m doing. Watch,” he said quietly, without any of the grandiose gestures he would have liked to have used. Moving his hands in the pattern he knew would illuminate the green, glowing “lines” crisscrossing throughout life itself, he smiled when they appeared. 
 
    “Do you see these lines?” he asked, not pausing for confirmation, “the ones that are running through Jarles’ body from his head to his feet?”  He hadn’t been altogether certain Jarles’ own life lines would appear, so was relieved when he was able to point to them as part of his explanation. “Watch,” he said, reaching in, among the tangled lines. “This one,” he said, pointing, “it should be thrumming, or beating, because it is his lifeline.” 
 
    “Stop talking about it and just do whatever you need to do!” Savaar suddenly shouted, his fear of Jarles dying overriding any trust issues he may have had with Chared. 
 
    Delicately touching the various “lines” he could easily see throughout Jarles’ body, it only took him a moment to understand what had happened. He hadn’t meant to, but he had gasped out loud when he’d found it. Having made that sound, he knew he had no choice but to explain. “Giya has taken back control of the seas, and in doing so, has taken Jarles’ life as well. But... ” he paused to concentrate. 
 
    “You’re lying!” Savaar roared, grabbing Chared by the throat, lifting him away from Jarles, choking him with both hands. 
 
    “Giya would never kill Jarles, you filthy, lying pig!” Savaar shouted, spittle flying from his lips into Chared’s face. “You’re the one trying to kill him!”  
 
    Chared’s mind and body worked in perfect tandem, automatically defending him against a true threat to his life, without his conscious decision to do so. Later, he would marvel at how amazingly everything came together so quickly, and was grateful the process hadn’t required his conscious consent to act. One moment he was hanging by his throat in Savaar’s hands, and the next, his assailant was lying on his back in the sand, several body-lengths away, recovering from having had his breath knocked out of him. It had taken Chared a moment to understand what had happened, as he had sat in the sand, where Savaar had unceremoniously dropped him when the shock to his system had forced him to let go of his throat. Chared had blinked several times, then had remembered Jarles.  
 
    This time, when he had taken action, it had been purposeful. Chanting seven words of power, he had turned the green glowing lines to red, using them to push everyone forcefully away. Then he had no time left for distractions. Holding Jarles’ lifeline firmly in his left hand, he lost himself to the universe as his consciousness spiraled outward. Jarles had been born of very specific parents for a very specific purpose, and when Giya had taken control of the seas away from Amphedia (Something in his mind could not fathom the Earth Goddess having done so – what could possibly have happened to make her do that?), she had not, instead, transferred control to Jarles. In fact, she had made certain she would never be able to transfer control of the seas to anyone ever again! Ah – there it was! It was a small, sickly yellow diamond shining weakly in the vastness of the cosmos; she had not known she would kill Jarles by her actions. Well that’s a relief, he heard himself whisper quietly to himself. 
 
    Concentrating, Chared breathed life into the diamond, envisioning it shining brightly. There, just a little bit more... he whispered the ancient word for life, drew the Uchawi symbol for resurrection, then breathed once more on its surface, watching as it began to flicker back to life. He could feel his own heart swell with joy, then added a single tear, amazed as it turned blue, and suddenly, he was back to himself and Jarles was coughing, trying to sit up. 
 
    Chared breathed a deep sigh of relief when the others rushed forward to help Jarles, as the red lines disappeared. He felt elated, filled with an incredible sense of wellbeing. He’d done it!  Feeling such a mad rush of emotions wash through him, he was overwhelmed. He thought he might sit right where he was for the next two days, without moving, just basking in the feel of having accomplished something in his life that was wholly good. 
 
    “Do you think you can take a look at Ceirat to see if you can help her too?” Chared knew that was Savaar’s voice, without even having to look up. He sat there a moment longer, remembering when he had stabbed Savaar in the temple of the Blue Dolphin Order, marveling at how much had changed in such a short time. He had wanted to help Amphedia rule the world. In fact, he had lived all of his life believing he would always serve her. And now, here he was, serving others. He felt his mouth quirk at the irony. 
 
    “I would be happy to,” he replied, extending his hand for Savaar to help him stand, realizing he really meant it. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    The whole world has gone mad, Honsa thought, as he held Ceirat, trying to help her through the worst of her chaotic emotions. Over her head, he could see Neiva, and worried she would be scared by everything going on around her. Instead, it looked as though she was deep in thought, completely ignoring Shio, who had come to see how she might help. He almost chuckled to himself at the sight of the young girl, grateful for one less thing to worry about. Then again, he reflected, she had been affected by the energy wave, having been returned to her human form unwillingly. How was all of this connected? he wondered.  
 
    When he had chanted the song Ordan had sent through their bond, he’d felt a deep connection with the land – here, in Nohoyo – that had surprised him. It had felt as if he had been re-living someone else’s memories. Someone else who had loved the land nearly as much as he had. But he didn’t have the sense it had been the children he’d seen in the scene playing out in front of his eyes whose memories he’d been sharing. That didn’t feel right. Someone else had, somehow, imbued that memory and that song, with a very specific magic so that it would be played out just the way it had been. But who? And why? And what had triggered the song? Why now? The crystal seed mentioned in the song had a deep connection with the land here, of that much, he was absolutely certain. There was a message in the magic he hadn’t yet figured out. But why had the song, or the energy wave, or even the magic, caused the changes in almost everyone around him? Was there some kind of change that was going to suddenly come over him too? Or was there a reason he hadn’t been affected? 
 
    “Answers,” Ceirat said quietly, through her sniffles. The worst of her sobbing seemed to be past, but Honsa suspected she might yet burst into tears again. 
 
    “I’m trying to figure it out,” Honsa told her, letting her sit up straight again. She’d been resting in his arms as she’d cried, but now she was wiping her tears away, pulling gently away from him.  
 
    “No. The man who is coming. He has answers,” she told him, trying to turn around. Honsa looked up to see Savaar was bringing a stranger to meet them. Probably an interesting one, if Ceirat was feeling something from him.  
 
    “Good,” he told her, meaning it. Starting to rise, Savaar motioned them to remain seated, then brought the stranger to sit with them. He was glad when Shio and Neiva sat down with them too; they all needed answers. 
 
    “Chared is here... ” Savaar began, but Ceirat cut him off immediately. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” she said, surprising Honsa greatly. She only rarely participated in any kind of discussion, preferring to watch while everyone else weighed in with their opinions and thoughts, and only then did she offer her own advice in any given matter. Leaning across the circle they had formed when sitting down together, she took Chared’s hand in her own, asking, “What do you feel?” 
 
    “It’s better if you lie down,” he replied, not seeming to mind Ceirat’s strange behavior. But then, he didn’t know how she usually acted. And this man had a history of hiding things; not to mention a connection with the land that was... unique, Honsa decided. Or, perhaps, not quite so unique, he reconsidered. Watching him, it was obvious he used a different kind of magic than what he was used to, but it tugged at him in a way that reminded him of the circle of children in the chant Ordan had sent him. The glowing lines he’d made appear, though, those were logical and made perfect sense once he saw them illuminated – both on Ceirat’s body, as well as all around them. They extended far beneath the surface of what they could all see with their own eyes, he knew. 
 
    “Answers,” Ceirat repeated, more confident now. 
 
    “Ceirat says you have answers,” Honsa said, looking at Chared. “She has a connection to the potential of... things... ” he finished lamely, trying not to interrupt, so only providing the bare necessities to whatever questions Chared might have. 
 
    “The future,” Ceirat added. 
 
    “Why is there so much... ” Chared asked, obviously speaking to himself. Honsa watched as Chared closed his eyes, a troubled expression on his face. He seemed to relax further into himself, then his hands started moving over Ceirat in a way that looked like he was making a pattern, but not one Honsa was able to recognize. He paused, frowned, then repeated the pattern, frowning deeper. Finally, he opened his eyes, looking at Ceirat. “Why does this say you are a man?” 
 
    “Until a short time ago, I have always had a man’s body with a woman’s spirit. I was born with a male body, but am not a man,” she replied. 
 
    Honsa opened his mouth to explain further, when he saw a look of understanding brighten Chared’s features. He even smiled in a way that made him look as though he was delighted. “That explains it!” he laughed out loud. “There’s nothing “wrong” with you! You have simply evolved!” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Savaar asked, leaning forward with an intense look of interest on his face. 
 
    “Here, I’ll show you,” Chared smiled, holding out his hands to Ceirat. “Take my hands, close your eyes, and remember what your body looked like before you changed.”  When she hesitated, looking at Honsa, he simply said, “Trust me. You’ll see.” 
 
    Honsa shrugged at her, clearly leaving the choice up to her. He watched her take a deep breath as she put her hands in Chared’s, then closed her eyes. “That’s it,” Chared encouraged her quietly. But Honsa couldn’t see any changes in her. “Shhhh... “ Chared hissed quietly. “Be brave. You can do it. Start with your hands. You’ve seen them hundreds of times. Picture what they look like when you’re washing your hands.” 
 
    Honsa felt a shiver of something snake up his spine, but wasn’t sure whether it was amazement or fear. He could see Ceirat’s hands phasing back and forth, as they grew larger, then smaller again. Nor was it just an illusion, he knew, because Chared adjusted his own hands to accommodate Ceirat’s larger, male hands. After that, the change came rapidly. In just a few moments, she was back to herself, although the beard stubble didn’t come back as her face changed. 
 
    Ceirat opened her eyes, looking at her hands, then looked at Chared, a wide smile on her face, with tears rolling down her cheeks again. Only this time, Honsa knew, they were tears of joy, and great relief. “Oh thank you!” she gushed, turning her hands back and forth between the backs of them and her palms. “I can’t tell you how much this means to me!” 
 
    “But why haven’t I changed?” Honsa wanted to know. “I am a man in a female’s body. Why did my body not change like hers did?”  He wasn’t sure whether to be alarmed or not; he only knew it felt as though he had missed something by not having changed. Evolution, after all, usually meant the next step forward, or up. 
 
    “There could by any number of reasons,” Chared replied. “She’s older than you are, right?”  At Honsa’s nod, he continued, “Maybe that’s it, or maybe because the transformation from one gender to the other is more difficult, or maybe it’s just because she was ready and you were not,” he shrugged. 
 
    “Evolution!” Savaar gasped. “Of course! That makes so much sense!”  Turning to Chared with a rush of excitement, he explained that the eldest among his people had died, while the youngest had left with no explanation. He briefly shared how some of those who remained had been affected – that many of them had had injuries completely healed, and that the rest of them felt refreshed, stronger, and more confident. 
 
    “Batal used her Tear to heal Ordan,” Neiva spoke up. When every eye turned towards her, she shrugged saying, “The sound wave tasted like it came from the sea. The sound was an ancient one, and should not have been heard here, on the land. I could hear it differently than the rest of you because I was in my owl body. All of your people,” she gestured at Savaar, “are not just from the sea, but of the sea, so you were all changed.” 
 
    Once more impressed by the girl’s powers of observation and deduction, Honsa asked, “But what about Ceirat? She’s not from the sea. And what about you?” 
 
    “Batal was trying to fix Ordan after I hurt him,” she explained. “Ordan shares a special bond with both of you, so you were touched by the sound because of him. Maybe they were only touched because the sound was traveling to you,” she suggested, then, obviously embarrassed at sounding like she was accusing them of being the cause of everyone else’s problems, pulled her arms around her thin frame, hugging herself. 
 
    “Tyran?” Ceirat asked, looking to Honsa. 
 
    Shaking his head, he replied, “We have no way of knowing. I can’t reach her.” 
 
    “I thought it was just me,” Ceirat frowned. “I haven’t been able to touch her or Ordan.” 
 
    “But what about her?” Savaar asked, nodding at Neiva, turning to Chared. “Why was she changed from her owl form to her human form when the... the... sound wave passed through us?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but it was probably because she could hear it better than the rest of you, and it may have interrupted her magic.”  He paused, considering. “I could examine you if you like,” he offered. “Maybe that would tell us what happened.” 
 
    “No, thank you,” Neiva replied, and in the next moment, she had returned to her owl self, seeking out Honsa. When he picked her up, placing her on his shoulder, she said, “I am all right now,” closing her eyes while lowering her face into the feathers around her neck, she said nothing more. 
 
    “Batal’s Tear?” Chared asked. “Where is she now? Maybe you should try reaching out to Ordan again. If Ceirat was affected this way, it’s possible he was too.” 
 
    Nodding, Honsa closed his eyes, seeking a connection. A moment later, his eyes flew open, staring at Savaar. “He’s all right, and so is Batal, even though she died... ” he paused, holding up a hand for silence when everyone started asking questions at the same time. “And... and... that can’t be right. He says your brother Sabbah is with him.” 
 
    Just then the sky over their heads seemed to explode with a peal of ear-shattering thunder, as the ground rocked beneath them and the sun seemed to be coming apart. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen – Blood Magic 
 
    Feeling like his burning calf muscles might give out on him any moment if he didn’t move soon, Than eased himself into a standing position, careful not to make any noise, despite the numb feeling in his feet. He had been squatting near the temple where the shields were kept for several hours, waiting for just the right opportunity to take Sahil into custody. He’d been sure, more than once, the old man had sensed him and the magic he’d used to cloak himself from sight. But since he hadn’t taken any action against him, he hoped Sahil assumed that he had headed back to Bila to warn the emperor to expect an attack from a group of Fire Tenders. Sure, everyone kept talking about the possibility of an invasion from Bila, but he knew the truth. They had set the abominations free so they could attack Bila so they could take over the empire. If it had been up to him, he would never have let them be born. Creating human weapons with free will was just plain stupid. Why was it that he knew that, but none of the rulers ever did? Probably because they weren’t the ones who had to do all the dirty work, he groused to himself. They just gave the orders and it was people like him who had to deal with the consequences of their decisions.  
 
    He’d never even seen the emperor, but knew he must be a weak, stupid man to have magic makers all around him, but was unable to do the smallest magic for himself. No wonder he was always making war – he was afraid of everyone! Than shook his head, knowing his own thoughts in the matter would never make any difference, because the emperor had used magic to make sure that he obeyed his every order. There were days though, when he would like to just walk away and never come back. But, he sighed to himself, since that wasn’t an option, he would have to wait for the opportunity to either capture or kill Sahil so he could just go home. He really hated this place and all the damned people who could kill you just by touching you. 
 
    Following Sahil and Vray – the worst of the worst, as far as he was concerned – would be especially tricky without being detected by either of them. Vray had said they were going to the gardens. Instead of following them, he would take the long way around and find them again once he got there. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “What is your name?” Sakari asked, as she drew her borrowed blade across the arm of the last Kasais in a long line of the men and women who had surrendered to her, careful not to let the blade bite too deeply. 
 
    “Muuaji,” he replied, sounding as tired as she felt. He, at least, would get a meal and place to lay down when they were done. She doubted there were any beds left at this point, though. She, and those who were helping her, had taken over this building where many of the Kasais lived. She had learned they weren’t required to live in the places specifically built for them, but most did, because there were very few who found comfortable companionship with others who weren’t also in the business of keeping the rest of the citizens in line through threat and intimidation. Most people avoided Kasais as much as they possibly could, knowing they could be selected to give their life forces to the shields any moment of any day. Or they could be imprisoned. Or beaten, or killed. Using their own living spaces as a place to detain them had seemed the wisest course of action to Sakari. 
 
    “Well, Muuaji,” she paused as she drew the Uchawi symbols for “truth” and “reveal” over his blood, then chanted the words she’d created for “Kasais” and “Fire Tender,” watching the blue tint begin to softly glow around the edges, “it looks like you’re telling the truth. You’re a Kasais, all right.”  She paused again, to dip the blade in the hot water others had provided for her. “So what do you think we should do with you?” 
 
    “I am willing to give my life force for the glory of the Sun God,” he told her, although not quite as vehemently as some of the others had. 
 
    “Of course you are,” she replied, knowing her own patience was at an end for this day. She was tired. Heartsick, really. She hadn’t come here to kill anyone, nor to topple an empire, but she had done both. She would welcome a warm bath and a long night’s sleep, but knew she was unlikely to get either. There was still far too much to be done. 
 
    “And your Sun God is willing to kill you, although I doubt that is a very comforting thought.” Looking at him, she wasn’t sure what kind of reaction she should expect. Almost all of them had the same look in their eyes – they were just waiting for someone to tell them what to do. They had no idea – which was probably lucky for her, and for all of the regular citizens of the entire city, really. If the Kasais had had enough of them with independent thoughts, it would have probably been possible to have done a whole lot more damage. They might have even won, if they had rallied enough of the people who lived here against the her and the rest of the “strangers,” as everyone was calling her and her companions. But the people here had rallied against them. The Kasais were the most-hated of all. The Fire Tenders were feared, but they had only killed others because they had been forced to. By the Kasais. 
 
    “The question now, is whether you are going to be able to keep your life force and start a new life without hurting anyone else. Do you think you can do that?”  The same blank stare. The same inability to answer. These people were going to require a lot of help if they were ever going to live any kind of normal lives, she told herself for the hundredth time. 
 
    “I would like to,” Muuaji told her quietly, looking into her eyes, instead of down, at the ground, as the others had done.  
 
    “I’m happy to hear that, Muuaji,” she told him, smiling for what was probably the first time this whole, wretched day. Suddenly inspired, she asked him if he would be willing to help her. 
 
    “Lady,” he answered quietly, ducking his head in what seemed to be embarrassment or shame, while still trying to maintain eye contact, “Nobody asks Kasais if they want to help. They give orders, and we obey.” 
 
    “Thank you, but that’s only one of the things that is going to change in Nohoyo,” she said with a tight smile. “I have found out how to tell if each person is a Kasais or a Fire Tender, by using magic on their blood,” she said, holding up the knife she had used to cut him by way of explanation. “I need to share this information with my … “ she hesitated, wondering what to call Sahil. What was he to her now? Did it really matter? Yes, she decided, if she was going to help teach these people new ways, words were going to matter. “With my friend,” she knew no matter what else they might be to each other, and no matter how badly she had strained their relationship by getting Vray to start this terrible bloodbath in attacking her, they would always be friends. “Will you come with me, so I can show him?” 
 
    “You want my blood?” he asked, a worried look on his face. 
 
    “Just a little bit of it,” she smiled at him again. “Trust me,” she said, wanting badly to laugh at the expression on his face. As she placed her hand on his arm to turn him towards the door to leave, the ground shook under them, causing them to fall against each other. 
 
    “Sov is angry!” he shouted at her over the screams all around them. 
 
    “Oh damn!” she replied, gritting her teeth. Holding up her hand, she showed him the blood there. When the ground had shaken, she had stumbled, falling against the wall, stabbing herself in her left side when she tried to keep from falling. 
 
    “Here,” he said, taking the knife from her. He never even looked at her as he quickly said a few words, then slapped the knife against the palm of his hand. In the next moment, he was holding it against her wound, and she could feel it healing. Instantly! It burned! But the pain was gone a moment later, and so was the sting from the original wound. 
 
    Lifting up her shirt, she saw the crusted blood around where the knife had punctured her skin, but there was no wound to be found. None at all. No scab. No scar. Nothing. Looking at him in astonishment, she asked, “How did you do that?” 
 
    He shrugged, noncommittally, as he handed the knife back to her. “It is my gift from Sov. All Kasais do this.” 
 
    The ground shook again, harder this time. “Come on!” she shouted at him, “We have to get these people out of here before the building falls down on them!” 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Peeking out carefully from behind one of the larger trees her mother had had planted more than five years ago, Sina watched as Vray and another man walked quickly into the gardens. I was right! she told herself. He had lied to her. He had only put her in the bushes so he could come back later to get her. Sina felt her whole body quiver with fear, thankful she had been smart enough to get out of there before he came back for her. She had never been truly afraid in all of her life before the strangers arrived. She just wanted to get back to her mother and go home. She had never been brave before, because she had never been afraid before. She and her mother had lived much differently than most of the people in Nohoyo, but Sina had never known of the differences between her and the rest of the people, because she rarely came in contact with them. Not close contact. She had been to festivals, events, rituals, and other activities as a guest at her mother’s side. But today, she was hiding from everyone because she didn’t know what to do. 
 
    When the strangers had come for her mother, she had been instructed to run to her uncle’s house, but as soon as she had slipped out of the window in her bedroom, she had been overwhelmed with fear. It was only because she could “ghost” herself that she was able to take more than a single step forward. And even that had taken a very long time to do. Mostly, she had been sitting on the ground, hugging herself, trying very, very hard not to cry so the strangers wouldn’t get her too – her mother had told her that no matter what happened, she must not be caught and imprisoned by the strangers. And so she had sat on the ground, invisible to everyone, purposefully not crying while she tried to gather enough courage to go to her uncle’s house. It wasn’t until she was sure she would wet herself that she finally started moving. It had made her feel both strangely grown up, and very embarrassed to relieve herself behind someone’s house. She had never done that before, and certainly never while she had been ghosted.  
 
    She saw people running everywhere, and even people lying in the street; people she didn’t want to see lying there, because she was sure she would throw up if she thought about the fact that they were probably dead. And these all had to be people she knew, her friends and neighbors. People her mother worked with. This kind of thing wasn’t supposed to happen. Not here, not in the compound where she lived with all of the rest of the families from the ruling council. They were supposed to be safe here, from everyone who would harm them. That’s why they all lived together, after all, to make sure that the rest of the people – people who were dirty, and thieves, and even some who took terrible drugs, or had dangerous magic – wouldn’t be able to harm them. If the ruling council wasn’t protected, who would take make sure everything ran the way it was supposed to? Who else would make sure Sov was honored? Certainly not the other people. They didn’t care about things the way her mother and the rest of the council did. That’s why there was a council, she’d been told over and over again, so that everything would get taken care of, so that even when people didn’t do what they should, there would still be enough food, water, and other things for everyone.  
 
    Some of them were dangerous, she knew. Or, at least, that’s what she’d been told. That was another reason to keep the council members away from everyone else, because sometimes they had to do things people didn’t like. That’s what leaders did, but not everyone could accept that, and so there was no choice but to live away from everyone else, so nobody could just come to their house and hurt them. That was the only reason Sina had finally moved from the bush where Vray had left her – because she knew she wasn’t supposed to trust anyone, and they might hurt her in order to make her mother do what they wanted. 
 
    And she had heard of Vray before. She hadn’t known his name, of course, but she had overheard that there was a Fire Tender who had the ability to take life from birds, plants, and other living things, and make strange things happen. She knew her mother was very afraid of him, counseling against using him to breed, so that there were none others that were born that way. It was enough, her mother had said, that he perform his duties to Sov; they didn’t need him to be entertaining the Kasais while he was at it. She had been confused when she’d heard her mother say that, because it didn’t make any sense that the Kasais would be entertained by having a Fire Tender kill a bird to give its life force to something else. At the time, she hadn’t been able to imagine what else a Fire Tender might do with a life force, other than to give it to Sov, as he was supposed to, but that was before the strangers had come. She had seen exactly what Vray could do with her own eyes. And he had said he thought she was a Fire Tender too! Now she knew he had only said that in order to gain her trust so she would stay right where she was until he came back for her. 
 
    She had no idea where else to go; the city was full of strangers, and Fire Tenders. She thought of going to the fountain, because there was water there, but she just knew that Vray would look for her there, so she wouldn’t be safe there either. No, there wasn’t anywhere in Nohoyo she would be able to go to be safe. She shivered again, this time harder than before, because she knew what she had to do. There really was no other choice, if she wanted to stay safe. She was going to have to leave Nohoyo. The barrier was down. She had heard many people say the same thing over and over. Some had already left without harm. She knew it was going to be nearly impossible for her to survive with no skills and precious little water, but it was the only way she could think of to not let the strangers use her to make her mother do whatever they wanted her to. 
 
    If only I could talk to her before I left, she thought, blinking back hot tears. She might already be dead, though. And seeing her mother’s dead body was not something she was prepared to do. Not ever. Since Vray was here now, she would go to the fountain first, to fill her water bag, and to pick some more fruit that she knew grew there. After that, she would turn west and keep walking until she found somewhere else to live. There really wasn’t any other choice. Taking one last look at Vray, she almost screamed when it seemed like he was looking straight at her. But when he made no move to talk to her, or motion her towards him, she turned her back on him, walking away from everything she had ever known. There was just no choice. She had to leave, and so she did. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    When he realized he was never going to be able to figure out where Afdal had gone, at least not in time to do anything about whatever he was up to, Oculis had done the unthinkable. He had folded his wings, landing on the sand of the desert, right where it met the mountains of Midbar, and he had bowed his head. For good measure, he threw out his arms as he faced east, sending a heartfelt plea for Siri Ventus to hear him. It had taken very little time to reach an agreement between them, although he knew it would be something he would regret later. So now, here he was, flying over the city that wasn’t even supposed to be here, with Siri Ventus seeing the sight through his eyes. Neither of them was as pleased with the arrangement as they had once been, but much had changed – permanently – since he had left her. With the stolen goblet, her voice reminded him. He almost smiled at that. They both knew there was no point in arguing about what had and had not happened, and so her rebuke was more of a gentle joke than any true criticism. 
 
    He had, however, been shocked to learn that Siri had called her brother, Serat Caeli, to join her in this battle against Sov. Oculis found he actually missed Serat, even though it had been a very long time since last he’d thought about him. He had changed, of course; he was no longer a “boy,” nor was he blind. Oculis had not known him to be anything other than both those things. Siri had warned him that Serat had changed dramatically, but that he had asked after him. He was surprised to discover how much that small fact pleased him. She confessed she hadn’t planned on telling him about her brother, but there was no other way to convince him that she did, indeed, know where Afdal was going. If he was hoping to get the crystal seed for himself, he would have to be going to Nohoyo, where everyone was hoping Denit would return. It wasn’t likely Afdal was going to be able to claim it for himself, they both agreed, but there was no point in taking chances. Siri had impressed upon Oculis that it must be shattered for their world to survive. When an image of Nieva involuntarily appeared in his mind at the thought of the world being destroyed, Siri had mistaken his concern for the child as being her granddaughter. In no way was he going to allow her to know that he was her father. At least, not until the time was right. 
 
    It was obvious Amphedia had engaged Sov; just looking at the sun, it was easy to see he was coming apart. His body was spreading out further. Siri confirmed that Serat was concerned the planet would soon be without sunlight if Denit wasn’t quickly returned and the crystal shattered. 
 
    Wait! There! Was that Denit racing through the sky, returning at last? Even with his vision, it wasn’t possible to tell. Either that, or a part of Sov was racing towards them, and if that was the case, there was about to be a lot more humans killed in the city below. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen – False Emperor 
 
    Quite out of character, the emperor squinted his eyes while turning his head slowly to the right, as if he had heard a sound, or had had a thought which displeased him. For another man, the motion would have passed unnoticed. For the emperor to do more than to sit quietly frowning, occasionally nodding his head in approval, or moving his hand in a gesture which clearly meant “no,” this movement was almost frightening in its intensity. There had been a time when he had been much more animated, and had spent much energy shouting, or throwing things. During that time of his reign, when the shouting had started, that usually meant someone was going to die. In recent years, though, with his health failing, his movements had become minimal. The results were, inevitably, still the same, regardless of which gestures he used, though, so this particularly sudden movement made the men and women sitting at the low table with him practically jump out of their collective skins. 
 
    Waiting motionless for him to elaborate on what he wanted from them, they were relieved when he inhaled deeply, then closed his eyes, putting his hands together in his lap. Immediately, each of the individuals sitting around the table got to their feet, bowed, then turned to leave. Not one of them lingered, no matter that they all had questions requiring his approval or disapproval. When the emperor closed his eyes, you left. Or risked his wrath.  
 
    A few moments later, two of the guards were all that remained behind. When he raised his hands, they immediately stepped forward to help him to his feet as unobtrusively as possible. Once on his feet, he clenched his jaws, once more closing his eyes. They, in turn, bowed in unison, then left the room behind the others. A moment later, the emperor was alone. Or, what passed for “alone,” here in his public chamber. Here, and in most places throughout the palace, his heartbeat was monitored by magic so that if it increased, the number of guards surrounding him did the same. There was only one place throughout the entire sprawling compound that he could be truly alone, and that was in the covered gardens. Many had tried to persuade him against such folly, knowing the glass ceiling and walls were easily breached, but he would hear no arguments against this edict. He would be alone when he was in the gardens; any attempt to deny him this solitude would be met with immediate and brutal death – even to those who thought they were only acting in his best interest. 
 
    When he had tilted his head in the meeting, he had, indeed, heard a sound. One he had been waiting to hear for a very long time. It heralded the arrival of someone who would either be very, very glad to see him, or terrified. He had waited years to find out which it would be. Careful not to allow his heart rate to accelerate – only possible from having practiced a great deal to ensure such a thing was possible under extreme duress – he entered the gardens, closing the door firmly behind him. Not, of course, before seeing two of his guards discretely station themselves directly in front of the double doors to his private sanctuary. Yes, as always, they were facing outward, and not looking into the gardens. Very well. Exhaling briefly with relief, the emperor walked sedately towards the pomegranate vines. 
 
    That’s where the sigil was that would have attracted the visitor that most-certainly was here, in the gardens. He would have been unable to resist it once he was within a certain radius of the palace. That, of course, was the very reason this garden had been made for the exclusive use of the emperor – so this visitor would have a reasonable chance to arrive unmolested. The musical note the emperor had heard during the meeting meant that he was here. No one else would have set off that silent alarm. Silent to all but the emperor, of course. They had unfinished business together. Business no one else could be allowed to observe, lest the entire empire crumble beneath the secret the two of them shared. Or, the emperor reconsidered – the secret the two of them would share. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    They had discussed this before they had made their way into the palace through the drain pipe leading out of the gardens. In no way should Kaya use magic in order to subdue anyone once they were inside the palace. They had agreed. He had sworn he wouldn’t unless things got out of hand. He knew it was highly likely there were traps set specifically for “magic makers” everywhere. And yet he had his hand raised as if he was going to start drawing symbols. Aidena put her own hand on his, shaking her head at him. “No” she mouthed, a warning look on her face. While he rolled his eyes at her, he did put his hand down. His next gesture was clearly meant to ask her what she would recommend they do instead. 
 
    One man. An old man. By himself. In ornate robes which were hardly conducive to fighting. Miming a knockout punch, she nodded towards the man walking so calmly down the aisle of trees towards them. Given the lighting in here, there was no way he would be able to see them until it was too late. On the other hand, he wasn’t likely to stay down long enough for them to get where they needed to go, and they had nothing to tie him up with. Maybe they would be able to find something to use once they had him knocked out. Trying to see through the trees, vines, and other foliage around them, she didn’t notice when Kaya took his first two steps away from her. Damn him! she cursed under her breath as soon as she did notice. By then it was too late. Intending to go after him, she looked up to see the distance between him and the old man, then stopped dead in her tracks, with her mouth hanging open in astonishment. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    As Kaya watched, the emperor shed his height, his bulk, his limp, and even his clothes, in the space of three steps, leaving behind a lithe, dark-haired woman in a plain, black, floor-length robe which covered everything but her face and hands. 
 
    “Kaya,” she said his name, no louder than a whisper, and yet he’d heard her. He hardly even knew what he was doing as he took a step towards her. Something about her …   
 
    The next thing he knew, he was lying face down on the neatly tiled floor of the gardens, unable to get up because he was being held there by … Aidena. 
 
    “Who is this Kaya?” he heard the woman ask him, in a tone that made it clear she knew who he was, even if he did not know who she was, and he was expected to provide answers to her. 
 
    “Yes, Kaya,” Aidena echoed the woman, “who is this?” She was still holding him down with Air, and while it may be possible to break her hold, he wasn’t willing to do so if he didn’t have to. They still didn’t know if using his magic would create more problems for them. 
 
    Kaya felt a most-pleasant thrill of disbelief run through him, when the woman’s face softened as she asked him, “Did you give her a pomegranate fruit to eat when she was five years old too?” 
 
    “Rhian?!”  He absolutely could not believe it! “Aidena, let me up!” he insisted. “This is …” 
 
    “The emperor’s daughter,” she finished for him, still uncertain whether or not it was a good idea to let him up. “I remember what you told me.”  Releasing him, she remained ready to knock either one of them down if the woman started acting funny, or if Kaya started acting like an idiot again. How would they even be able to tell whether this woman really was the emperor’s daughter or some kind of decoy? Or maybe she was just going to kill them right here and now without even pretending to do anything else! 
 
    There was nothing in the world Kaya wanted to do more than to wrap his arms around the woman in front of him and hold her to him. It didn’t really matter that he’d only been eight years old when he’d last seen her, he was just so very happy she was still alive! “Sahil said you were …” 
 
    “Dead,” she finished for him. “Yes, I know, and I’m glad to hear the rumor had spread far enough for him to learn of it. I had hoped that was exactly what would happen,” she smiled. 
 
    “But …”  he sputtered, hardly knowing where to begin. 
 
    “You are more handsome than I had hoped,” she told him, still smiling. She reached out towards  his arm to touch him, but then withdrew it without making contact. “But that’s not why you are here, is it?” she chuckled softly when he blushed. 
 
    “Are we in danger of being discovered here?” Aidena asked her, hoping to move the conversation along. They had a very serious objective to accomplish, and while this was a pleasant surprise (she hoped), it wasn’t getting the job done. 
 
    “We will have a short time before anyone begins to become uncomfortable enough to check on me,” she replied, motioning towards a table with two chairs. Sitting herself down on the tiles, she invited them to use the chairs. 
 
    “Why are you …” Kaya began, but stopped as soon as Rhian held up her hand. 
 
    “Let me tell you quickly, so then you can tell me what you are finally doing here, if it isn’t to claim your bride.” 
 
    “Claim my …” Kaya choked. “I would have used the front door for that!” he exclaimed. 
 
    “Even though my father would have you killed on sight?” she asked, smiling again. Aidena couldn’t imagine what the other woman found so humorous in the situation, but she certainly was making Kaya squirm. 
 
    “Why did you look like a man when you came in here?” Aidena asked, once again trying to get all of them moving in a productive direction. 
 
    “Magic, of course,” Rhian supplied. 
 
    “You can do magic?” Kaya asked, his eyes wide. 
 
    “Would you please just let her talk?” Aidena finally said, through clenched teeth. “This is not the time nor place for a leisurely discussion to catch up on childhood friends. We have something very important to do. There are people depending on us!” 
 
    “You’re right,” Kaya shook his head. “Please,” he gestured for Rhian to continue. 
 
    Inhaling deeply, Rhian spoke very carefully, as if she had memorized what she was going to say when she finally had Kaya in front of her. “My father is a monster,” she began, her features hardening as she spoke. “After he had you killed, he decided I would have no husband, because the only way he would be certain no grandchild of his was infected with the ability to do magic was to be the father of my children.” 
 
    Aidena marveled at the calm with which Rhian spoke of what had been done to her. Only someone who had either exacted revenged, or who had moved past the need for it could speak with such calm detachment, she decided. Either that, or she had buried her own feelings so deeply they could no longer touch her. She told of how she had been locked in her suite of rooms until he felt she was old enough to bear a child, then had her brought to him. Only when she did as she was told, was she allowed to see her mother – her mother who had been kept from her for years. She’d had three servants when she was a child, none of whom were hers to command. They did as her father commanded, and when they failed, she never saw them again. She had learned very young how cruel her father was by watching him execute one of her servants who had given her something she had asked for without his permission. It would have been easier for her, Aidena reflected, if Rhian had been more like her father than her mother, but she hadn’t been, and so she refused to bear the burden of having anyone else killed because of her. Obedience was something she learned. Even in her father’s bed. 
 
    She had learned a great deal about her mother during that time, once they had been reunited, including the reason she had never enjoyed the company of any brothers or sisters. Although she never said so, it was obvious her mother had been a magic maker too, because she made absolutely certain that even though she could not stop her husband from repeatedly raping their daughter, she could ensure Rhian never carried a child either. Here, Rhian spoke briefly of her mother’s obsessions with herb lore, and the great delight she took in teaching her daughter everything she knew. It wasn’t until after her death, however, that Rhian had learned from other sources that the ingredients her mother had put together to prevent her own pregnancies, as well as those of her daughter, were nothing more than a hodge podge of things made to seem as though they would work. It had been her mother’s magic, not the herbs, which had kept them both from bearing children. 
 
    “And your mother?” Kaya asked, his hand automatically reaching out to touch her in an act of genuine compassion. When Rhian’s face hardened, though, he withdrew it, not yet certain whether she would welcome his empathy. 
 
    “He killed her, of course,” she replied flatly. “He blamed her for his lack of heirs, then sliced off her head.”  She paused, her eyes seeing nothing. “That’s when I knew I had to take his life.”  She paused again. This time, she was fully present, and looking straight at Kaya. “But this time, the herb lore my mother taught me served me well. I was able to preserve him at the precise moment of death, so while he is not dead, he is also not alive.” 
 
    Aidena heard Kaya take in a shaky breath, at the same time she felt herself blinking rapidly, trying to take in everything she had told them. “But where is he?” was the only thing she could think to say. “He couldn’t very well just disappear without … wait – that was supposed to be him when you walked in here, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Rhian replied, nodding briefly. I have his body where it cannot be found, because his heart must keep beating, or there will be dire consequences.” 
 
    “Consequences?” Kaya repeated, not understanding. 
 
    “Everyone who is in the palace at the time of his death will also die,” she told them. 
 
    “Because they didn’t do enough to keep him alive,” Aidena guessed. “What an evil man,” she said, shivering with disgust. 
 
    “And you disguise yourself as him, so nobody knows he is … well, not here,” Aidena guessed. 
 
    “With your own magic,” Kaya added. “And you made it look like you were dead.” 
 
    “Yes,” Rhian nodded. “I am alive,” she said, thrusting her hands towards them, moving her hands back and forth, “as you can see, but,” she continued, her head bowed for the first time since they had met her, “I live in a prison of my own making.” 
 
    “Tell me what you want to do,” Kaya whispered quietly, reaching across to take her hands in his. “Why did you want me to come here?” 
 
    “I remembered both your kindness and your mischief,” Rhian smiled sadly, no longer looking at him, suddenly shy. “I had hoped you had grown into the man Sahil often bragged about when he was here.” 
 
    “But I had gone to war,” he replied, confused. “How would he know …”  
 
    “He knew,” she said simply. “That’s why he went to find you. I see he did,” she added, smiling once more. 
 
    “You still haven’t said what you want to do,” Aidena pointed out. “You can’t suddenly come back to life,” she paused. “Can you?” 
 
    “If I do, it will start a civil war throughout Bila,” she said, shaking her head. 
 
    “You may already have a civil war on your hands,” Aidena pointed out. “Tell her,” she directed Kaya. “She better know the whole story before the two of you try to decide the fate of the entire empire.”  She couldn’t help but to shake her head with a sardonic smile on her face. 
 
    “Yes, but quickly, please,” she said, leaning forward to listen closely. “I can’t stay in here much longer, or they will come to make sure I haven’t been assassinated.” 
 
    “The smallest thing I can tell you is that the boundary between Bila and Nohoyo has fallen,” Kaya told her, wondering how much he could afford to leave out. 
 
    “And none of it may matter if Sov crashes into the planet,” Aidena added. “You do know he is dying, don’t you?” 
 
    “Only because they think I am the emperor,” she replied. “I would never have been told any of this, even though I was my father’s only heir.” 
 
    “Wait,” Kaya’s tone was troubled. “If you really were dead, and your father died, who would be his heir then? Who would be emperor?” 
 
    “Yes, Rhian,” a voice came from the shadows behind them, “why don’t you tell them who will be emperor once your poor father is finally, officially, put to rest?” 
 
    “Tojiru!” she gasped, coming quickly to her feet at the same time Kaya and Aidena stood up, startled by his sudden appearance. 
 
    “I must congratulate you on having kept your secret for so long,” he said, walking slowly into view. “I really would never have known if you hadn’t insisted on having this place,” he gestured with his hands to encompass the covered gardens, “to yourself. Your father was much more paranoid than you are, apparently. He would never have agreed to be here without guards, let alone insisted on it.” 
 
    Aidena knew it really wouldn’t have mattered what he looked like, but knew she would have disliked him from the first time she laid eyes on him, even if he wasn’t threatening them. There was just something about his face that was entirely too self-satisfied and smug. 
 
    “What do you want?” Rhian asked, her eyes blazing with fury barely contained. 
 
    “Why, everything, of course,” he smirked. 
 
    “And what makes you think I’m going to let you take it from me?” she asked, her own lips twisting in a way that made Aidena almost feel sorry for this Tojiru, whoever he was. “There is nothing you can take away from me that hasn’t already been taken. I will not allow you …” 
 
    “You will not allow me?” he laughed at her, walking closer. “Do you even know what I’m capable of? Do you think you are the only one who is a magic maker here? Who do you really think controls everyone here, little Rhian? I haven’t waited all this time for your “father” to die just to walk away now. He never had the courage to do what had to be done. I did it. All of it. Whatever he wanted, I made sure it was done. Never did he bother to do a single thing for himself. It’s my turn now!” he shouted, raising his hands in what was obviously preparation for an attack. 
 
    They would never know what he would have done, though, for at that moment, another presence made itself known. It suddenly seemed as though there simply wasn’t enough air in the room to breathe, as if it was pushing against all of them, pushing them back against the glass walls of the garden. They couldn’t see anything, but they could feel a tremendous pressure, pushing, pushing, and then it suddenly was gone. Each of them fell forward, catching themselves before hitting the floor, except for Tojiru, who fell so hard against the tile floor, they heard a sickeningly wet crunch. 
 
    When they looked up at each other again, there was another man standing among them. 
 
    “Rajesh!” Kaya shouted, alarmed.  
 
    “Giya said we should be friends,” he said, tilting his head, as if asking permission. When they all continued to look at him, confused, he continued. “She also said I should learn more about the history of my people. His family,” he nodded at the body on the floor, as blood started to seep from Tojiru’s nose, “has been at the center of many disasters, assassinations, and more. He would have made sure there was war between Bila and Nohoyo. I can’t have that if I’m going to be the god of Bila.” 
 
    “God?” Aidena asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Rajesh nodded, more certain of himself than he’d ever been. “So there will be no war if I have anything to say about it.” 
 
    “That’s good,” Kaya said, looking at Aidena and Rhian. “Very good, but it’s going to take more than just getting rid of him to make sure there’s no war.” 
 
    “But that’s a good start,” Rhian said, looking at Rajesh. She suddenly knelt, bowing her head. “Thank you, Lord Rajesh, for your help.” 
 
    “Whatever we’re going to do, we need to hurry though,” Aidena told them. “If Sov doesn’t kill us all, the Fire Tenders are still going to be a problem, no matter if they stay in Nohoyo, or if they come here. The empire of Bila needs a strong, steady hand. What are the two of you going to do about it?” she asked, looking to Kaya and Rhian. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen – Lumas Speaks 
 
    It was broad daylight, and yet Eruitt could still see the moon, and the fact that it was still on fire. And if that wasn’t bad enough, now the sun was starting to come apart. Where was Giya in all of this? Why hadn’t she come back to do something with all these people? It was terribly flattering that she entrusted him with keeping them under control, but between being bored out of his mind, and being terrified out of his mind, he was more than a little edgy. He was absolutely certain that if these people weren’t so afraid of the Fire Tenders, they would have already found a way to get past him. Maybe they would have even tackled him to the ground by now. 
 
    Exhaling loudly – more loudly than he was sure he should have, given that showing his own frustration wasn’t going to help anyone else stay calm – he walked over to where the water bucket was. He felt ridiculously embarrassed and deeply guilty for drinking in front of the others, but Giya had been adamant that none of them were to drink or eat anything. She hadn’t said why they weren’t allow to, only that it was important. 
 
    Other than the one time they had all tried to run away, all four of the men and three of the women had been quiet and subdued. They hadn’t tried to talk among themselves nor tried to engage him in conversation. Nothing. Other than each of them moving their legs or changing position from time to time, they had all simply been sitting where they had been ordered to sit. Even now, with the sky literally falling over their heads, they all remained seated and cooperative. He wasn’t sure he would have been able to do the same if he had been the one sitting on the ground, doing nothing but waiting for someone else to decide his fate. 
 
    The Fire Tenders continued to walk around, talking among themselves, but at a quiet whisper. Every once in a while he wondered what they were talking about. Well, no, he had to admit to himself, he wondered if they were talking about killing the council members just sitting right there, unable to defend themselves. Were they hoping to be able to get away with killing them? And if they did, he wondered just how it was he was supposed to stop them from doing it. What he really wanted to be doing was talking to them, getting to know them on a personal level, but he refrained from doing it, because he didn’t want to be distracted. He didn’t want to be the one responsible for making some … undefined “bad” thing happen because he had been chatting with one of the Fire Tenders. And so, while he didn’t exactly avoid looking at them, he tried not to invite them to come any closer than they were either. He hoped he would get to talk with some of them once Giya came back and took charge of … 
 
    Just as he was lifting his hands to his mouth to sip the water – nobody had thought to bring a cup with the bucket of water – he saw a strange movement out of the corner of his eye, then heard one of the men sitting on the ground groan loudly, as if he was in pain. Looking up he watched in horror as the man suddenly started coming apart. He was stunned into inaction. With a loud scream, the man’s skin began to dissolve from one side of his body to the left, as if someone was wiping him out of existence. First it was his skin, leaving the bones of his skeleton showing, with much of the man’s innards still intact, then the bones crumbled to nothing. The man had totally dissolved, leaving nothing behind but a scattering of sand, indistinguishable from the rest of the sand he’d just been sitting on. It had been horrific to watch – his mouth had been stretched into a scream, with his eyes still wide open as his skin had started to disappear. The only thing Eruitt could begin to think was he was grateful it had happened so quickly. He could still hear the man’s screams echoing and thought he might yet vomit. 
 
    The other six council members had scrambled on hands, feet, and butts –not bothering to take the time to stand –throwing themselves bodily as far away as possible from their former colleague. One woman kept rolling, her terror evident by the look on her face, until she rolled right onto the feet of one of the Fire Tenders who stood his ground. That seemed to scare her even more than watching someone dissolve into nothingness, because she screamed as if she was being murdered. Looking up at the face of the Fire Tender she had rolled into, she seemed paralyzed. She kept screaming and screaming, her hands tucked together on her chest, with her head shaking back and forth, and then suddenly, she, too began to dissolve. 
 
    “What is happening?” one of the Fire Tenders yelled, looking directly at him. The others were all looking at him too, as if this was, somehow, his fault. And the other council members were screaming at him, begging him to stop killing them. Everyone was screaming. What was he supposed to do about it? Nobody had bothered to tell him this might happen! He could feel the horrific tension all around him. All of the hatred, fear, and bigotry had come to the surface. He had to do something or they would all end up killing each other, but his heart was racing so fast, it felt like it was lodged in his throat. 
 
    Wait! There was something clawing inside of memories, screaming at him to remember. Some small clue he had noticed earlier, but had dismissed. When Giya had brought the council members to him. What was it? Ignoring the screaming and threats directed his way, his eyes lost focus as he remembered all seven of them, in a line, as if they were lost children, subdued, and fearful. But their eyes hadn’t been filled with fear – no! They hadn’t acted like they were afraid, nor as if they were leaders of a land long-hidden. They had acted like they were … what? Like sheep being led to a slaughter! Yes! At the time, he’d thought they had just been terrified of the Fire Tenders, but instead they were … something else altogether! Reaching out with his senses as Giya had taught him, he felt each heartbeat of the Fire Tenders, but … nothing! None of the council members was alive! 
 
    “Get back!” he shouted to the Fire Tenders, waving his arms. “Get back now!”  Too late, he didn’t heed his own warning quickly enough. Instead of dissolving as the other two had done, the bodies of the remaining men and women of the council exploded outward in a shock wave that caught most of them off-guard, including Eruitt. He only saw enough to realize the bodies were made of something other than flesh and blood. Sand? Stone? Bone? There was no blood at all, was the last thing Eruitt thought before he lost consciousness in the concussion that overwhelmed him. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Too fast! Too fast! Hadia screamed in her mind, unable to even open her eyes against the force propelling her forward. It was like flying in a tornado, she had no control whatsoever. And the flames of Denit’s body were coming up so fast she was sure she was going to crash right into her, and then she would be burned to a bloody crisp before she even had a chance to do anything. Denit wouldn’t even know what had hit her. Help me! Help me! Help me! she repeated over and over, unable to do anything at all to slow herself down. Serat did this to me, was her last thought before she suddenly found herself suspended immediately in front of Denit, all forward motion completely stopped. It had happened so quickly she felt dizzy, then found herself falling back towards the planet far, far below. She closed her eyes, prepared to die, a profound sense of defeat rushing through her small body. Knowing her husband would die because of her failure was too heavy of a burden. The only hope left to her was that her daughter, Aidena, and granddaughter, Nieva, whom she had raised as her own daughter, had enough of Siri Ventus in them in order to survive what was about to be a world-shattering event. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Confused about what she should be doing, Denit paused, her wings continuing to keep her stationary between Lumas, Sov, and the planet. She had rushed forth, as soon as she had transformed, intending to engage Sov so that he would not be able to destroy the planet, and all the people she cared about, but she’d been diverted when he had asked her to save Lumas. Lumas, it turned out, was not in any danger whatsoever, however, and had, in fact, helped her to see that Sov was using her for his own purposes. Still, it was hard to think about actively engaging in battle with her father. She had never had a father, and now that she knew the truth of her parentage, she was being asked to destroy him. She could see that Amphedia was doing a fine job on her own, but she knew it wouldn’t be enough. And still, she hesitated. She should not. She should go. She knew she should, in her very bones. If she didn’t help, it was entirely possible Amphedia would lose the fight and Sov would crash into the planet after all, killing everyone she had ever cared about. Of course, anyone she had truly cared about was already dead … and Sov was going to die no matter what he did. She knew the truth of the matter now. The only way Sov had any chance whatsoever of being able to rise again – once he was well and fully dead, was if he had the crystal that was embedded in her own flesh. She had to admit she was extremely grateful the crystal wasn’t something she could hold in her hand, or talon for that matter, so she wasn’t able to just give it to him. Then he would rise again and the world would go on … the same way it always had – with more and more people being murdered so that her power-mad father would be able to stay alive even longer the next time. Even stronger the next time.  
 
    Why was this so hard? It should be easy to just …  She saw something racing towards her! Was someone trying to harm or even kill her? What magic was this? It was ridiculously small, whatever it was, and only visible because of her enhanced sense of sight. Surely something so small wouldn’t be able to harm her … could it? And who would want to hurt her at this point? Surely Sov didn’t have any allies left. Did he? 
 
    Suddenly the dark sky lit up with a translucent image of … what was her name again? She’d seen that woman several times, especially lately. She had been with Giya in the Shield Room. She was the one who had stolen the crystal goblet from Siri Ventus. Hadia, she remembered now. She had been on the beach with Siri Ventus, too, when she’d thought all of them wanted to kill her for being out of control. But why was her image being projected like this? Siri Ventus had used her as her eyes, once Oculis had … oh! She understood as soon as the object hurling towards her intersected the image, then slowed dramatically. The bird – it was a hawk, she could see that now. The hawk must be Hadia! But why was she here, outside of the planet? Siri Ventus must have a hand in whatever was going on, she decided.  
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    All right, so I’m here, and Denit is here, Hadia told herself. And she hadn’t died in the process. Good. That’s good. Now what? How can I tell her what she needs to know? I’m not a god, so I can’t talk to her mind to mind… 
 
    ::No, but I am,:: she heard Serat’s voice.  
 
    But she won’t recognize your voice, Hadia responded, thinking fast. Can you use my voice to tell her? 
 
    ::No,:: Serat replied. ::You will have to tell her using my voice. You know what to tell her, and I do not.:: 
 
    Use your voice? But how? 
 
    ::My sister has used your eyes to see the world. I will use the same kind of magic. Are you ready?:: 
 
    Not really, she thought to herself, knowing it wouldn’t do any good to delay, but nervous just the same. She had given her whole life over to Siri Ventus, doing the impossible – even bearing a child for her. This one, small thing, couldn’t possibly be any worse than anything else she had ever done for her goddess. And when this was all over, they would have a new Sun Goddess. I hope … 
 
    ::Just talk to her the same way you are talking to me. Now!:: 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    :: … ear me … it …::  Denit felt herself frown when she thought she heard someone speaking to her. There seemed to be some kind of strange sensation or … something … as if she was hearing someone’s voice from a distance. Or, as if she was in a cave and all she could hear was the sound of someone talking to her, but not the words. 
 
    ::The crystal, Denit:: Now that voice belonged to Lumas, without any doubt. ::It must be shattered. You must return with Hadia to the planet so it can be shattered. It is the only thing that will stop Sov. You must hurry, or it will be too late!:: 
 
    She badly wanted to ask Lumas why she was helping to kill Sov if she had loved him so much.  
 
    ::I promised him I would, when it was time,:: was the unexpected reply. ::He wasn’t always as he is now. Go! Quickly! Return to the temple in Nohoyo. Don’t wait for Hadia. Go!:: 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Hadia watched as Denit seemed to nod at her, then flew past her, plummeting faster and faster towards the planet. 
 
    Do you think she will get there in time? Hadia asked, her entire body quivering. Now that she had accomplished her objective, she realized just how exhausted she was, and wondered how she would possibly make it back to her own world herself. 
 
    When she heard no reply, she looked around her, seeing nothing but Lumas on fire, and the battle between Sov and Amphedia raging. Serat? she asked. Surely he wouldn’t have left her here, all alone? Serat? Where are you? she asked again. But he was gone, and she was alone. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “It was you, all along,” Serat said, knowing she would hear him. “I recognized your voice just now. And I finally understand the rest of the visions.”  He paused, not wanting to ask, but knowing he would anyway, so there was no point in putting it off. “Is there any way to refuse?” 
 
    ::This is why I created you,:: Lumas replied. ::You and your sister have been very, very clever, so you yet may find a way to find a different solution. But today is not that day. Unless Sov destroys the planet after all. Go:: she encouraged him. ::Say your good-byes:: 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Oculis screamed out loud when Siri Ventus screamed, then began tumbling from the sky when he felt her withdraw completely from his mind. She was gone! Where did she go? Then he had no time to concern himself, as his body continued twisting as he fell to the earth. At the last moment, he was able to change himself back into a man, but still fell hard enough to break his arm when he slammed into the ground. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen – The Tadashi Child 
 
    He wasn’t sure what was wrong, but Afdal knew something was off. It was as if he couldn’t quite focus. Or, at least not as clearly as he usually did. He felt slightly detached, unable to plan ahead, because his mind kept skittering from one thought to the next. He knew that if he had ever needed to concentrate, this was the one time in his life when it was absolutely crucial to do so. Still, he couldn’t seem to keep his thoughts from swimming out of focus. That’s why he’d come here, to the fountain on the north side of the city, instead of within the city itself. He wanted to be certain he had his bearings before moving forward with his plan. Too, there were no buildings here, only trees. He hadn’t wanted to misread the grid lines badly enough to land them inside of a building, which was a man-made structure. If he had managed to follow the wrong line, landing them inside of a tree, the magic would have compensated automatically, because it was a natural object. Thankfully, he’d learned that particular lesson a very long time ago, and it wasn’t a mistake he was likely to repeat. 
 
    “That was amazing!” he heard Tyran exclaim. He grimaced, wishing he could have done this without having to bring someone else into it, but since he needed her in order to pull this off, he would have to feign pleasantness. Vowing to make sure their association would be as brief as possible, he forced himself to smile before he turned towards her. 
 
    “You’re all right?” he asked, already not caring, but forcing himself to interact with her just the same. Pay attention! he scolded himself, picturing the trek they would have to take to get to the city, and wondering where he should look first. There had been no doubt in his mind that this is where he would find the crystal. That was the one thing which was clear in his mind. The vision he’d seen when the sending had hit him may have shown a scene of children re-enacting a ritual long-abandoned – something he knew because of his father’s tutelage about archaic magical customs when he’d been very young – but the most-important piece of information in that vision had been the fact that it had taken place in Nohoyo. It was, of course, entirely possible that the crystal had been taken elsewhere for a myriad of reasons, but he knew it was here. There was something in the magic embedded within the vision that demanded this was the place where it must be. And while it could be anywhere within the vast lands of the hidden realm, nothing of importance in this backwards land happened anywhere except in the capital city. 
 
    “Are you all right?” This was the second time she had asked the damned question. She should just leave him alone to think!  
 
    “I’m thinking,” he replied, trying not to bark at her, but knowing he failed, he tried again. “I am trying to remember where things are,” he said in what he hoped was a calmer tone of voice. “It’s been a while since I was here, and it’s hard to remember.” 
 
    “All right,” Tyran replied quietly. “I’ll just wait over there, by the fountain so you can think in peace.” 
 
    “Hmmm?” he asked, frustrated that he couldn’t keep his thoughts from wandering away from him. “Yes. Yes. By the fountain. That would be perfect. Thank you,” he said, turning his back on her. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “There’s definitely something wrong with him,” Tyran found herself saying out loud as she moved towards the fountain. And here I am, stuck in the middle of who-knows-where with him, she mused to herself.  
 
    He had seemed so genuine and sincere when he’d first approached her; he had even seemed like he was somewhat shy. He’d also been excited, having seen the same scene she had. Of course he had, she reminded herself. How else would he have known to seek her out? He’d apologized for barging in on her so late at night, but said he couldn’t wait until the morning, because he knew it was important for them to get to the crystal as quickly as they could. He’d said the magic within the “sending” as he had called it, had awoken long-suppressed memories he’d never even known he’d had, urging him to take immediate action. It was only because she had seen the same thing he had that he had known he had no choice but to bring her with him, because she must play some vital role, or she wouldn’t have been touched by the magic too. It had all seemed so plausible last night. Of course, she reminded herself, she had been terribly desperate too, and had wanted to believe what he’d said. Now … she wasn’t so sure. Or maybe, she rolled her eyes, she was just too damned tired to have clear judgement right now. Sighing, she sat down on the lip of the fountain, laying her bag near her feet on the ground, dipping her hand in the water. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    It had seemed so easy when he’d first conceived of his plan to bring the woman here, with him. But now he couldn’t seem to remember why he even wanted to bring her in the first place. It was because of that damned sending. That was something people used to do long ago, too. It was a precise kind of magic that was used to trigger memories which had been purposefully buried until they were needed, or even messages that the recipient had never heard before. More archaic magic lessons, thanks to his always-right-about-everything father. It had grown out of “fashion” he’d been taught because the person sending the magic was imposing their own will on the person who was receiving the “message” or being forced to relive a memory. Afdal could see how easily it might be used to trigger a terrifying false “memory” that had been implanted specifically designed to cause the recipient distress, or even death, and thought it might be an excellent tool to use against an enemy. All knowledge of that kind of magic had been wiped from existence, except as object lessons against what should never be done, according to his father. Knowledge of the actual magic employed no longer existed as far as he knew, so this sending must have been put in place a very long time ago, he decided. 
 
    The problem, Afdal thought, was not the sending, in this case, but the fact that she – the woman – what was her name?! Terran? He sighed in aggravation. He would never be able to remember her damned name! She had already been bonded with someone else when the sending hit her, so she had been … leaking … for a lack of a better word, and he had been connected to her because of the sending. Because he had been so physically close to her, he heard her mention the Tadashi child as the last of the sending had faded. So now he had to pretend to be this person they needed to unlock the secrets of the crystal long enough to get his hands on it. Then he would disappear right before their very eyes, taking it with him. He would break the bond with the emperor first, and then he would become emperor. Yes. That was the plan. Easy. He breathed a little easier, now that he remembered what he was supposed to do. Now if only he could focus long enough to do it. Maybe, he considered, if he asked her not to talk, he would be able to remember it better. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    It was all Sina could do not to scream out loud in terror when two people suddenly appeared almost right in front of her as she was approaching the fountain. Unfair! she had wanted to scream, her heart beating furiously in her chest. She had just begun to feel the smallest bit relaxed and maybe even a tiny bit confident once she had reached the small grove of trees – trees she could easily name thanks to her mother – and was looking forward to a cool drink of water. She hadn’t seen or heard anyone since she’d left the city, which, in itself, was very different for her, given that she had always traveled with her mother and a large group of people everywhere they went. Having no idea what she was doing, where she was going, or what she would do once she got there, didn’t help either, she knew, but she was still doing it, and having made the choice to do something, had given her some small sense of power over her own destiny. Until those two had appeared out of absolutely nowhere! How would she ever be able to feel safe again, knowing such a thing was possible? Where could she go that others couldn’t follow? How did people live like this – always afraid of everything? 
 
    As soon as they had appeared, Sina ghosted herself, without even waiting to see if she was going to jump out of her skin or not. Just NOT crying, or screaming out loud had been nearly all she could manage. She had even automatically thrown herself to the ground, hoping to stay hidden from them. More strangers! How many were there? And why were they all coming here? No, she told herself, it doesn’t matter. This is no longer my home. I’m leaving.  
 
    On her hands and knees, with her face nearly buried in the ground, and her hair hiding her face, she waited, barely breathing. She watched through the strands of her hair as the woman came closer, wondering if she had some kind of power to be able to see her. Her ability to ghost was the only thing keeping her safe, she knew, and couldn’t begin to imagine what her life would be like right this minute if she was exposed. She felt a shiver of fear race through her, then almost burst into tears when she realized she had sniffled, trying to keep the snot from dripping out of her nose because of the way her head was tilted towards the ground. She froze when the woman quickly stood up, obviously looking for what had made the sound. 
 
    “Who’s there?” she asked, taking a couple of quiet steps closer.  
 
    Sina could see the woman’s bag from where she was, and one of her feet. If she came much closer, she might trip over her. Instead, she heard the woman exhale, then move back to the fountain where it seemed she had sat back down. Cautiously raising her head, and certainly not sniffling again, no matter that she could feel the snot starting to slide down from her nose to her lip, she stopped again once she was able to sit straight up, resting her buttocks on the backs of her feet. Watching the woman for any sign she knew she was there, Sina slowly ran her hand under her nose to stop the flow, then waited, wondering how she could get away without making any noise. 
 
    She was proud of herself for only wincing and closing her eyes when the woman stood back up, instead of throwing herself back on the ground. When it seemed she was moving away from her, instead of closer, she opened her eyes, only to see the woman lift her skirt, then pull at something near her groin area. Did she have a knife or some other kind of weapon? No! It couldn’t be! The woman had a penis and was relieving herself! Yes! Oh yes! Knowing it made absolutely no sense at all, Sina felt herself relax. Her best friend, Nomani was a boy in a girl’s body, just like this woman must be a woman in a man’s body. Oh thank Sov! Despite the protests she could hear herself make, Sina stood up, prepared to unghost herself. This woman must be safe. She just had to be! 
 
    “I remember where to go now,” the man called, as he walked into view. Sina watched as the woman quickly finished, smoothing her skirt back into place. Walking back to the fountain to retrieve her bag, the woman asked, “Is all of Bila like this, with trees everywhere?” 
 
    “We are in Nohoyo,” he replied. “Bila is further south, beyond the … well, beyond the border, is what I was going to say, but the boundary is no longer in place, or we wouldn’t be standing here now.” 
 
    “And what do you call the place where I come from?” the woman asked. 
 
    “Kinji,” he replied, curtly, walking past her, obviously impatient to be on their way. 
 
    “I’ve heard you have no gods in Bila,” the woman continued, either oblivious of the man’s discomfort, or uncaring. Then again, Sina considered, maybe she was purposefully prodding him. 
 
    “None,” the man agreed. 
 
    “And Sov is the only god allowed to be worshipped in Bila?”  
 
    “Why are you asking me all these questions?” the man suddenly stopped in his tracks, turning around. Sina could see he was becoming angry and wondered what the woman would do about it. 
 
    “Because I want to know,” the woman responded, drawing herself up, looking him squarely in the eye. “And you have the answers,” she finished, stopping where she was standing. The two of them were almost close enough for Sina to touch them, and she didn’t like it at all. She could feel herself quivering again, scared she would be discovered. She didn’t have any idea what they might do to her, but she was sure it would hurt. 
 
    “You can ask someone else when we get there,” he responded, turning back towards the city. But the woman stood her ground. 
 
    “I didn’t ask to come here,” she told him. “And I have no problem in going on without you. Or back to Midbar for that matter. I don’t appreciate the way you’re treating me, and I think you should just go on ahead by yourself.” 
 
    Now the man stopped again, turning around, and Sina didn’t like the look on his face. He looked very angry, like he might hit the woman or something. But then he closed his eyes, taking a deep breath, and when he opened them again, he didn’t look as mad as he’d been. “I don’t like all the thoughts that have been planted in my head since the sending,” he told her. “It’s making me … angry and irritable, and I can’t seem to concentrate. When you ask me questions, it makes it worse. I’m sorry for being so …. “ 
 
    “Arrogant and mean-spirited?” the woman suggested, crossing her arms in front of her. 
 
    “I was going to say “loud,” but I suppose you may be right,” he replied quietly.  
 
    “I have never been to this part of the world, so I have a lot of questions,” the woman said. “I will try to be patient and wait for answers from someone else, but …” she stopped, looking overhead, “if we’re going to get this “crystal seed,” then we really need to hurry. It looks like the sun is falling apart.” 
 
    “Yes, according to the song, Sov must die, but none of us wants him to wipe out the planet when he does it. I suppose that must be where I come in,” he tried a smile on for her. “I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do, but maybe we’ll figure it out when we get there.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” the woman replied, picking up her bag once more, shouldering it. “Lead the way,” she invited him, thrusting one hand in front of her. “I’ll follow you.” 
 
    Sina watched them go, afraid to move even when she could no longer see them. She had learned more about her world in the time she had watched these two strangers interact than she had learned most of her life. There were other parts of the world? There were other gods? She felt overwhelmed by everything she’d learned. Not to mention the fact that Sov was going to die? But what would happen to everyone if that happened? Did that mean she was going to die too? And what was this crystal seed they were talking about? What good would that do? Unghosting, she let out a sob, unable to stop herself. She had never felt so alone, confused, and scared in her life. She just wanted to go back home where she was safe. 
 
    Sitting herself down on the lip of the fountain, she looked into the water there, watching the ripples of the fountain wash over her reflection. She was never going to be able to go home again, she suddenly realized. She had already known it when she left the city, but only in her mind, and not in her heart. By Sov, how she hated feeling so scared! She decided she was just too sad to go any further today. It would have to wait until tomorrow – if there even was a tomorrow. Taking a drink from the fountain, she washed her face, making sure to splash water on the back of her neck to keep cooled off. Another small thing her mother had taught her. If you were too hot, you used a cool cloth on the back of your neck to cool down. If you were too cold, you used a warm one. It was a small thing, but it made her miss her mother even more. After a few minutes, she slid down to the ground, bracing her back against the cool bricks of the fountain, resting. Thinking she would feel better after a short rest, she let herself drift off. It really was nice, here in the shade. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    As his head broke the surface of the water, Ordan clawed at the membrane covering his face, inhaling deeply as he felt the air filling his lungs again. While this method of travel was fascinating in its own right, he hoped to never have to do it again. 
 
    “Better now?” Batal smirked at him as she used her hands to cover the gills embedded in the sides of her neck. Ordan knew the gesture meant she was switching from breathing through her gills underwater to breathing through her nose and mouth “above the surface” as she had put it. She had explained that to him, it often felt like she couldn’t get quite enough air to breathe when she was on the surface, so she empathized with his discomfort at having had to use the membrane again to travel to the fountain on the north side of the Nohoyo city. Since it was the quickest way for them to get where they were going, he had consented to the often suffocating membrane so he could travel with her and Sabbah. 
 
    There hadn’t been a great deal of time to understand exactly who his traveling companions were, but Ordan knew there was no ill will between them. There were times when Sabbah felt jealous of Batal, and moments when Batal felt some sort of guilt towards him in return, so he knew there was a history between them, but there were also times when Batal felt anger towards Sabbah as well. And especially distrust. When she had awakened after he had used the Tear on her, she had been both extremely frightened and overwhelmed with anger to find Sabbah there. But when he remained sitting where he was, instead of attacking her, as she had expected, she had remained calm while Ordan had explained it had been Sabbah who had saved her. 
 
    Apparently, the “saving” had been a mutual thing between them, as Sabbah had told her it was only because she had used the Tear that he was still alive. He’d been extremely close to death, with no way to save himself, when the energy wave caused by the Tear’s magic had washed through him, providing him with strength he’d thought he would never feel again. 
 
    “Is there anyone else here?” Sabbah asked him as the older man surfaced next to him. 
 
    “I don’t see anyone yet,” Batal answered. 
 
    “No …” Ordan replied slowly. “But there is someone else here,” he said, giving Batal a look he knew she would interpret to mean someone was here hiding. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    More strangers? Oh why wouldn’t they all just go away!? Sina lamented. She’d had enough of this terrible, terrible day and was absolutely sick of being scared. I can’t! I can’t! I can’t! I just can’t do this anymore! she screamed. And then she screamed out loud, unghosting as she dug her hands into the grass and dirt on either side of her. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “Get back!” Sabbah shouted, standing in the fountain, raising his hands, as if to attack. 
 
    “Wait!” Ordan shouted at him, raising a hand, then looking at Batal to warn her off as well. “She’s just scared. Leave her alone!”  But he could see smoke rising from where the girl was sitting, unmoving. And he could smell grass burning. 
 
    “We’re not going to hurt you,” he said quietly. “We’re just passing through. We’ll be leaving soon. It’s all right. You’re safe,” he kept up the monologue, getting a better feel for the emotions she was experiencing. She had been scared before, but now she was terrified, and he had a feeling it didn’t have anything to do with the fact that they had intruded on her. Something had just happened that she hadn’t expected, and she … didn’t want … didn’t want it to be true.  
 
    “We can help you,” Ordan told her, “or we can leave. But there are going to be more people here soon. What do you want us to do?” 
 
    Silence. She was beginning to calm down, though, he could feel it. 
 
    “I think…” Batal began. But Ordan held up a single finger, shaking it back and forth, warning her to remain quiet. 
 
    “Too much has happened to you today, hasn’t it?” he asked in a quiet voice. “My name is Ordan. Batal and Sabbah are with me. We aren’t here to hurt anyone. 
 
    “You’re strangers,” she sobbed. “Why are there so many strangers here?” she asked, trying to be brave, but failing terribly. She just wanted to go home. 
 
    “That’s not your fault,” Ordan told her. “The sun is dying. We’re trying to help so Sov doesn’t crash into the planet.” 
 
    “But all those strangers were killing everyone!” she shouted, her anger spiking again. 
 
    “We’re not here to hurt anyone,” Ordan told her. “Come on, we have some food, are you hungry? We can share a little something to eat while we learn about each other and you can tell us what happened. Is that all right?” 
 
    Silence. But he could feel her need to believe him. Her need to be safe. 
 
    “Come on,” he said again, climbing out of the fountain. “Let me help you up.”  By the time he finished talking, he was standing near her, but careful not to tower over her. He saw her hands shaking as she tried to uncurl her fists, and the small bits of burnt grass clinging to her hands. He saw as Batal noticed the same things he did and shook her head, warning him not to touch her hands. He extended his hands anyway. Trust had to start somewhere, and he could feel no malice coming from her, just a terrible mixture of fatigue, confusion, fear, and sadness. 
 
    He had to lean over further to take her hands when she put her hands out. She just wasn’t going to be able to find the courage to do more than she had already done. “What’s your name” he asked, as he gently helped her to stand up. 
 
    “Sina,” she said quietly. “I think I am a Fire Tender now,” she told him, then broke into sobs, as she fell into his arms. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eighteen – Nohoyo’s New Goddess 
 
    “You’re keeping a secret from me,” Jarles said, walking beside Chared. It was still hard to believe he was talking to his mother’s brother. How was it possible she had never spoken of her brother to him? True, he’d been a small child when she’d died, but he really thought someone would have mentioned the fact that he had an uncle at some point in his life. At the very least, he would have thought Maw’ki would have told him. Although he supposed it was possible she hadn’t known. He only had about a thousand questions he wanted to ask him, but there really wasn’t time right now. It had taken him too long to recover from his … death, and then it had taken him a while to gather up the courage to speak to him, uncertain where to even begin. 
 
    Chared knew there certainly were many things he was keeping from Jarles, but he knew also exactly what he wanted to know. He just didn’t want to tell him. Jarles might decide he was the one to blame for what had happened and he would lose the chance to have any kind of relationship with him at all. He shook his head at the irony; he had been trying to get close to him for a long time so that he might use him for his own ends, and now … now he just wanted to help him. But if Jarles knew who he’d been, and what he had done, there really wasn’t much of a chance the two of them would have a relationship at all. “You want to know why Giya killed you.” 
 
    “She didn’t,” Savaar interjected, flatly, with utter certainty. 
 
    “You still have the potential,” Ceirat told Jarles, touching his arm. 
 
    “Potential?” Jarles echoed. “For what?”  He knew she and Honsa were somehow connected and could speak mind-to-mind, along with other things, but he hadn’t had time to learn enough about her to understand what she was talking about. 
 
    “You are still a god,” Nieva told him, still in her owl form, riding on Ceirat’s shoulder. Jarles would have preferred that those words would have come out of anyone else’s mouth, instead of Nieva’s. There was just something incredibly wise, or mystic, or something about her that he found both amazing, and frightening. Hearing her say it made him wince, as if it was somehow more true because she’d said so. 
 
    “The seas can be still be yours,” Ceirat explained. “But not right now. You are blocked from them and they are blocked from you.” 
 
    “What?” he asked, confused. “Do you mean I can’t even go swimming, or take a walk in the sea?”  He knew he was overreacting, but this whole situation was really beginning to irritate him. He distinctly remembered drowning and dying, only to find out he’d been on dry land the whole time. He’d been thrown into bodies of water all over the world since he’d been very young, courtesy of the one god on this whole planet he’d never wanted anything to do with, and now that she was gone, he had actually died by drowning. It really was rather insane. 
 
    “Not as you did before,” Chared answered him. 
 
    “That’s ridiculous!” Savaar scoffed. “I have been in the sea with him! He was there for weeks, under water. There’s nothing you can say that will make me believe you.” 
 
    “Can you call the water to you Jarles?” Chared asked him. 
 
    “No,” Jarles replied, swallowing in a throat suddenly too tight and too dry. He had tried shortly after he’d awakened, desperate to understand what had happened to him. He’d been shocked when the water had not risen to meet him. Devastated, really. He wasn’t at all sure how to move forward without the bone-deep assurance that he was still who he had been. 
 
    The quiet swish-swish of sand while everyone was walking was the only sound that could be heard for the next several moments while they continued towards their goal, all lost in their own thoughts. 
 
    “I’m not a god,” Jarles finally filled the quiet space around him. “At least, Giya wasn’t sure,” he amended. “She said we would have to wait and see, and that I may even have unexpected powers of some sort, but she didn’t say what kind.” 
 
    “Siri Ventus is sure,” Nieva told him. Damn her! Jarles cursed to himself. If she was an adult, he would have told her to keep her thoughts to herself, but she wasn’t. She was an adorable child, no matter which form she was in, and had proven invaluable several times already. It was impossible to dismiss her words as wishful thinking. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Jarles returned, softly. When no one spoke, he continued. “I don’t need to be a god, and I don’t need to control the seas,” he told them. “In fact,” he said, chuckling as the realization hit him, “I have tried to avoid being the Sea God my entire life! And now …” he shrugged with a forced smile on his face, “I can just be the Sea God of the Sands!” 
 
    “It’s not funny,” Ceirat told him. 
 
    “Sure it is!” he disagreed. “Come on!” he said, gesturing widely, “I have my whole life ahead of me and now I can do whatever I want, without having to shoulder an immense burden I never wanted in the first place.” 
 
    “You just didn’t want to have to do what someone else told you to do,” Nieva corrected, and he would have sworn she was scowling at him. 
 
    “Tell me you didn’t love being under water, and feeling the life of every living creature all around you,” Savaar challenged him. 
 
    “Of course I did!” Jarles assured him. “But now I can do it on my own terms, and I don’t ever have to worry about some goddess tearing me to pieces. I’m free! It will be fun!” he smiled again, starting to see the possibilities of a life exactly as he was describing. 
 
    “But Giya betrayed you,” Shio put in. “Aren’t you angry?” 
 
    “Absolutely not,” Jarles assured her, and the rest of them. “I trust her completely. She did what she did for a very good reason, and not because she was trying to punish me, or …” he turned to look at Savaar, “kill me. It was an unfortunate, unforeseen consequence. That’s all.”  When nobody replied, he asked, “Do you really think she is going to kill me the next time she sees me?” 
 
    “No,” Chared said with conviction. “It was an accident, and she will be pleased to see you.” 
 
    “And how is anyone ever supposed to trust anything you say?” Savaar asked him. “You were always Amphedia’s puppet, and killed many people in her name. Nobody will probably ever know all the things you did in her name.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely right, Savaar,” Chared agreed, surprising him. “Obeying your mother, and finding ways to please her was the whole of my life for most of my life. I can’t say that I’m sorry for the things I did, nor can I ask you to trust me any further than you have. All I know is that I knew how to bring Jarles back to life, and I did it. If you want me to leave this company, I will. But I want some answers from Giya myself, and we’re headed in the same direction,” he reasoned. “Besides, if I’m with you, then you can keep an eye on me to make sure I don’t do anything to hurt anyone. If you make me leave …” 
 
    “You’ve made your point,” Savaar glowered at him. “And no, I don’t trust you. But I am glad you’re all right,” he said, clasping Jarles on the shoulder. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Honsa spoke up. “There are four people there, instead of three,” he said, looking meaningfully at Nieva. She nodded at him in return, then flew ahead to find out who was waiting for them. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    It was getting harder and harder to maintain her patience with everyone traveling at such a sedate pace, Shio thought to herself. At the very least, Savaar should let her and a couple of the others travel ahead, so they would be able to see what was happening in the city. There was absolutely no point in all of them putting themselves at risk if it could be avoided. She couldn’t imagine what he was thinking, having all of them walk, of all things, through the desert, especially when so many of them had worked so hard to raise the level of the water beneath the sands. She was pleased at how well that particular plan was working, and was probably the only reason they hadn’t all fried to death by now. Still, the sun was ridiculously hot and it was coming apart. They had come here to find Denit, and that’s exactly what they should be doing. But Savaar wouldn’t hear of it. Undoubtedly Jarles’ death had shaken him more than he even realized. 
 
    It really was kind of odd, she reflected, how she and the rest of them were following Savaar around, even though they had finished their task. Of course, with Amphedia no longer even on the planet, there wasn’t anyone here to kill them, put them back to sleep, or otherwise tell them to do something other than to follow Savaar around. She sighed, reminding herself this entire situation wasn’t just Savaar’s fight, it belonged to all of them. The only problem was that they weren’t doing anything. And they could be if they went ahead. There didn’t seem to be any point in being held back just because a few humans were unable to travel at the same speed the rest of them did. Maybe Savaar had just lost his nerve. Or maybe, just maybe, he had other plans for them which he hadn’t yet shared with them, she reconsidered, trying very, very hard to be patient. 
 
    She wondered, too, if Denit had come to accept her role as the Sun Goddess yet. If so, there really wasn’t any need for any of them to be here. Denit had run away in total disbelief when she had told her of Lumas’ plans. When Shio had last seen her, Denit had been pretty shaken up, believing all the gods wanted her dead because she believed she was “broken” inside. Of all the lifetimes she had lived, she thought this one might be shaping up to be the most-exciting ever. She hadn’t usually spent much time with humans, nor often above the surface. Nor had she known this part of the world even existed. So, perhaps, a little more patience was in order after all. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    While her silence seemed to indicate a willingness for Shio to go along with Savaar’s decisions, Kani could tell by her body language that she was becoming impatient. Flexing the fingers of his left hand – fingers which had been missing for years, but were now back in place thanks to the amazing power of the sound wave created by Batal’s Tear – Kani completely understood her desire to keep moving forward. Unlike Savaar, the rest of them hadn’t been reborn – or, rather, reanimated - as humans very often, so were finding it difficult to be as personally invested with the other people around them as he was. Or to even care who they should or should not trust. He, personally, hadn’t used a human body in many years, and found it cumbersome.  
 
    Nor were all of them the “True” children of Amphedia. It seemed as though she had awakened everyone, regardless of whether they had ever taken human form or not. He knew for certain Umi, who was created entirely of water while in her natural environment, was more than ready to return to the sea. And even though Ashika felt better now than he had in many years, he would probably become suicidal if they didn’t do something pretty soon. Most of those who had already left had been Bahari, and not human at all. He was very surprised to see Iruka still with them, since this was the first time that he knew of that he had taken full human form, instead of mostly dolphin. If he was being honest with himself, Kani knew he wouldn’t mind being in human form so much, and getting a chance to really know the others, if he was free to return to his natural crab body from time to time. If Amphedia wasn’t going to be returning, they all might have a chance to do exactly that. And that, of course, was the true crux of the problem – in human form, they were much more vulnerable and much more likely to be maimed or killed by other humans, let alone if Amphedia returned. All he knew for sure was that if Savaar and the others didn’t get moving in meaningful way fairly soon, he was going to have to leave, or lose his mind. Being in human form was difficult enough, without feeling like he was as useless as his lost claw. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “No!” Ceirat suddenly stopped, her body physically swaying backwards, as if she was repulsed by something. “There is danger there,” she said, taking a step backwards, while nodding at the grove of trees where they were supposed to meet Batal, Ordan, and Sabbah. 
 
    “Can you give us more details?” Honsa asked, putting his arms around her to give her more emotional stability. “Is it because someone unexpected is in there?” 
 
    “No,” she frowned, shaking her head. “No. Not yet. Something is going to happen,” she replied.  
 
    “You mean there is the potential for something to happen,” Honsa reminded her. Sometimes she felt things so intensely, she forgot that she was only reading the potential and not the reality. He felt her body immediately relax as she nodded, turning eyes full of gratitude towards him. And now she was blushing, as if she was embarrassed. 
 
    “It’s all right,” he assured her, “but can you tell what might cause a problem?” 
 
    “The water,” Ceirat replied, her forehead wrinkled in concentration. “No, something in the water,” she said, still trying to grope along the thread of time she had felt unravelling. 
 
    “But there’s no danger right now?” Savaar asked. 
 
    “It’s coming,” Ceirat replied, starting to move away again. “No!” she suddenly shouted. “It’s here! It’s here!” 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Jarles watched in astonishment as a woman rose up out of the sand, and continued to rise, until her feet were above his head. He could feel a sensation from her he hadn’t felt in a while. There was something crawling around in the back of his mind, trying to help him remember what it was, but he was coming up short. Something important. It wasn’t exactly a warning, but it was telling him something about this woman. He only ever felt that sensation when he was with … That’s it! She was a god!  
 
    “I am Jahari,” she said, looking down at them, “and this is my land now. You are unwelcome in Nohoyo and must leave. This is your only warning.” 
 
    “My Lady!” Chared shouted, immediately throwing his arms wide and kneeling. “We are here seeking a companion who has gone missing. If you are the goddess of these lands now, perhaps you know of her.” 
 
    Jarles wasn’t sure whether Chared looked like a fool for kneeling, or whether he did for failing to kneel. Suppressing a sigh, he went to one knee, signaling the others to follow his lead. When he heard the rustling of clothing, he assumed they had done as he’d asked. While meeting gods wasn’t exactly a new experience for him, it was still a rare enough occurrence that he thought Chared’s instincts had probably been the right ones. 
 
    “Your quest is not my concern,” Jahari replied. 
 
    “Please!” Jarles pleaded. “She is my grandmother! Denit. Do you know of her? She may have been in flames, and wouldn’t have been easy to miss. She may … she may have even caused some trouble. She was pretty upset,” he finished lamely, feeling ridiculous for the way it sounded. 
 
    “I know of her,” she replied, a sudden smile blooming across her face. “She has, indeed, caused much mischief,” she said, as she slowly descended until her feet were touching the ground in front of them. “But then, she has been through much turmoil too.” 
 
    “Is she all right?” Jarles asked, coming to his feet, his heart beginning to beat faster. 
 
    “The crystal has not been shattered, and she has gone to fight Sov, but Giya is hopeful she will return in time,” she replied. 
 
    Jarles felt a wave of confusion wash over him, realizing he had no idea what she was talking about. “Crystal?” was the only thing he could manage. 
 
    “Wait!” Ceirat shouted, surprising all of them. “The danger is not past. It’s still in there!” she shouted, pointing at the small grove of trees. 
 
    “That is Borja,” Jahari said, “she has been charged with taking care of the waters of Nohoyo, and is already very territorial. But then, you can’t blame us for being wary; we’re expecting an army of soldiers from Bila.” 
 
    “Oh no...” Savaar whispered. 
 
    “Come, let us go collect your friends and I will take you to Giya much quicker than you can get there on your own,” she paused, looking at Honsa and Ceirat. “They are your friends, yes? I feel the connection between you and the one who is a man in a woman’s body.” 
 
    “Ordan, yes,” Honsa replied. “You really are a goddess, aren’t you?” 
 
     “Yes,” she smiled at him, “much like your friend here,” she said touching Jarles with a single finger in the center of his chest. “Quickly now,” she told them, clapping her hands together. “There may be something you can do to help your grandmother before Sov tears the world to pieces.” 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Sina waited a long time after everyone left before she unghosted, and then waited some more before she moved. Ordan had used some kind of magic to make sure the others didn’t see her when they arrived with the new goddess of Nohoyo. That wasn’t going to be something she would be able to wrap her mind around for a very long time to come, she knew, but then, she didn’t have to. She was leaving Nohoyo, despite Ordan’s insistence that everything would be different now. 
 
    She stood up, stretching her arms and legs, looking to the sky to judge how long she might have until sundown to travel, but decided that Sov was no longer something she could trust. Her body told her it should be night, or close to it, but he was still shining brightly. No, “shining” wasn’t the right word. He was blazing. And he looked more like a creature now, than a round disc in the sky. It was really too much for her to take in, so she decided not to look any more. She would just start walking and see what happened from there. She was still scared, but she was also starting to feel numb. She was tired of being afraid, and just wanted to get to a place where she would feel better. She wasn’t sure there was a safe place any more. Ordan seemed to think there would be soon – if Sov didn’t destroy the planet. It just didn’t matter anymore though. She was a Fire Tender. She would have to be very careful from now on, so she didn’t kill anyone. She had seen that Ordan hadn’t died when she had taken his outstretched hands, so maybe it only happened when she was angry. She shook her head, feeling sad. If Ordan hadn’t gone into the city, she would have liked to have stayed with him. He’d made her feel safe. But he was gone now. 
 
    “You can come with me,” she heard a voice coming from the fountain. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nineteen – Fire Tenders and Kasais 
 
    Vray was awestruck. It was absolutely fascinating to be able to see how his magic worked as it pulled the life force from one plant into his keeping, and then to watch again as he gave that energy to another plant. The glowing lines Sahil created so they could both watch how the magic worked gave him a better understanding of exactly what was happening. Sahil had said he wasn’t the one who created the lines, that they were always there; his magic merely made them visible. Sahil had laughed out loud at the face Vray had made when he’d made the lines appear after the old man had showed him the right way to put his hands, and the words to say. He had told the Fire Tender that when he got used to doing it, he would no longer have to say the words out loud, that his thoughts alone would be enough to make the lines show up. Despite having “uncovered” the lines himself, as Sahil called it, Vray wasn’t convinced that they were always there. Perhaps one day he might, but for now, he would hold on to his doubts. Either way, they were very useful. 
 
    Despite seeing the process for himself, though, he still didn’t understand why he was able to pull the life force out of any living thing, while others were only able to do the same on other people. Sahil said he would have to watch as Vray did it to another person before he could see if there was a difference between what happened with plants and what happened with people. When he had started talked about experiments, though, Vray began feeling uneasy. Perhaps, he thought, it was easier for Sahil to talk about these things than it was for him, because he was not the one who had seen all those people turning into dead bodies at his own feet. He had not been the one to have held each body as the life rushed out of the person, leaving behind a dead thing, instead of the unique man, woman, or child who had been there the moment before. He had not felt the still-warm skin of each person, nor had he looked into their eyes as their lives were taken from them. In another land, Vray knew that what he had done for most of his life would be considered murder. Sahil was fascinated by the magic, while Vray was sickened by the results. 
 
    “We will have to try this on another person before I am certain of it, but I think I may have a solution for our friends,” Sahil told him, making the lines disappear with a smile. 
 
    “You mean to put all the Fire Tenders to sleep?” Vray asked, his lip curling in automatic disgust. He shook his head then, looking away. How could they even be thinking of doing this? And what about the bodies of all of those who would be going to sleep? If they stayed asleep very long, they would die without water and food. Perhaps it would be better to just round them all up and kill them at once, instead of letting their bodies rot over time. There just had to be a better solution! He felt the ground rock beneath his feet as another explosion from overhead sounded. His skin crawled at the thought of all those people being left unprotected. All of his people. 
 
    “No,” Sahil leaned in towards him, “not for putting them to sleep, but for changing their magic so they can’t take the life from anything ever again.” 
 
    “What? How is this possible?”  Vray wasn’t sure whether to be excited, or disgusted. It felt wrong to make people change a part of themselves, even if that part could be dangerous to others. But it was easy to see Sahil was excited. For him, there was only the choice between killing the Fire Tenders or changing them. The other man must have seen the look on his own face, because he sobered immediately, asking “Do you have another suggestion?” 
 
    It seemed to Vray that he was sincere, and not mocking him, so he answered. “It seems like everyone is thinking they … we … all of the Fire Tenders … that we are nothing more than weapons. We are people, Sahil, just like you. You say you know many ways to kill others, but nobody is thinking of putting you to sleep or taking your magic from you, and nobody, nobody at all, is talking about killing you. Why is this?” 
 
    “Because, my friend,” Sahil said quietly, looking directly into Vray’s eyes, “you and your friends have known nothing else except killing.”  When Vray started to protest, he held up a finger to forestall whatever he may have said. “Can you tell me any of you know how to farm, or make blankets? Do you know how to work together to create anything? Can you even work together without the Kasais, or someone else, telling you what to do, where to go, when to sleep, and when to eat?” 
 
    “How will we ever know if we don’t try?” Vray protested, feeling as if he had already lost this argument. 
 
    “How many … no, wait … Let me ask you a different question,” Sahil continued. “If you had never been a Fire Tender, and had lived all of your life being afraid of them, would you want to live with them nearby? And what about your children, Vray? Would you want your children to live nearby, knowing that any of the other children they were playing with might be a Fire Tender who hasn’t figured it out yet? Would you want your child to be the one to die finding out the hard way? Help me, Vray. Help me to find a way to make sure all of your friends live. That’s what I’m trying to do here, by combining both of our magics. I want to give you and your friends the ability to create, instead of to destroy.” 
 
    Vray could hear the sincerity in the old man’s voice, and see it in his eyes, but he didn’t want to give up who he was in order to gain something different. He didn’t want to stop being himself. 
 
    “Do you want to go on killing Vray? Do you think that is what the others want? Do you think that it will make you stronger? Do you think you will no longer have to be afraid, now that the Kasais are gone? Is that what your fear is – that you will be able to protect yourself better now that you have the upper hand instead of them? I come from a place where there have been many magics which have been forbidden over the centuries because they have the ability to hurt other people. Even some kinds of magic which would could be very helpful to some people, but they have the potential to harm others.” 
 
    “That’s stupid,” Vray spat. “Just because fire can burn you, or even kill you, or …” he knew he was starting to sound desperate, but he didn’t care, because he knew he was right, “or … you can use it to kill others, that doesn’t mean it should be forbidden!” 
 
    “What if someone could make you kill someone else – against your own will - using magic?” Sahil asked quietly. “Do you think that kind of magic should be forbidden?” 
 
    Vray just stood there, glaring at the other man, his chest heaving. There was nothing he could say that would help the Fire Tenders. Nothing that Sahil couldn’t counter. 
 
    “What I have in mind would help the Fire Tenders to grow things, Vray, instead of kill them. You wouldn’t even have to take the life force from one plant to give to another plant,” he paused. “If I can do this right, then Fire Tenders should be able to take a seed, or a cutting from one plant, put it in the soil, and it will begin to grow right away. The seeds would germinate immediately because of the new kind of magic. Or the cutting would begin to grow roots right away, instead of having to wait to see if they rooted. Think about it Vray, please,” Sahil pleaded. “Your people – all of your people – have a lot of work to do, and everything – I mean everything – will have to change. What if the Fire Tenders were the ones who helped to feed everyone instead of being feared? You would be heroes instead of … instead of … “Sahil grasped for the right word. 
 
    “Killers,” Vray supplied for him. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Idiot, Than thought, shaking his head. It was just like Sahil to try to change things instead of accepting the world the way it was. There would always be war. Always – no matter what people like Sahil might wish. It was far smarter to align yourself with the most-powerful so you were always on the winning side than to spend your life crushed and delusional, begging the world to be kinder to you. The emperor could use the Fire Tenders to wipe out every enemy all around him. And I’m just the one to make sure that happens. All he had to do now was to round up a few of them and get them to Bila. The emperor would forgive him for not bringing Sahil back when he presented him with a gift of Fire Tenders. Smiling to himself, Than backed away from the gardens. He knew just where to find what he was looking for, too. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “You shouldn’t have heard that,” Sakari said with a sigh, sitting herself down next to Muuaji, where he was leaning against a decorative stone pillar only found in the gardens. 
 
    “I think …”  he started, then stopped, shrugging, running his hands through his hair. “I think, maybe, we all have to hear it,” he tried, then shrugged again, clearly distressed. “What do you think they,” he gestured towards Sahil and Vray, “will decide to do about Kasais?” 
 
    While she was tempted to give an answer she knew he wouldn’t appreciate, given that the Kasais had been responsible for rampant fear throughout the populous of Nohoyo for a long, long time, she shook her head in silence instead. 
 
    “I have done everything I was ever told,” he said quietly. “I served Sov with all of my heart, all of my life, and in everything I ever did. There was order, and I had purpose. I even had pride in doing my job. But now God is dying and I don’t know what to believe any more. I don’t even …” he shrugged, defeated. “I don’t even know where I am supposed to sleep tonight, or when I will eat again, or if night will even come.”  She saw him shiver as another explosion thundered overhead, shaking the pillar they were leaning against. “Maybe I will just sit here until this stone falls on me,” he said, bowing his head. 
 
    “Muuaji,” she said, trying to fit the pieces together in her mind before she opened her mouth. “The Kasais made people do things against their will. They had no choice but to do what you said, or they would be punished.” 
 
    “Did you not have a father?” he asked her, turning his head to look at her. “Did he not punish you when you disobeyed? Did he not keep you safe from the poor choices you made until you learned to do things the right way?” 
 
    She smiled then, thinking of Sahil. “Yes,” she replied. “He punished me by making me understand how I did things wrong, but he always helped me to learn the right ways. Not through hitting me, or putting me in jail, though. He taught me how to think for myself, so if I …” She stopped, then tried again, “So that when I made another mistake, I would better understand how I had created my own mess. It was often up to me to fix it. That way, when I fixed it, I would learn how to do it right the next time.” 
 
    Muuaji frowned as he shook his head, displeased. “But there is no order that way. And everyone will make the same mistakes over and over again. That makes no sense.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” she sighed. “But people make mistakes. We all do, no matter where we’re from. And where I’m from, many things are very much the same as they are here, only the people who punish those who make mistakes are called soldiers. They do as they’re told, like you do. And everyone is afraid of them too.” 
 
    “The word “Kasais” means “guide,” he told her. “We are supposed to guide Sov’s people in worship and praise so that he gains glory from his people. But I am beginning to think we are more like your soldiers. We are punishers, not guides.” 
 
    “But you also heal people,” she pointed out. “Maybe …” she said, drawing out the word, starting to get excited by the possibility, “Kasais can be the new healers, like the Fire Tenders can be the new growers. I mean,” she went on, “we all know almost everything has to change, so maybe you can be the one to take this idea to the new council, or whoever is going to be in charge. What do you think?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he shrugged. “I have no idea how to make people want to ask a Kasais for help though. They are usually afraid of us.” 
 
    “We don’t have to think of everything right now,” Sakari assured him, then patted him on the leg as she started to rise. “Come on, let’s go talk to Sahil and Vray. I have to show them something, and you can tell them about healing.”  She held out her hand to help him get up. “It’s a beginning,” she said, smiling at him. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “Oculis!” Eruitt shouted, surprised. When he’d seen someone falling out of the sky, he’d thought it was Denit. While he hadn’t, personally, seen her transform into what everyone was saying was the form of a giant Firebird, it had still been easy to imagine just how big “giant” meant from their descriptions. He’d been able to tell the shape falling from the sky had wings, so had assumed she had been affected by the crystal embedded in her flesh, and had been unable to keep her “creature” form. He’d thought for sure he would find her lying on the ground, badly hurt, or worse. Instead, it was Oculis! Obviously, he’d been in human form instead of his owl form, but had been flying with his wings extended.  
 
    “What happened? Are you all right?”  While he couldn’t say he ever particularly liked nor trusted the man, he wasn’t about to leave him lying injured on the ground. The last time he’d seen him had been when he had taken off after Afdal, hoping to outrace him to Midbar to find the crystal goblet before the other man got it. Thinking about it now, Eruitt felt like that had all happened a very long time ago. 
 
    “My arm,” Oculis groaned, trying to lift himself off of the offending appendage. Before Eruitt could reach him, though, two of the Fire Tenders had run ahead of him. Without saying a word, they looked at each other, then the older of the two – damn it, he still didn’t know their names! – laid his hands on Oculis’ arm while the other one held him still. 
 
    “No!” Eruitt screamed, running faster, terrified they were going to kill him. But before he could stop them, another of the Fire Tenders grabbed him from behind, holding him by both arms while he struggled to free himself. 
 
    “Don’t interrupt!” the man told him. “Setting bones is harder than healing wounds. Masu is helping him. Wait and you will see.” 
 
    “Healing?” Eruitt couldn’t believe it. “I didn’t know you could do that!” 
 
    “You didn’t ask,” another Fire Tender told him with a smile, walking past him to where the others were working on Oculis. This one was a woman. A small woman, who was older than most of the others he’d seen. He watched, no longer fighting against the man who held him, astonished. Now all three of them had their hands on Oculis, speaking among themselves, occasionally asking him a question or two. He heard the words “magic” and “wings,” and, he thought, the word “owl,” and then the woman actually patted his cheek and Oculis smiled in return. The man holding him let go, clasping his shoulder, saying, “You see? He is better now. There is no need to be afraid.” 
 
    Eruitt turned to thank the man with a smile on his own face, relieved that his worst fears hadn’t manifested after all. Instead, he was left with a sense of awe and wonder. These people, these killers, could heal people just by touching them! “Can all of your people do this?” he asked the man. 
 
    “No,” he said, his smile fading. “All Kasais, they can heal, but only a few of us,” he said, pointing at the handful surrounding Oculis, “can also heal. Mostly, we heal ourselves and our own families, but it is dangerous to let the Kasais know what we can do, because this is what they do. If we try to do it too, we are punished.” 
 
    “Punished? But why?” Eruitt couldn’t imagine being punished for helping someone else.  
 
    “You are not from here. This is our way,” the man told him. 
 
    “No,” the woman corrected him. “That is the Kasais way. It is Sov’s way,” she emphasized, then looked at Eruitt, explaining. “If a man and a woman both have green eyes, then all of their children should have green eyes too, yes?” 
 
    “I suppose so,” Eruitt replied slowly, uncomfortable with not knowing where her question was going to lead. He’d never really thought about it himself, so couldn’t think of a reason it wouldn’t be true. 
 
    “You would be wrong,” the woman said with a big smile on her face, as if she knew something delightful he did not. “That is not nature’s way. We are all always evolving,” she told him. “Plants, animals, and people too. So is it true with each of us,” she emphasized by gesturing at everyone standing around them. “Because my great-grandfather had brown eyes, I may too, even though both of my parents had green eyes. Because the mother of my great-grandmother was a Kasais, I might too have the ability to heal, even though my own magic lies in being a Fire Tender. Do you see?” 
 
    “If you ask a Kasais,” the man who had been holding him continued, “they would say it was Sov’s will, but if you ask another who is not a Kasais, they might say it was because of nature.” 
 
    “Or it may have something more to do with our blood than anything else,” another woman interjected, as two others nodded. 
 
    “In the end,” the old woman picked up the thread, “I have brown eyes and I can heal, even though I am a Fire Tender, no matter how or why.” 
 
    “Who are these Kasais?” Oculis asked. “And what is a Fire Tender?” 
 
    “Why are you here?” Eruitt asked, instead of answering, cutting his eyes to the others, while holding up a staying hand. 
 
    “Afdal – he’s here somewhere and is still trying to get the crystal,” Oculis told him. 
 
    “And you’re not?” Eruitt scoffed. 
 
    He watched as Oculis shook his head for a moment, a look of frustration stealing across  his face. “Look, there isn’t anything I can say that will convince you otherwise, so how about if you just assume I am and make sure that I don’t get anywhere near it, while you help me find Afdal?” 
 
    “Huh,” Eruitt replied. “I’m not sure whether that’s a reasonable answer, or if you’re just saying that to make me feel at ease so I won’t be watching as closely as I should.” 
 
    “That’s on you,” Oculis responded, rubbing his arm 
 
    “Fire Tenders,” Eruitt said, looking directly at him, “are people who can kill you – take your life force from you – just by touching you.”  He paused, spreading his hands to encompass everyone surrounding the two of them. “These are all Fire Tenders.” 
 
    “I see,” Oculis replied quietly, nodding his head. After a moment, he asked, “So where do we go from here? Do you know where he is?” 
 
    “If he’s trying to get the crystal, there’s only one place he can be,” Eruitt told him. “We were just going there now. Come on,” he invited, tilting his head forward and to the left. “We have to tell Giya what happened,” he sighed. “I wouldn’t be surprised if she already knew, though. Let’s go.”  
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “Pardon me, my Lady,” Tyran said, a little breathless from having run to catch her before she disappeared, or got busy with someone else. She dipped a small curtsy, determined to start off on a better foot with this goddess than she had with Amphedia. “Do you remember me from Midbar?” She was pleased when she saw Giya smile at her, but noticed that her eyes narrowed when she saw Afdal behind her. 
 
    “Tyran, isn’t it?” she asked, tucking her hands into her sleeves. 
 
    “Oh!” Tyran exclaimed, more than a little surprised she would remember her name, then realized she might remember her in less than a flattering manner from their last encounter when she had been doing her level best to keep more strangers out of their village. Strangers like Denit, she realized, sadly. She had been arguing with Amphedia, and had been sorely overmatched, too. “Yes, I … I came … well, that is …” she was feeling flustered now that she was finally here, uncertain where to begin. 
 
    “Why have you come all the way here?” Giya asked her, a gentle smile returning to her face.  
 
    “The crystal!” Tyran practically shouted, anxious now to tell her what she knew. “It has to be shattered.” 
 
    “Go on,” she replied calmly. 
 
    “I saw a … a vision where children were playing and … oh, it sounds ridiculous now,” she said, angry at herself for not having been better prepared. “The point is that there is this very old song, or chant, really, from here, from Nohoyo, and the children were chanting it in the vision, while they were passing around a “seed” that was supposed to be the crystal.”  She stopped, shaking her head, knowing her cheeks were flaming red for sounding so childish. 
 
    “Take your time,” Giya encouraged her.  
 
    “It’s really a very clever chant, meant to remind people, I think, about the fact that Sov has to die from time to time, but that he will always rise again, as long as the crystal is shattered.” 
 
    “Interesting,” Giya nodded her head, “and why do you think this song comes from Nohoyo?” 
 
    “Oh!” Tyran felt herself flushing again. “Because I … well, I interpret dreams, and … and … oh, this is so difficult to make it sound like it makes sense. If you were from Midbar, you would know that I am a Mezhdu …” she paused, looking at the Earth Goddess, wondering if she would know what that meant. When she nodded her understanding, Tyran continued. “Because of this, I have a certain gift. All of us do. That is, there are four of us who are bonded together, and my gift is reading dreams.” 
 
    “I would imagine there many people who are eager to learn what their dreams have to say,” she cocked her head, still smiling. 
 
    “No,” Tyran countered. “Not really. Or, maybe, it’s just me.” She sighed, exasperated.  
 
    “And what did your dreams tell you?” Giya prompted. 
 
    “It wasn’t my dream,” Tyran told her, shaking her head. “It was Ordan’s. He’s one of my bondmates. He … reads people’s emotions,” she explained, “but it’s more than that.” 
 
    “I understand,” Giya told her, “Go on.” 
 
    “A long time ago people from Nohoyo moved to Midbar,” Tyran told her, beginning to feel more comfortable now. “Many of our elders have dreams of … well … of this place,” she said, gesturing around her. “Ordan spent several days with one of them a few months ago, a woman by the name of Yujin. Her dreams were filled with memories of a childhood spent here, but she couldn’t have lived here, because she was born in Midbar, and so were several generations of her family before her. We’ve discovered this is more often normal than not, that our elders have dreams of a place where they couldn’t have lived.” 
 
    “You entered Ordan’s dreams,” Giya stated. 
 
    “Yes, because he couldn’t get that chant out of his mind, and he was beginning to feel frightened that the world was coming to an end.” 
 
    “And so it is,” the goddess sighed, a rueful expression on her face. 
 
    “In the dream, I met a child who was doing the ritual by himself, or maybe he could see the other children, but I couldn’t. He paid no attention to me at all. Until I decided I had seen all there was to see, and it was time to leave.” 
 
    “What happened?” Giya asked, obviously absorbed in her tale. 
 
    “The child, a dark-haired boy, stopped what he was doing and told me to seek out the Tadashi child for the missing verse.”  At this, Giya suddenly straightened as her eyes flew open. 
 
    “And this vision is what brought you here?” 
 
    “Not at first, no,” Tyran shook her head. “It wasn’t until last night, when it happened again. The first time was months ago, but I was trying to connect with Ordan … “ she faltered again. “He was hurt, and I didn’t know how to help him. The others were too. All of them were!” she exclaimed, feeling the fear crowding in again. “All of a sudden, I started saying the chant again. Out loud. It was completely against my will,” she emphasized. “I thought he might be thinking of it again, but this was very different.” 
 
    “How was it different?”  
 
    “I could actually see the ritual taking place.” Tyran responded, remembering the sight. “Right in front of me, almost as if I was there, myself, taking place in it. I could see all of the children, and what they were doing, and I had a much clearer idea of what they were doing. I mean,” she paused, “I don’t want to say as if I absolutely know why they were doing it, but it seemed pretty obvious to me that they were re-enacting Sov’s death, and the rising of the new Sun Child. It was amazing!” she couldn’t help but to add. 
 
    “And why are you here?” Giya turned, looking at Afdal. 
 
    “The Tadashi child,” Tyran started. 
 
    “Please,” Giya told her, holding up a hand. “Let him tell me,” she said, nodding at Afdal. 
 
    “I saw the same thing,” he responded, standing up a little taller. “All of the children in a circle, with the crystal seed, and they were all chanting. Like her,” he nodded at Tyran, “I started reciting the chant as well. It unlocked memories I didn’t know I had. Or maybe,” he conceded, “they were memories of a dream. I don’t know,” he shook his head. “But I could feel everyone else who was affected by the vision too, so I found her, and we decided to come here. Together.” 
 
    “And do you know the missing verse?” Giya asked, raising one eyebrow. 
 
    “No,” he confessed. “But I am hoping that by touching the crystal, or maybe just seeing it, I will … remember? Or maybe it will tell me what to do. Maybe that’s part of the magic,” he shrugged. “All I know is that I had to come. There was just no choice. I just want to help.” 
 
    “I see,” Giya replied, her face neutral. “Well it’s not here.” 
 
    “What?” Afdal asked, confused. “But I was sure it had to be!” 
 
    “Then Sov will kill us all,” Tyran bowed her head, defeated. She had wanted to badly for Afdal to be right.  
 
    “No!” Afdal shouted. “We can’t just give up. We have to find it!” 
 
    “Find what?” Eruitt asked, coming around the corner, with Oculis and the Fire Tenders on his heels. 
 
    “Afdal!” Oculis cried a heartbeat later, as he saw who was with Giya. “Stop him!”  But it was too late, Afdal had vanished in a flurry of Uchawi symbols, causing a bright flash of light to momentarily blind them all. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty – Crystal Memories 
 
    Even though it seemed to take an eternity for him to get there, Siri knew Serat had sought her out with no delays. She could feel his presence as he’d drawn nearer, knowing the precise moment when his feet had touched the roof of the building where she had waited for him to return. And yet, he remained silent. 
 
    “I’m not sure I know what to say,” he spoke into the silence between them. 
 
    “Are you afraid?” she asked quietly. “I would be,” she paused. “I am. I am afraid.” 
 
    “I think I am more angry than afraid right now,” he replied with a sigh, then began to pace. “If you want to know the truth, I had always thought Sov might have been our father.” 
 
    “I know,” she replied. And she did. She had long known most of his thoughts. His coherent ones at any rate. He had kept looking for signs that he would one day be transformed into a Firebird. He’d even thought, perhaps, Oculis had been one in disguise and would eventually burst into flames. It was a childhood dream he’d held onto for hundreds of years, hoping he would be an amazing and unique creature in all of the cosmos. While he’d never been exactly jealous, he had often longed to be something more than he was. And now, he would be. 
 
    “What do you think they will call me?” he asked. “The people. Do you think they will name me something strange, or hideous?” he tried to laugh, but it came out as a half-strangled sob. “Oh Siri,” he cried, reaching for her. And she was there, right there, in his arms. He had missed her terribly. He’d never been strong enough without her. 
 
    “I will ask them to call you Raito,” she answered, tears flowing freely down her cheeks. 
 
    “Light?” he asked, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “You have always been the light in my life,” she answered, embracing him. 
 
    “I will look for you each night then,” he whispered in her ear, “and shine brightly on your dreams.” 
 
    “Help me to dream of a way to release you from this burden,” she smiled at him, pulling back a short distance to look at him. “I’ve missed you for so long, and now …” 
 
    “I will be nearby. Always,” he smiled back at her, touching her cheek with the back of his hand. “Good-bye Siri,” he whispered, lowering his arms and stepping back from her. 
 
    “I’ll see you in my dreams,” she said, feeling her lips tremble, wanting desperately to reach out and hold him tight. And then he was gone. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    The image of her father as a young hatchling simply wouldn’t go away. Denit kept seeing him rise from the fire over and over again, as if time was rewinding itself, then moving a short ways forward, only to suddenly stop and begin over again. It was entirely possible, she had to admit, that it was her own fault she seemed to be stuck on this image. She wanted so desperately to think well of her father that seeing him as a youngling was probably the only image she would be able to conjure that didn’t also include the murder of hundreds – or thousands - of people. How did he go from a life filled with amazing potential to one filled with such fear that he had created an entire race of people just to slaughter so he would live longer? And would she do the same? She wanted to deny it, she did deny it, but was frightened she might end up like him – desperate to keep living. And would she rise again once this life was done, or did that ability only rest with him? She hadn’t been born a Firebird, she had been created. 
 
    I only lived one life, and it was a short one, she heard a voice whisper in the back of her mind. Jonath. Her precious, precious Jonath. Was I more precious to you because I died so young? she heard him ask, but couldn’t believe it was his voice asking such a terrible question. “You never had a child to call your own,” she told the voice, “so you can’t know what it’s like to love someone with the whole of your heart.” 
 
    I died so Drena would live to have our child, Mother. Of course I know what it’s like to love someone with the whole of my heart. 
 
    Even as she continued to soar ever downward, getting closer and closer to the planet, she saw the scene replaying in her mind’s eye with more detail than she would have ever wanted to experience. It was the crystal that was doing this to her, she knew, making her see with her own eyes how tenderly he had held the woman he loved - even knowing as soon as he had made love to her, he would die. The damned crystal! It was embodiment of the entire history of every man, woman, and child as they had lived out their lives since last Sov had risen from the dead. He had created this planet to hide it, and then had forgotten. And now she was reliving every moment of every person who had ever lived on the planet, the smallest of details imprinting themselves in her memories.  
 
    And yet … she could clearly see the face of her only child just moments before he drew his last breath, as if she was some kind of hidden observer, an interloper to his every thought. His eyes were opened, looking steadfastly at the woman he loved more than life itself. There was no room for anyone or anything except his devotion to her. Only the smallest of spaces in his consciousness was even reserved for the child he knew had been created between them, and then only because he knew the child would bring great joy to Drena. If only he had known how terribly everything had gone awry … 
 
    “No!” she screamed. She would not allow this to happen. Not ever again. She was a god now. She had always been a god, and she was going to do something about it. Spreading her wings to slow her descent, she ripped at her abdomen with her talons, determined to get the crystal out of her. She was going to change history. She ripped and slashed, screaming at the burning pain until she could no longer feel her talons tearing into her flesh. She could feel herself spinning out of control, but none of it mattered. Nothing mattered except bringing Jonath back. There! She felt it! It was hard and slippery, but she could feel it in her left talon. Frantically now, she used her beak to peck and drill and chip at it, feeling each time she missed, gouging into her own skin. 
 
    You’re just like your father Denit, she heard Giya’s voice gently chiding her. Then she lost consciousness as she spun out of control into the atmosphere of the planet. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    He hadn’t been entirely certain it would go as exactly as planned, but it had turned out to be easier than he had even thought, Than chuckled to himself. Looking down at the five Fire Tenders he had all wrapped up with Uchawi symbols, he smiled at them. “Go ahead and struggle all you like. There’s no way you can break those bonds.” 
 
    Four men and one woman. He’d been surprised by the woman, actually. For some reason, he’d thought the women would have all been housed separately, instead of together with the men. But since that isn’t the way it was, he’d inadvertently captured a woman, along with the four men. Since he couldn’t let her go, he decided to take her too.  
 
    He had watched just long enough to determine where the latrines for the buildings where many of the Fire Tenders were being held, then a little longer to figure out which one was the best to use for his purpose. With dozens of Fire Tenders all being held in one of the buildings, and the Kasais being held in several others, it hadn’t taken long to get a handful of the Fire Tenders. Not long at all. Unlike the Kasais, who were unable to visit the latrines unescorted, the Fire Tenders were allowed to come and go as they pleased to the latrines. Not exactly the way he would have handled the situation, Than knew, but it had certainly made his task that much easier. 
 
    Life is good, Than thought to himself, starting the Uchawi symbols needed to transport his precious cargo to Bila with him. And it was about to get a whole lot better once the emperor got ahold of these five. He didn’t doubt that once they adjusted to the fact they were never coming back, they would learn to appreciate when he’d done for them too. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    From the moment she had set eyes on the man she had since learned was named Afdal, she had known in every fiber of her being that he was a danger to Denit and to the crystal, which meant he was a danger to every person on the planet. She wasn’t willing to give him the benefit of the doubt whether he knew exactly what would happen if he interfered with the crystal or not, but she wasn’t about to let him anywhere near the crystal nor Denit. 
 
    While Tyran had been recounting her experiences, she had quietly sent out messages to Jahari, Borja, Ozahm, and Rajesh. This would be their defining moment to demonstrate their willingness to be her allies, or not. Jahari had already been on her way, burdened with a massive load of individuals whom she was transporting – a fact which had truly surprised her. Who would she be bringing, and why? Soldiers from Bila? Had she already betrayed their alliance? No, Giya had admonished herself. Jahari had been the first to have taken a vow to stand by her through all time, and had been there when she’d taken her first breath on this planet. Whomever she was bringing with her would be allies too. Or potential ones at the very least. 
 
    Ozahm had also responded quickly. She’d felt him lingering beneath the ground, awaiting her signal. Borja, though, had only reluctantly responded, which had caused her some small distress. She would prove to be a valuable ally – if she chose to remain at all. And she would need allies in the waters of the world now that she had taken control of them from Amphedia. 
 
    Rajesh … was on his way, but would be too late to help her address this particular problem. Still, he would come, and that pleased her. Perhaps, if she could drag out the interview … 
 
    “And why are you here?” Giya turned, looking at Afdal. 
 
    “The Tadashi child,” Tyran started. 
 
    “Please,” Giya told her, holding up a hand. “Let him tell me,” she said, nodding at Afdal. 
 
    “I saw the same thing,” he responded, standing up a little taller. “All of the children in a circle, with the crystal seed, and they were all chanting. Like her,” he nodded at Tyran, “I started reciting the chant as well. It unlocked memories I didn’t know I had. Or maybe,” he conceded, “they were memories of a dream. I don’t know,” he shook his head. “But I could feel everyone else who was affected by the vision too, so I found her, and we decided to come here. Together.” 
 
    “And do you know the missing verse?” Giya asked, raising one eyebrow. 
 
    “No,” he confessed. “But I am hoping that by touching the crystal, or maybe just seeing it, I will … remember? Or maybe it will tell me what to do. Maybe that’s part of the magic,” he shrugged. “All I know is that I had to come. There was just no choice. I just want to help.” 
 
    “I see,” Giya replied, her face neutral. “Well it’s not here.” 
 
    “What?” Afdal asked, confused. “But I was sure it had to be!” 
 
    “Then Sov will kill us all,” Tyran bowed her head, defeated. She had wanted to badly for Afdal to be right.  
 
    “No!” Afdal shouted. “We can’t just give up. We have to find it!” 
 
    “Find what?” Eruitt asked, coming around the corner, with Oculis and the Fire Tenders on his heels. 
 
    Too soon, Giya knew. Rajesh wasn’t here yet. The others would have to be enough. 
 
    “Afdal!” Oculis cried a heartbeat later, as he saw who was with Giya. “Stop him!”  But it was too late, Afdal had vanished in a flurry of Uchawi symbols, causing a bright flash of light to momentarily blind them all. 
 
    He’d had nowhere to go. Not even in-between realms, nor between heartbeats. The earth was hers, Nohoyo was Jahari’s, the water in his body belonged to Borja, and time belonged to Ozahm. Afdal was on his knees, panting, with his arms spread, his head bowed, and Uchawi symbols still ignited in his hands. She could feel his shock and his anger. And his efforts to break the hold they had on him. He was a dangerous man. A very dangerous man – one who had been well trained and was a natural adept to the magic he had mastered. But he was, after all, only a man, and not a god – although the power he wielded undoubtedly often made him feel as though he may as well be one. The problem had not been how to hold him once he’d been captured, but having captured him in the first place. He hadn’t expect her to have such an arsenal of allies at her command, and so he been taken without incident. 
 
    “Afdal! What are you doing here?” Giya heard Sahil’s voice as he made his way, pushing and shoving through the throng that now surrounded him. 
 
    “He thought to pass himself off as the Tadashi child,” she responded, “so he could take the crystal as his own.”  She watched as Sahil seemed to collapse in on himself. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, shaking his head. “I am so sorry. I had hoped he would … well, do better for himself, I suppose,” Sahil ended, still shaking his head. “How did he know to come here?” 
 
    “I brought him,” Tyran volunteered, still standing near Giya. “We both saw the same visions and I thought … well, he said the vision of the children with the seed had magic embedded within it that caused him to remember things he hadn’t known he knew.” 
 
    “But where did you come from?” Sahil asked her, confused. 
 
    “She came from Midbar,” Oculis volunteered. 
 
    “You!” Sahil exclaimed. “You were supposed to keep him from getting it!” 
 
    “He got there before I did, but I didn’t find out where he was until it was too late. I came here to stop him,” Oculis added. 
 
    “So you say,” Eruitt couldn’t help but to interject.  
 
    “The only way I could find him was to submit to Siri Ventus,” Oculis told him, sharply. “I allowed her to use my eyes again in exchange for his location.” 
 
    “Is she with us now?” Giya asked, her eyes narrowing. 
 
    “No,” Oculis shook his head. “Something happened, but I don’t know what it was. She screamed, and left me. I … I fell from the sky and broke my arm.” 
 
    Without warning, Rajesh materialized in front of Giya, several bodies tumbling to the ground beside him, as he reached out, adding his magic to those who were holding Afdal in place. In the next moment, Kaya appeared with a woman beside him, along with Than, who was obviously tightly secured with Uchawi symbols. Kaya put a hand on Than’s shoulder, forcing him to his knees. 
 
    “Hold!” Giya’s voice rang out, freezing everyone in place between one heartbeat and the next. She turned to Rajesh saying, “the four of you,” nodding also at Jahari, Borja, and Ozahm, “take our friends Afdal and Than into the Shield Room. Guard them closely. No matter what else happens, they must be kept secured.”  As they started to move in unison, she sighed deeply, then thanked them for coming when she had called them. 
 
    “Sahil,” she watched him blink when she called his name. “There is something you wanted to tell me. Do it now, and quickly, I must release the others.” 
 
    “The Tadashi child,” he replied. “I haven’t heard that name in a very long time. Is it important?” 
 
    “She,” nodding at Tyran “says she, too, saw the vision of the children’s ritual, but that in a dream before the vision, a dark-haired boy spoke to her, saying to seek out the Tadashi child for the missing verse.” 
 
    “Kaya,” he told her, turning to look at him. “Kaya is the Tadashi child. He’s descended from the first empress.” 
 
    “He saw the vision at the same time the rest of us did, but said nothing,” she reminded him. 
 
    “Afdal got that part right,” he sighed. “There is magic embedded in the chant, so that when all the … parts, for lack of a better word, are together. Then he will remember the missing verse, but not until then.” 
 
    “The crystal, then,” she nodded.  
 
    “And Vray too,” he reminded her. “’With death’s red eyes’. Vray, the crystal, and Kaya.” 
 
    “And Denit,” she said, closing her eyes. 
 
    “And Denit,” he agreed. 
 
    “Breathe!” Giya shouted, wishing she had more time to sort everything out. Too many voices, she thought, as everyone started talking as soon as she freed them from the gees. Ignoring them all, she looked around, paying particular attention to those further back, whom she hadn’t seen come in – the ones Jahari had brought with her. She froze in place for a moment when she saw Jarles, knowing a confrontation with him was inevitable, but also relieved to see that he appeared unharmed by what she had done. And Chared beside him – another sight she was pleased to see. Savaar and Sabbah in the same place not engaged in killing each other? Perhaps because of Jarles. Savaar couldn’t very well kill Jarles’ grandfather in front of him. And many of those with them were those Amphedia had called from the sea. 
 
    “Denit!” Oculis suddenly called out above the din, silencing every voice. With his yellow predator eyes opened wider than she’d ever seen them before, he stared at Giya. “Siri – she is here,” he said, tapping the sides of his head repeatedly in rapid motion. “Denit is falling. She can’t save herself. Sov knows and is following her to get the crystal!” 
 
    The ground beneath them shook harder than it had before, sending some of them, amid shouts and screams, to their knees, or falling over entirely. 
 
    “Amphedia will be right behind him,” Savaar warned. “They’re too close!” 
 
    “We can help,” Honsa said, moving through the crowd to get closer to Giya. “The four of us. We don’t have to be close to her to help,” he explained. 
 
    “We know her,” Ordan put in. “She’s our friend.” 
 
    “Stop talking about it,” Ceirat demanded, looking at the others. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    “Quickly!” Tyran added. “Honsa, you start, you’re the best at directing it.”  She held out her hands to her bondmates, closing her eyes as Honsa started the tuneless chant he so often used when leading them in their unique kind of magic. 
 
    “Everyone else move back!” Savaar shouted. 
 
    “Give them room!” Chared agreed, stepping back three paces himself. 
 
    Vray took the opportunity to run over to the Fire Tenders who had been captured by Than and returned by Kaya, telling them to fetch the healers. 
 
    “But she is a god, isn’t she?” Kaya asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Giya answered quietly, “created from Sov – who can make her a part of himself again.” 
 
    “And the crystal too,” Sahil added, a feeling of dread causing him to shiver. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty–One – Death’s Sure Touch 
 
    The moment Sov broke off his fight with Amphedia, Serat knew exactly what was happening. He was going after Denit. Now that she was unconscious, she was no longer a threat to him, and he would easily be able to defeat her. But why would he do that? He would still have to defeat Amphedia. 
 
    ::No,::  Lumas’ voice told him. ::If he can get to Denit, he can absorb her into himself, along with the crystal, and then he won’t die.:: 
 
    “No!” Serat shouted, turning back towards the planet. 
 
    ::Isn’t that what you want though, Serat? If Sov lives, then you won’t have to take my place. I will remain here as long as he lives.:: 
 
    “I … I … I don’t even know what I want any more,” he confessed. “Of course I want to remain who I am! But at what price?” 
 
    ::You were perfectly willing to let Hadia die, and, in fact, all of the people on the planet, if that meant you could leave with your sister. What has changed now?:: 
 
    Serat thought for a moment, feeling each second drag by, knowing Denit was still falling and Sov was still chasing her. “Knowledge,” he finally replied. “And understanding. I always wanted to be something other than what I was, but now I understand better who I am.” 
 
    ::Because now you know that I created you,:: she prompted. 
 
    “That helped a great deal, yes,” he replied, feeling more confident now. “But it was more than that. I will be honest and tell you that I am not thrilled about becoming a moon – a thing – instead of an entity with free will and the ability to move through space and time at will. My life will be limited by the reality of … of what my body will become … but I have always lived by my own choices, and even now I know I could leave and there would be nothing you could do about it. But this is what I choose,” he finished, feeling the statement resonate as truth within him. 
 
    ::There may be hope for you yet,:: he could feel Lumas chuckle inside his mind. ::If you want to help, then you must take my place now. You cannot stop Sov, but I can.:: 
 
    “Tell me what to do,” he replied, feeling his whole being tremble. As he voiced the words, the flames engulfing the moon suddenly all went out at once, and it was obvious Lumas had suffered no harm because of the inferno. 
 
    ::There cannot be two moons, or else the planet will suffer, so I will absorb you and help you to grow large enough to take my place. Once you are of the right size, I will release you. But we must do this quickly; there is very little time left before Sov will catch up with Denit, and the closer he gets to the planet, the worse it will be for everyone, including the planet itself. Already there are earthquakes, floods, and dangerous temperatures. Remain still,:: she admonished.  
 
    Serat felt every molecule being sucked into the interior of Lumas’ body, only momentarily losing consciousness. He was surprised, and so very relieved, to discover there was no pain involved at all. In fact, if he felt anything, it was a kind of detached bliss. He could feel what might be called his “body” expanding, although he only ever had such a thing when he purposefully chose to. More often than not, he had spent his life in one human form or another, out of the pleasure it gave him to interact with humans in a form they felt comfortable with. But bones, blood, hair, and even flesh were nothing more than dressing for his true self. Still, the mass of what he felt was his physical form was definitely increasing, as was his size. It was truly the most-bizarre experience of his entire existence, and he could feel Lumas’ size contracting as his own expanded until the only thing left of her was a thin “coating” or “shell,” encompassing all of his surface. Serat could feel she was still very much a part of him and he was of her. 
 
    “Perhaps, one day, I will return to check on you,” she told him, and he could hear a small tenderness in her voice. 
 
    ::I will be here,:: he told her, feeling as though he was smiling. Then she detached herself from him, and was nothing more than what looked to be a flimsy film, which quickly dissolved into a kind of shimmering mist that he thought was achingly beautiful. He watched her gather herself, then speed away, towards the planet below. And Serat was left behind, alone. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Although neither of them was winning or losing, Amphedia knew that by not winning, she really was losing. Sov was, without a doubt, more powerful than she was, but he was slow and clumsy, unable to hurt her with any significance. Her own efforts were obviously wearing him down, and it helped her cause that he had already been substantially weakened by the slow march of time, along with the utter fact of his impending death. He knew he was going to die. She knew he was going to die. No matter who may win this fight between them, he would die. While her true purpose may be to kill him, it would be enough to keep him engaged long enough for his life to run out. And he was obviously hurting, as he was no longer able to maintain his flaming mantle throughout the whole of his body. There were patches of his skin that were blackened and peeling. Some even looked as though they might be made of stone; she wasn’t sure what to make of that. Perhaps he’d been too long in one shape and had lost the memory of his natural form.  
 
    And what a magnificent creature he was, she marveled in the privacy of her own mind. Pity he had to be so ugly in his disregard for the lives of others. She recognized that, despite everything, there was a sadness that remained buried deep within her, aching for the lost opportunity to have been more to each other than rivals, enemies, and – worst of all – unimportant to each other. She would bear the burden of the love she had once borne her brother in order to save the lives of those she had come to care for on the planet below, though, and gladly. 
 
    Making another pass, she dug her talons deeply into his flaming flesh, feeling her own body diminish with the effort. She screamed out in pain – her own ability to maintain her water-like form was beginning to cost her. She roared in triumph when she saw him suddenly start to fly away from her, but then realized he was flying towards the planet! If he was going to die, then everyone would – she was sure that was what he was thinking. Selfish to the bitter end!  No – wait! He was chasing after Denit! No! And why was she falling instead of flying? What was going on? Shaking her head to clear her thoughts, she realized it didn’t matter why he was doing anything, the only thing that was important was that she stop him. She could feel it in her bones though, that she would simply never be enough to stop him on her own. Still, she had to try, and she was faster than he was! Folding her wings so she would pick up even more speed, she raced towards the planet, passing him. She would have to save Denit and hope that Sov followed them, instead of crashing into the planet, but at this point, she didn’t have any idea at all which he would do. 
 
    Stretching out her talons to grab Denit in a hold she knew would be painful, but unavoidable, she screeched in alarm as she saw an energy wave of some kind rise up to cover her. As soon as it touched her, Denit began to struggle and squirm, as if the wave had somehow revived her. Amphedia felt her own heart in her throat when she realized Denit held the crystal in her talon and was fumbling with it. It was covered with blood! She screamed again in horror as she saw it slip out of Denit’s grasp, spinning away from her. She grabbed it again, but parts of it – small shards of the distinctive opulent crystal – broke off. And then Denit was gone, as if she had been swallowed by an invisible hole in the sky. Quickly turning herself back around, she headed straight for Sov. She would have to end this now. Right now, or everyone on the planet would die, including her granddaughter Nieva. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Oculis’ first instinct was to take flight so he could catch Denit, but Eruitt put a hand on one arm while Chared put his on his other. He wanted to shake them off in anger, but inhaled a calming breath when Eruitt said, “They’ve got her,“ at the same time Chared admonished, “You’ll disrupt their magic.”  It was obvious the four Mezhdu did, indeed, have Denit, and the situation, under control. They were bringing her down, through the magical barrier they’d created slowly, making sure she wasn’t harmed in the process. But when he saw a small object falling faster than Denit was, he felt his heart skip a beat. The crystal! 
 
    Determined not to be accused of trying to get it for himself, he immediately grabbed Eruitt’s arm, pointing to it as it fell. No! It was going to fall right on Vray!  
 
    “Move!” he shouted suddenly. “Vray! Move! Move! Move!”  Instead, he looked up, seeing something falling out of the sky right towards him. Undoubtedly, because it was a small thing, he felt no fear nor concern, waiting for it to fall within his reach. 
 
    “Don’t touch it!” Chared shouted, but Vray wasn’t paying attention to anything other than the object falling towards him. 
 
    Deciding it didn’t matter what anyone else thought at this point, Oculis started running towards Vray, determined to knock him out of the way. He had no idea whether or not the crystal would break, but since Vray was the only one who could actually shatter it in a way that would make Denit become the Sun Goddess, he decided it just didn’t matter. 
 
    A moment later, Nieva swooped through the air to clasp it in her talons, flying right over Vray’s head. It was too late for Oculis to stop his momentum though, although he did try, but ended up knocking several people over in the process, and landing on the ground himself. He wasn’t at all surprised to find that Eruitt was also on the ground, and that Chared was standing over them, offering a hand to help them stand up. 
 
    “That was close!” Eruitt said, shaking his head. They all watched as Nieva flew over to Giya, who took the crystal from her with an outstretched hand, then invited her to rest on her own shoulder. Oculis smiled to himself, more pleased than he knew he had a right to be that his granddaughter had been the one to save the day. There was just something about her that made his heart swell with a kind of affection he’d never known before. And he liked it just fine. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Honsa brought the chant to an end feeling both exhausted and exuberant. They’d done it. They had well and truly done it. Denit was standing on her own, having been both captured and revived by the energy wave they’d created using their unique blend of magics. It had been more of a “blanket” than a “wave,” strictly speaking, because it had been used to capture her as she had fallen. It had been Ceirat’s decision to add the healing. He was glad they had thought to make it large enough to capture her Firebird body instead of her human one though – Ordan’s quick thinking was to thank for that. And Tyran was the first to feel that Denit was returning to her human form, making the needed adjustments to bring her safely back down. He was the one who decided to bring the “blanket” back here, instead of just allowing it to return to the planet where Denit would have otherwise landed alone, and perhaps still in need of healing. He sent a wave of gratitude for each of them before breaking the bond. 
 
    For his part, he thought Denit looked much worse for the wear than when he’d last seen her, and wished they would be able to share another bowl of soup together in a quiet place. He couldn’t help but to feel sad that wasn’t likely to ever happen again. He wanted very much to just go hug her, and let her know that she still had friends who cared about her for herself, and not because she was going to become something or someone. But it was too late for all of that, of course. She was the center of attention and still had much to accomplish before this terribly long day was over. 
 
    Feeling Ordan nudge against him, he turned to look at him. Seeing in him much of what he was already feeling, he put his arm around his friend, holding him tight. He was pleased when the younger man put his head on his shoulder. And even more pleased when Ceirat hugged the two of them from behind. He looked up to see Tyran looking at him, close to tears, if he didn’t miss his guess. None of them had been able to communicate with her for days, so they had no idea how she’d even gotten here. Later, they would talk. Later, they would fill in the details of what had happened to each of them. For now, he held out his hand to her, including her in their silent hug. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    He thought he’d been ready to do whatever needed to be done, but now all the unanswered questions came screaming forward, leaving Vray feeling stone-cold terrified. Denit was here. The crystal was here. And he was here. Now he would have to do … something … to shatter the crystal. Unless someone else with red eyes came forward. He felt a shiver of fear run through him, making his body jerk involuntarily. Would he die? Would he become something other than what he already was? Who would make sure Sahil remembered that all of the Fire Tenders were people, and not just some interesting experiment, if he wasn’t here to do it? 
 
    Not only that, but what was really going to happen when the crystal shattered? If it shattered? What if it didn’t? What if Sahil had it wrong? And if he did have it right, would it explode? Would a lot of people be hurt or killed? And would Denit suddenly become a sun right here, and now? Wouldn’t that kill everyone too? 
 
    He knew he was driving himself mad, but didn’t know how to stop. And the truth of the matter was that nobody knew the answers to the questions he had. Nobody had any more idea what would happen than he did. The only thing he knew for sure was that he was the one everyone was counting on, no matter if he really was the right red-eyed man for the task at-hand or not.  
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “I am so happy to see you!” Sahil gushed as he hugged Kaya to his chest, closing his eyes for a moment in sincere relief, then patted him on the back several times, wishing he could keep touching him, to make sure he was still here. “You cannot imagine how frightened I was to send you away like that!” 
 
    “It turned out a lot differently than any of us expected,” Kaya replied, smiling, as he held out his hand to reach for Rhian. 
 
    “What?” Sahil nearly choked, unable to believe his eyes. “But .. but …! You’re …” 
 
    “Dead?” Rhian laughed, holding out her arms for Sahil to embrace her. “Not just yet,” she smiled, touching his face. “How I have missed your counsel, my friend.” 
 
    ”But what are you doing here? I don’t understand,” he said, releasing her from his embrace. 
 
    “Sahil!” they heard Giya call his name. “It is time!” 
 
    “Yes!” he called out. “We’ll be right there.”  Then he looked back at Kaya, a serious look on his face. “We’ll talk about all of this later,” he said. “But right now, I need you.”  He paused, looking around, “We all need you.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Kaya asked, suddenly on guard. When Sahil asked for the name of his mother and father, Kaya got a strange feeling in the pit of his stomach. This wasn’t a trivial question; the answer, he could tell, carried tremendous weight. And yet, he answered straight away.  
 
    “My mother’s name was Dayam and my father was Rigam,” he said simply, determined not to ask why Sahil would ask such a question. 
 
    “And your mother’s lineage?” he asked, tilting his head in a way that Kaya knew from long experience meant the question was one that had consequences. 
 
    “Tadashi. She was a direct descendant of the first empress, Deiserin.”  He could feel his heart beating faster, noticing that everyone had become quiet during their short exchange, and was watching them. 
 
    “Sahil,” Giya called to him again; this time in a softer voice. “Come. Now. We’re out of time. Either he will know, or he will not.”  She paused, holding out a hand to beckon them closer to where she was standing with Denit beside her. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Kaya asked, grabbing Sahil by the arm, clearly displeased he wasn’t being told what was being asked of him. 
 
    Inhaling deeply, Sahil put one hand on Kaya’s shoulder, gripping him tightly while looking into his eyes. “Trust me, Kaya, even as you did when the emperor commanded me to kill you. Trust me now, as you have always done.”  Then Sahil let go of his shoulder, turning his back on the younger man to heed Giya’s summons. Kaya looked briefly at Rhian, wondering what he would see in her eyes. They were shining brightly, clear of conflict. She trusted Sahil. Nodding once, with a ghost of a smile on her tightened lips, she encouraged him forward.  
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    So this is it, then, Denit thought to herself. I failed to bring Jonath back. I failed to destroy Sov. And there is no other choice. If I walk away from this, the world will soon turn dark when Sov finally dies. Everyone will freeze to death, if they aren’t all buried in the sands that are probably still pouring forth from the wounds I made on the land, and it will be my fault. 
 
    “I’m ready,” is what she said. 
 
    “That makes one of us,” Giya told her, trying to smile, but Denit could see the strain in her and merely blinked in response, her mouth refusing to return the expression. 
 
    “Ordan,” Giya said, turning to him, “you and Tyran will lead the chant together, since the two of you know it best. If anyone else feels the need to join in, please do,” she said, looking up at everyone gathered in a circle around her. 
 
    “Kaya, you are the “Tadashi child” that was seen in a vision telling us that you know of a missing verse to this chant.”  She paused,  holding up a hand when he started to respond, a confused look on his face. “Don’t concern yourself that you don’t know it right now. There is a very old magic at work here that will reveal itself through you, when the time comes. Trust that this is so.”  She saw him glance towards Sahil, who nodded his head with confidence.  
 
    Denit watched as Giya gave everyone their instructions, marveling at her confidence even though she knew it wasn’t possible for her to know what to expect. Well then, she though, perhaps I can do the same. She stood up a little straighter, waiting to see what would happen. 
 
    “Vray, we will all have to trust that you will understand when your part comes. Trust your instincts. What your heart tells you, not what your head tells you,” Giya told him, touching his chest. “Let go of your fear; you’ve lived too long with it. Today is the day when your touch will release the Sun Child so the rest of us will live. Today, your touch will mean life, not death.”  Denit watched as the Fire Tender nodded gravely at Giya, almost able to feel his gratitude for her words naming him as a life-giver for the first time in his own life.  
 
    Turning once more to her, Giya reached out and hugged Denit fiercely, whispering “I love you,” then gave her the crystal, placing it firmly in both of her hands. 
 
    “Very well,” she said nodding at Ordan and Tyran, “please begin.” 
 
    Denit watched as Tyran reached out for Ordan’s hand, taking a breath, then the two of them began in such perfect unison it was a little unnerving, until she remembered that they were Mezhdu, and often did things together while they were bonded. 
 
      
 
    “Deep in the earth, the seed won’t grow, 
 
    No, no, no. the seed won’t grow. 
 
    Deep in the earth, the crystal glows. 
 
    And the sun will rise again.” 
 
    It was a child’s chant, Denit decided. How odd. She hadn’t had any idea at all what was going to happen, but this was not what she had expected. 
 
      
 
    “Dancing in fire, the seed will grow, 
 
    Grow, grow, grow, the seed will grow. 
 
    Dying in fire, the seed will grow, 
 
    And the sun will rise again.” 
 
    Denit heard a few other voices joining in, wondering who else knew the words to this rhyme, and how they had learned it. Then she felt the crystal begin to … move. Although “squirm” seemed more like it was probably the right word, almost as if it was an egg that had a chick inside pecking its uncertain way out of the only home it had ever known. Tentatively at first, then at a more furious speed until it felt more like there was a snake inside of it instead of a chick. 
 
      
 
    “With death’s red eyes, the seed will crack, 
 
    Crack, crack, crack, the seed will crack. 
 
    Once it breaks, the light comes back, 
 
    And the sun will rise again.” 
 
    She looked up at Vray as he stepped forward at the beginning of the verse and gasped as his eyes began to glow red. So this was death. Vray was a Fire Tender. She knew that much. They killed people. Would she have to die, like her father had always done, so that she could rise from the ashes? Is that what was going to happen? She felt herself tensing as he raised his hand, then pointed directly at Kaya as Ordan and Tyran stopped reciting the chant. 
 
    It seemed to her that Kaya was in a daze, his eyes unseeing, as he stepped forward next to Vray, then recited what she knew hadn’t been heard in hundreds of years. She could feel the knowledge of the crystal bursting to life within her, and knew the words Kaya would say before he said them. 
 
      
 
    “Crystal shatters, the God does rise, 
 
    Rise, rise, rise, the God does rise. 
 
    With death’s sure touch, he never dies. 
 
    And the sun will rise again.” 
 
    Yes! She could feel the energy flowing through her. She could feel it when her body ignited without her conscious effort. I am alive! I am free! 
 
    Once again, the others took up the chant as she closed her eyes, throwing back her head, hearing the voices of the past combine with those of the living surrounding her. She thrust the crystal forward with both hands, as if it was a sacrifice. 
 
      
 
    “Glowing crystal, bright sacred seed, 
 
    Shine, shine, shine, bright sacred seed. 
 
    Death reaches out, fulfills the need. 
 
    Now the Sun Child flies free.” 
 
    At the last word, Vray reached forth with one hand, and the crystal shattered with an explosive outrushing of sound, emotion, and magic. She could feel every shard, each sliver of the crystal as they dissolved and were reabsorbed within the magnificence that was now her body. When she opened her eyes, she was floating well above everyone else. Not only was she aflame, but she was shining brightly, encompassed in a brilliant aura. 
 
    Nor was she, by the smallest measure, surprised to watch as all of them fell to their knees, with their heads bowed. She was the living embodiment of life itself, and they were all her children. She laughed out loud then, filled with delight and a deep love for each of them. 
 
    “Thank you, my friends. Thank you,” she said, still laughing. “I will return when I understand how to, but for now, you have my thanks.”  She paused, seeking out Giya’s eyes, “and my love.” 
 
    She started rising, then stopped, thrusting her arms outwards, as a wave of energy swept through them all, then rose out of sight, spreading her wings as she resumed her Firebird form.  
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two – God of the Seas 
 
    ::Why are you doing this to me?:: Sov asked her, his wings, ragged from his fight with Amphedia, drooping. ::You loved me once.:: 
 
    ::And I love you now,:: Lumas replied, the weight of her deceptively-looking thin mist holding him in place as nothing else in all the universe could. ::I have done all you have asked me to do, even though you no longer remember,:: she whispered, her voice a soothing balm to his shattered being. ::Do you remember when we both stood upon the sands and touched for the first time, my love?:: she asked him, projecting a memory of the event into what was left of his psyche. ::Do you remember what it was like? The burning sands, the dry breeze. The feel of human flesh on human flesh? You were standing alone and I hid from you, laughing. You thought I was making fun of you, but I was overwhelmed at how amazing you were. Tell me you remember our meeting, Sov. Our very first one.:: 
 
    ::You were so beautiful,:: he breathed, his voice quiet, awed, and drowsy. 
 
    ::We laughed together. We smiled together, as both the sun and moon stood still above us,:: she reminded him.  
 
    ::I asked you to stay,:: she could hear the echo of joy remembered in his voice. 
 
    ::And what did I tell you, Sov? Do you remember what answer I gave you?:: 
 
    ::Always … :: he breathed out for the last time, his wings folding in upon themselves, his head bowing, his legs pulling up into a fetal position until his body resembled a rock, floating through space, bereft of life. His internal fires flared brilliantly for the blink of an eye, then the once-magnificent Firebird, the rarest-of-creatures, crumbled to ash. 
 
    Lumas gathered it all onto herself, then floated serenely away from the planet below, without a backwards glance at he who had taken her place in the skies above the planet;  from all she had known for hundreds of years, burrowing through the fabric of time and space to another place and time where she might begin anew. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “Two suns!” Nieva cried out excitedly, launching herself into the sky. 
 
    Honsa felt himself smile at her excitement. She had seen two suns in the crystal goblet when she’d held it in her hands, and now here it was, before their very eyes, just as she had first witnessed when she had been staying with her grandfather, Oculis. This small child undoubtedly had an amazing future ahead of her. The two suns shone together for only a brief moment, then one went out, its light no longer visible. An audible sigh rippled through those gathered together, knowing Denit had taken up her post as the Sun Goddess.  
 
    “The shields!” Giya suddenly shouted, fear lancing through those two small words in a way that made all those gathered around her panic. In the next moment she was gone, as everyone else rushed to get inside the temple where the Shield Room lay. 
 
    “They are gone!” Vray’s voice pierced the din of dozens of voices. “How is this possible?” he asked, turning to Giya. 
 
    “Denit, of course,” she answered calmly. “Perhaps it was her way of thanking you for your courage,” she smiled at him. “Are you not happy?” 
 
    “Oh yes,” Vray gushed. “Very happy. Never will another’s life force be given to Sov, or to anyone else. This is amazing!” he smiled, walking towards the piles of rubble where the giant shields had once hung, as if he was in a daze. 
 
    “Giya!” Eruitt called out, “the council members, they …” 
 
    “Exploded? Disintegrated? Dissolved?” she asked, raising a single eyebrow. “Or did they actually die?” 
 
    “No,” he replied, shaking his head, “they didn’t die. They weren’t alive. Did you know?” 
 
    “I suspected, Eruitt, but I wasn’t certain. This is Nohoyo, after all, and has been Sov’s to rule for a very long time. Their lack of heartbeat could have meant anything, but I was fairly certain they were only kept alive by Sov’s will.” 
 
    “You could have told me,” he frowned. 
 
    “We have much to discuss in the coming days, I promise,” she told him, patting him on one shoulder. “And then I will leave you.” 
 
    “What?” he stared at her, his mouth hanging open in shock. 
 
    “I am tired,” she told him, “and Lumas is gone, taking a large part of who I have always been away from me. And,” she tried to smile at him, “the earth itself needs to be healed. It needs me more than you do.” 
 
    “But …  but …!” he sputtered.  
 
    “We’ll talk more of my plans, and yours, once we have a few things in order,” she promised him, turning away to get Jarles’ attention. Before she could reach him, though, Rajesh intercepted her, asking her to follow him to where they were keeping Afdal and Than. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked him. “Is there something wrong?” 
 
    “You will have to be the judge of that,” he replied. “Afdal is changing, but we aren’t sure what’s causing it. Ozahm thinks he may be using his own magic to change into a creature that he thinks may be more difficult for us to hold, but Borja thinks he is changing because something happened to him.” 
 
    “Is he changing into a sea creature?” Batal asked, walking up behind them. “I’m sorry for eavesdropping, my Lady, my Lord,” she said, nodding her head at each of them. “But I could feel the changes from the other side of the room and have some small experience with what I think has caused him to change,” she told them, holding up her Tear. “I healed one of the Mezhdu,” she explained. “Ordan. While I was healing him, one of the others was trying to bond with him, so it ended up broadcasting the effect with some … startling results.” 
 
    “What do you mean by startling?” Sahil asked, joining them. 
 
    Giya looked up, noticing that most of the others had followed her, as Batal and Savaar had. She preferred smaller audiences. She wasn’t used to having to consider so many others at once, but it appeared everyone had been affected by their current situation, so she would have to exercise more patience than usual, and make sure those who had information to share did so. 
 
    “It wasn’t just the Tear itself,” Chared put in. “It was the sound you created,” he said, nodding at Batal. “It changed things for many people, even killing a few who Amphedia called from the sea.” 
 
    “The point is,” Batal interjected, “that those who were changed were from the sea, so the question then, is why is Afdal changing?” 
 
    “His mother was what people in your land call a Bahari,” Sahil answered. “Someone who is part human, and part sea creature.” 
 
    “So he is evolving,” Chared explained. “We’ve already seen a lot of that happening.” 
 
    “He keeps phasing in and out,” Rajesh spoke up. “He seems to be fully human, and then seems to … fade … into something else. And now that you’ve given me an idea of what to look for, I would say that he is becoming an eel or serpent of some sort.” 
 
    “His whole body?” Batal asked, alarmed. 
 
    Rajesh shrugged. “It’s hard to say. Borja thinks that if we weren’t holding him, he would finish his transition, that our magic is interfering with whatever is happening to him.” 
 
    “Let me see him!” Sahil demanded, pushing past everyone else. 
 
    Giya stepped aside, allowing Sahil to move past her, then remained standing still, causing confusion as the others waited for her to go ahead of them. She swept a hand in front of her, indicating they should proceed her, then walked back towards the rest of the crowd, searching for Jarles. The others would handle the situation with Afdal, she was sure, now that they understood what the problem was, but only she would be able to deal with Jarles. There he was, standing next to Sabbah, talking to him. Good. She was certain the two of them would be pleased to see each other again. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “… but when we got her back to the surface, she wasn’t breathing,” Sabbah said, explaining to Jarles what had happened to him. “That’s when I told Ordan to use the Tear on her.” 
 
    “Does that mean it’s really hers now, and you can no longer use it?” Jarles asked him. 
 
    “I don’t need to use it anymore,” Sabbah laughed. “Isn’t that amazing?” 
 
    “But does that mean you have to stay in the sea now?” Jarles pressed. 
 
    “I’m here now,” he replied. 
 
    “But will you have to live in the sea, or can you stay on land now? Can you live a normal life, with me?” Jarles wanted to know. “I’ve missed you,” he said, smiling at his grandfather. 
 
    “One advantage to living under water is that I don’t have to worry about whether or not my Qatyeh shows that I’m sweating!” he laughed out loud. “I suppose that’s a really good thing, given that your grandmother is now the Sun Goddess. Knowing her, she would make sure that no matter where I lived, it would be hotter there than anywhere else, heh?”  He laughed at his own joke, and Jarles could see none of the usual bitterness his Grandpa Kerr held towards his former wife. He wasn’t sure whether he had ever heard his grandfather laugh out loud before. He had always been so stressed, with an intense need to prove that he was important, in control, and in charge. And now, it was like he was an entirely different man altogether. He was more relaxed, more likely to laugh and to even smile. He was pretty sure he could get used to having him around on a permanent basis. He knew he would like to have the chance to try. 
 
    “Oh and look,” Sabbah said, pointing out Giya as she moved purposefully in their direction, “Speaking of a ray of sunshine, look who has come to brighten our day!” 
 
    “Sabbah,” Giya nodded gravely in his direction, saying, “I’d like a moment with Jarles if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Actually,” he replied, crossing his arms over his chest, “I do.” 
 
    “Grandpa,” Jarles warned him. 
 
    “No,” he insisted, “I really do mind. Besides,” he added, cocking his head slightly, “I have a feeling you’re going to want me here, My Lady.” 
 
    “What an interesting thing to say,” Giya returned. “Why do you think so?”  To Jarles, it appeared that the Earth Goddess was genuinely interested in what his grandfather had to say. It was an extremely odd, and uncomfortable, feeling for him, though. And his grandfather was acting very strangely. In the past, he would have agreed to whatever someone else in authority wanted, as long as he made sure they knew how important he was. In this case, he was coming dangerously close to irritating Giya in a way he’d never seen before. 
 
    “The way I see it, you have an awful lot of things to fix around here, and not,” Sabbah emphasized, “just in Nohoyo, but throughout the entire planet. And that means you’re going to be very, very busy, and I hardly think the oceans, rivers, seas, and other waterways throughout the world are going to wait for you to catch up before they need some attention.” 
 
    “And why is that your concern?” Giya pressed, her eyes narrowing. 
 
    “Because Jarles, here, was born to be the God of the Seas. You made sure of that.” He paused, looking at Jarles. “I know that now. You knew I was a True Son of Amphedia long before I did, and that’s why you chose me for Denit. And she did what you asked. Jonath was my son too, you know,” he paused, inhaling deeply.  
 
    “Yes,” Giya nodded. “I do know, and we all mourn his loss,” she said quietly, even respectfully, surprising Jarles. “Especially those who loved him. But I will ask you again, what does any of this have to do with the waters of the world?” 
 
    “You took control of them from Amphedia while she was fighting Sov, trying to save us all. You should have given them to Jarles, not kept them for yourself.” 
 
    “That isn’t your concern,” Giya told him flatly. “This is something for Jarles and I to discuss.” 
 
    “You’re wrong!” he practically shouted, balling his hands into fists at his sides and leaning in towards Giya.  
 
    “Grandpa!” Jarles admonished him, trying to get him to let it go. “I can take care of this myself.” 
 
    “Of course you can, Jarles,” he replied, in a quieter tone of voice, “but you don’t know the price for becoming the Sea God and I do. And I won’t have it!” 
 
    “That’s enough,” Giya said, drawing herself up, a dangerous glint in her eye. 
 
    “No, my Lady, it isn’t,” Sabbah shook his head sadly. “Tell him. If you won’t, I will.” 
 
    “Of course I was going to tell him,” she replied. “That’s why I came over here to talk to him,” she sighed. 
 
    “The price for being the God of the Seas?” Jarles found himself angry. “I don’t know what you mean by saying that Giya made sure I was born the way I am,” he said, looking at his grandfather, “but I can tell you I have paid the price for being Amphedia’s heir every day of my life,” he said to Giya. “My mother was murdered and hacked to pieces, my father sacrificed himself, and I’ve been both taunted and haunted by the Storm Goddess since I was a small child. If that isn’t enough for you, then you can keep them!” he shouted. He turned away from both of them, walking towards the exit, angrier than he’d ever been. Until he felt the floor beneath him stop moving. Instead of struggling, though, he stood still, feeling the hold Giya had on him. She had used her powers to prevent him from leaving! 
 
    “You once told me,” he said very clearly, without turning around, “that you weren’t sure whether I was a god or not.”  Using his anger to fuel the powers he had long felt were within him, he sliced through the invisible bonds holding him. “Now you know!”  Then he disappeared, causing everyone watching to gasp. 
 
    “Good for him!” Sabbah smiled. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” she turned on him, her eyes blazing. 
 
    “Because you betrayed him by taking control of the seas for yourself when you took them from Amphedia, instead of giving it directly to him. I’ve been alive a very long time, you know,” he told her. “And I’ve died a great many times, thanks to my mother – the Sea Goddess. How can I not know he has to kill what means the most to him? How can I not?” he shook his head.  
 
    “Giya,” he said more softly, “Amphedia was a wonderful mother until she had to kill her children in order to gain control of the seas from you. I’m not blaming you, that was her fault for wanting what she couldn’t have. But when she couldn’t choose which one among us, she killed us all, and because of it became …well … terrible. Vicious. Evil.”  He paused again, shaking his head, as if remembering. “That’s why I came here, once I realized I was still alive – so I could offer myself willingly. To wrap my hands around his as he held the knife and plunge it into my own chest if necessary. I won’t have him become what my mother did. He’s done enough.” 
 
    “It isn’t up to her,” Borja spoke as she moved between the two of them. “We vowed to never allow her to give the seas away again.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now,” Sabbah said, a sour expression on his face. “He’s gone now, and when the day comes that I find him again, I’ll make sure he stays away. You’ve made a grave error, Giya. And the rest of you too,” he added, looking at Borja. “If you’re smart, you’ll find a way to fix this. If not, I don’t care, because I’ll get to spend a very long time with my grandson.”  Sabbah turned away from them then, and walked out the door. 
 
    “Come,” Borja told Giya, “we need to know what to do with Afdal.” 
 
    “Let Sahil decide,” Giya replied.  
 
    “But …” 
 
    “Let Sahil decide,” she repeated through clenched teeth. “I am this planet and this planet is me. We have both been damaged and need to heal. I can do no more. Send Eruitt to me. Outside. I cannot stand to be in this building one moment more.”  With that, Giya put one weary foot in front of the other, tracing Sabbah’s steps to leave the building. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Sitting quietly, acting as if he was defeated, Than watched everything going on all around him. He knew the one called Ozahm had a particular interest in him, because even when he was pretending not to be looking him, he was watching just the same. He could feel it. That one wasn’t entirely pleased to be aligned with Giya, if he didn’t miss his mark. He had a thirst for blood. For death, and for causing it. He knew the feeling well. Both of them were misplaced, and he wondered how he might convince him to form an alliance. He would have to move carefully this time, he reminded himself. The bold move he’d made in taking the five Fire Tenders to Bila hadn’t worked out so well, but that was only because he hadn’t expected a god to be waiting for him when he arrived.  
 
    Nor had he expected the emperor to be dead. He wasn’t altogether certain the emperor was dead, either. Just because Kaya had told him so, didn’t make it true. If the emperor was dead, that meant he was free of his oath, and he wouldn’t have to be afraid of what he might do to him. On the other hand, he reminded himself, it was still possible that the emperor had transferred his power and oaths to his daughter, and he didn’t like her one bit. She was as cold-hearted as her father, that one. He’d been told she had died a few years back, but it looked like whoever told him that had been wrong. 
 
    If Ozahm was as hungry for the kill as he was, they could wreak some magnificent terror together, he smiled to himself, looking up to catch him looking his way again. Then he saw Ozahm headed his way and wondered if gods could read minds. Why didn’t I think of that before? he wondered, suddenly feeling very small and even afraid. The look Ozahm was giving him was one of a predator who is playing with its prey before it strikes. 
 
    “Death,” Ozahm hissed at Than, standing over him, “is a beautiful thing, don’t you agree?” 
 
    Than knew his eyes, locked on Ozahm’s, were far too wide to feign disinterest or to try humor to dispel his fear; he was frozen in place, only managing to nod his head a little bit. 
 
    “Especially when it rids nature of disease like you,” he whispered quietly, his teeth bared. Touching Than’s chest, the Lord of Death killed the magic maker from Bila, letting his body fall to the ground with no last words spoken; no forgiveness asked nor given. 
 
    “One less problem for Giya to fix,” he said, turning back to Afdal. 
 
    “Leave here!” Sahil shouted, standing between the god and his son. 
 
    “You think to threaten me?” Ozahm asked, a sly look on his face. 
 
    “I do,” Jahari told him, quietly, calmly, maintaining her seat. “You came when you were asked to. Thank you. Since Giya has other things more pressing right now, I will wait here with them,” she nodded at Afdal and Sahil, “until she can make the time to see us. Your help is needed elsewhere.” 
 
    “My help,” he mocked her. 
 
    “Ozahm,” she continued to speak quietly, “each of us has a very important role here, and that includes you. Humans make you uncomfortable and angry, so maybe it would be best for you to return to what you were doing before Giya asked for your help here. Without your help, disease and pestilence will soon be rampant,” she paused, cocking her head at him. “Please. We need your help.” 
 
    “Fine words and fine manners,” he sneered at her. “Today they are enough, but they won’t always be.”  In the next moment, he was gone. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three – Raito Rises 
 
    It was hard, sometimes, for Fumaini to believe he’d been Councilor Tojiru’s aid for more than twenty years, and the man still didn’t trust him with everything he needed to know in order to help him to the best of his abilities. Hard, he sighed to himself, and sometimes frustrating. It was times like this that made him wish he was a less-trustworthy man, and that he had fled the palace a very long time ago. Of course, there wasn’t anywhere in all of Bila that he could possibly have gone where the councilor wouldn’t have been able to find him, so there had never been any point in thinking of leaving at any rate. Still, he fumed, if he had known about this … mess … he might have proven himself to be useful before this late date.  
 
    Instead, he was here, on his knees, lantern in-hand, crawling through a darkened tunnel made of dirt, no higher than his waist, undoubtedly collecting cobwebs and spiders along the way – one or two of which were bound to bite him, or crawl into his ear. He shivered, just thinking about it, then decided that thinking about it wasn’t helping. 
 
    He felt his heart skip a beat when the light from his lantern reflected off of something ahead of him. Yes, there it was, just as the councilor’s letter had told him, a metal box. Inside was the body of the emperor. The real emperor, not the false one who had used magic to impersonate him for the past two years or more. 
 
    A letter sealed with poison wax had been brought to him when the councilor had not been seen for several hours. His was not to question why a certain number of hours had to pass before he received the letter, nor what was involved in delivering it. It was his responsibility to open it, read it, and take action on whatever the instructions might be. Only he possessed the antidote to the letter, so only he would have been able to open it without fear of death. And yet, he had feared death the moment it had been put into his hands. Retrieving the powder from a sealed vault, he pushed all of the questions away trying to crowd into his mind. Either he would find out the answers when he opened the letter, or he would not. There was really no middle ground, so he had done his best to remain calm, with a clear mind, as he sprinkled the powder over the wax, repeatedly, making absolutely certain the poison had been neutralized. 
 
    He’d nearly fainted with fear once he had opened it, and wondered if it might not have been better to have let the poison kill him after all. The councilor was convinced someone had replaced the emperor, and had spent a long time carefully observing the false emperor until he was certain he knew where the emperor’s body was. What he didn’t know, the letter made clear, was whether or not the emperor was yet kept alive by some kind of magical means, or whether he had already been assassinated. The letter confided that the councilor was fairly certain the emperor must still be alive in some fashion, or everyone in the palace would have already been killed by the magic created to do so if ever he died. That small piece of information certainly made Fumaini want to run screaming from the palace as quickly as his legs would take him, but since he knew he wasn’t likely to run under any circumstances, he put the thought aside, concentrating on how to get to the emperor as instructed by Councilor Tojiru’s letter. For all he knew, the councilor was in the other room, watching to see if he would do as instructed, or he may have others watching in his absence. Either way, Fumaini knew he had no choice in what he’d needed to do. 
 
    And here he was, on his hands and knees in a dark, dirty little chamber, alone with the emperor’s body. His next task was to move it to a location where the impersonator wouldn’t be able to find it. And without anyone seeing him do it. Fortunately, he had people in his own employ who were nearly as frightened of him as he was of Councilor Tojiru. And he knew exactly the right place to take the body. He wasn’t sure whether he hoped the emperor was still alive, or not. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Holding absolutely still, Aidena watched as a man quietly closed the door to the tool shed behind him, noticing that both his knees and his hands were streaked with dirt. He was the same man she had seen enter the shed some time ago. No one else had accompanied him to the shed, and no one else had come out of the shed. This, she knew, was where Rhian had hidden the emperor’s body for quite some time. She had said she was concerned she’d hidden it there too long, but hadn’t had the time to move it. Disguised as the emperor, her every move was monitored and anticipated, with guards watching her every hour of the day, except when she was here, in the covered gardens. 
 
    Rhian had asked her to stay while she and Kaya went with Rajesh back to Nohoyo to answer Giya’s urgent call, so that if the worst came to pass and she, or the emperor, were discovered, Aidena would be able to defend herself and, perhaps, keep the emperor’s body from being stolen. Rhian had given her permission to bring down the palace if necessary, in order to keep the emperor’s body safe. It was the best they could manage before having to depart for Nohoyo. Rhian had argued against leaving, but Kaya had refused to leave her behind. Although they had cleaned up the mess created by Councilor Tojiru’s unexpected death, there was a real possibility others would come looking for him, or for the emperor who was supposed to be spending time in the covered gardens. Rhian had warned her to expect someone to check on her soon, but Aidena had known there was very little the three of them could have done to have prepared for the discovery that the emperor was missing. 
 
    And they had come, not long after Kaya, Rhian, and Rajesh had left. First a single servant, and then two dozen armed soldiers shortly after that. They had searched all throughout the gardens, looking through all the bushes, and even looking to see if any of the dirt had recently been dug up to indicate a newly-dug grave. They found nothing. Not the councilor’s body, and not her. She had floated to the top of the highest tree, taking Tojiru’s body with her, securing it fast to the branches there with straps of air, to make sure it didn’t suddenly topple out of the tree. She had watched as the soldiers made a thorough inspection of the gardens, taking the bait Rajesh had left behind by cracking one of the windows and popping a small section out of it. It appeared that everyone was convinced the emperor had been kidnapped. 
 
    When several hours had passed without Kaya and the others returning, Aidena started feeling like it might be time for her to leave after all. There was no way to accurately tell how long they’d been gone, since the sun had been shining for an unnaturally long time, and hadn’t gone back to a normal cycle yet. She was sure it should be night time by this point, but it was impossible to know for certain. The most important thing was to keep the body of the emperor safe, she knew, but also knew doing so wasn’t worth her own life. Then the man had come quietly into the gardens, moving quickly and quietly directly to the tool shed. From the way he’d been moving when he came back out, she was willing to bet he’d found what he was looking for, but the question was, how did he know to look for it now, even though it had been hidden in the same place for such a long time, undisturbed? And what, exactly, should she do about it – if anything? 
 
    Sighing deeply, Aidena hurried over to the tool shed, quietly opening the door, then shutting it behind herself. Fortunately, there was a glass roof here, just like the rest of the gardens, so she wasn’t likely to need a light. The other man had been carrying a lantern though, she remembered, and he’d had dirt on his knees. It only took her a moment to find the trail of dirt he’d left behind, leading right up to a wall. Obviously a false wall. It took her a few tries to find the hidden lever, and when she did, the door opened silently inward. She could feel the cool air coming from the dark in front of her. A tunnel, then. Shaking her head, she decided to risk her own elemental power here, knowing that if she chose wrong, it would set off alarms and soldiers would come running. 
 
    “All right then,” she said, out loud, inhaling deeply. “Here we go …”  She pulled what felt like a heavy rock towards her, using air to pull it to her. She heard no audible alarms, but she knew that didn’t necessarily mean there weren’t any giving off a silent warning to someone elsewhere in the palace. If she managed to get the emperor, she was just going to have to either fight her way out and hope that Kaya and the others returned quickly, or she was going to have to find a place to hide the body. Either way, it was too late to change her mind now.  
 
    It was a box! A metal box. A heavy one. Pulling harder, she brought the box to a stop, then blasted the lid off, intending to grab the body and get out. Instead, when she opened the lid, she found nothing inside. It was empty. If the emperor had ever been here, he was gone now.  
 
    Hearing voices shouting in the gardens, she turned around, shoving the door off its hinges, then used air to direct her to the ceiling of the covered gardens, along with another blast to crack the window above her, leaving glass raining down on the soldiers below her. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “We have to return to Bila,” Kaya told Sahil. 
 
    “What? But you just arrived!” he protested. 
 
    “And we wouldn’t have come at all, if Than hadn’t brought Fire Tenders to the emperor’s palace,” Kaya explained. “We have much to discuss, but there truly isn’t any time.” 
 
    “I can’t leave just now,” Sahil told him, exasperated. “I can’t just leave Afdal, and I can’t move him like this. We can’t give him the chance to escape.” 
 
    “Sahil,” Kaya said, making his voice quieter, “the emperor isn’t dead. Rhian has been pretending to be him for a couple of years now, and …” 
 
    “No!” Sahil shook his head. “I would have known!” 
 
    “Hush!” Kaya admonished him. “She made sure you didn’t know, only letting you think she had died so you would come find me,” he explained. “We left Aidena there, alone, to protect him if she had to, but by now we’re sure she’s been found out, so we have to leave now. I just hope we’re in time.” 
 
    “Rajesh!” Sahil suddenly bellowed. “Lord Rajesh!”  Kaya looked at him as if he’d finally lost his mind, unable to even guess what he might be up to. 
 
    “What is it Sahil?” Rajesh came to his side quickly. 
 
    “Are you, or are you not a god?” he asked, a look of determination so pure on his face, he looked as though he was angry enough to take on Rajesh single-handedly. 
 
    “I am,” he answered simply. “What is the problem?” 
 
    “You are now the god of Bila, and I saw what you and the others did when you all entered the Shield Room for the first time, just after Denit had transformed into a Firebird.” 
 
    “Yes, we revealed ourselves …” Rajesh began. 
 
    “No, no, no!” Sahil frowned, waving a hand in negation. “Almost everyone who was capable of using magic in that room used it against each other, but none of it worked. None of it Rajesh.” 
 
    “We nullified your magic,” he replied. 
 
    “You did what?” Rhian asked, stepping forward, astonished. 
 
    “So do the same for Afdal!” Sahil exclaimed. “We have to all go back to Bila. Right now. We are all needed there. Including you. The only way I can go is if I take my son with me. I won’t leave him here, to wreak havoc on anyone else if he escapes. Can you do this?” 
 
    Kaya watched as Rajesh internalized the question, obviously trying to decide whether he could or not, or perhaps if he should ask Giya first. In the end, he nodded his head. “I will carry Afdal in my arms and follow the three of you. I don’t want to nullify your magic by traveling with you.” 
 
    “Yes! Splendid!” Sahil said, relieved. “Jahari!” he called out, fast walking over to her to explain what needed to be done. 
 
    “You can nullify magic?” Rhian asked Rajesh. 
 
    “I have done so many times, yes,” he replied. 
 
    “You seem hesitant,” Rhian told him. “Is there a problem?”  When he seemed reluctant to answer, Kaya prodded him. 
 
    “What is it Rajesh? You can tell me,” he paused. “Please tell me. Let me help. Giya said we could be good friends, and this is what friends do – we help each other.” 
 
    “I … I didn’t know I was a god until Giya told,” he said, a strange look on his face. “I always believed it was Lumas who was doing things through me. I didn’t know I was the one doing those things. I thought I was her … tool or something like that. An instrument of her will.” 
 
    “And now she’s gone,” Kaya prompted, “so you’re not sure what you can do?” 
 
    “I … I can. Yes,” his face shifted, making him look more confident. “Of course I can. This is what gods do. I’ve done it many times before. So of course I can do it again,” he smiled at Kaya. 
 
    “Good!” Kaya smiled back. “Let’s go back to Bila and figure out what we’re going to do from there.”  When he looked at Rhian, though, she wasn’t smiling. “What is it?” 
 
    “I’ve been acting like my father so long,” she sighed, shaking her head, “I can’t help but to feel paranoid.”  She tried to laugh off her fears with a chuckle, but her smile didn’t reach her eyes. 
 
    “Listen,” Kaya said, leaning towards her, locking eyes with her, “I don’t know what’s going to happen any more than you do, but I do know we can work it out together, even if that means you’re the empress and I’m nothing more than one of your servants. The important thing is to get you on the throne as yourself so the people of Bila can start having normal lives, instead of always being at war with each other. Isn’t that what you want?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, “I want that more than anything.” 
 
    “Then let’s go,” he said, holding out his hand to her.  
 
    “I thought you said you wouldn’t mind being my servant,” she laughed – this time with a smile – looking at his hand. 
 
    “And I’ll be able to tell everyone else that I once got to hold the hand of the Empress,” he laughed as she took his hand. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “Does it hurt?” Sakari asked Muuaji, reaching out to touch his forehead. 
 
    “It only did for a moment, but I think that was more from surprise than anything,” he said, still feeling stunned. “What does it look like?” 
 
    “Well,” she responded, “if you want to know the truth, it looks like a symbol of the sun. It’s yellow. Sort of. It’s also white. Maybe a little of both. It’s striking on your dark skin; I don’t think it would be as visible, or as eye-catching if you had lighter skin. Hold still and I’ll trace it for you with my finger so you can feel it.” 
 
    They had been walking back to the Fire Tenders’ living quarters after talking to Sahil and Vray when some kind of magic had swept over them, knocking Muuaji to the ground. The sensation had only lasted a moment, but when he had tried to get to his feet, he’d felt dizzy and had to sit back down on the ground, waiting for the feeling to pass. When Sakari had sat down beside him, she noticed the mark on his forehead, gasping out loud. They had talked about it for a moment, trying to make sense of it. 
 
    “Huh, it’s not raised, it’s flat, like it’s a part of your skin,” she told him. When she looked at him, Muuaji was wearing a grin of intense satisfaction. 
 
    “What are you so happy about?” she asked, her forehead wrinkled in confusion. 
 
    “It was Denit,” he answered her, his eyes glazing over, then he began to cry uncontrollably. Sakari could do nothing other than to pat his back, rub his arm, and wait for him to become coherent enough to talk. “take your time,” she told him over and over. “It’s all right.” 
 
    It took him longer than she thought it would have to stop crying and then to be able to talk without suddenly bursting out in tears all over again. She remained patient, despite needing to get back to the Fire Tenders to check on them. The dozens of Kasais expecting her would have to wait a while longer before she would be able to explain what their role would be in the new Nohoyo. 
 
    “I remember now,” Muuaji sniffed, wiping his arm under his nose. “I heard her voice. It was just such a shock, I didn’t understand it at first. Now that I am …  now that I can … “  He sighed again, deeply. “We will be guides again, Sakari. Truly. And this,” he pointed to the sun on his forehead, “is her mark so everyone will know she is listening to us, and hears what we say. She wants us to teach!” 
 
    “Teach?” Sakari raised her eyebrows.  
 
    “Yes!” Muuaji replied, his excitement obvious. “She wants us to teach and to heal!” 
 
    “That’s amazing,” Sakari replied, “but what does she want you teach? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “She wants us to teach others how to live, instead of how to die,” he told her, a dreamy expression on his face. 
 
    “Peace? Is that what you’re saying?” 
 
    “Yes. Peace. And living together as equals. No more Kasais, no more Fire Tenders, no more living apart. Can you see it Sakari? Can you?” 
 
    “I can see that you are very happy,” she replied carefully, “but it’s going to take a lot of work and patience to get everyone to feel the same way you do. There will be plenty of people who won’t want to give up their power, or authority.” 
 
    Muuaji shrugged saying, “We have forever to learn how to do it right.”  He smiled at her, then stood up, extending a hand to help her. “Come, let’s go talk to the Fire Tenders now.” 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “What is that? Nieva asked Vray, pointing at his left bicep. She was in her human form now, determined to spend time among people. The only way she could really do that was in her girl body, especially since Giya was so upset right now. It was impossible to stay near her when she angry. The energy she gave off was frightening. She had quietly been flitting in and out of conversations, listening carefully, as her Grandmother the Goddess had taught her how to do. She had always said that information could be powerful, but Nieva noticed that information could also be helpful, and so she listened, barely noticed by the grownups she passed. 
 
    She found herself eventually drawn to the piles of rubble that had been the gigantic shields used to send energy to Sov. She found herself torn looking at the millions of tiny pieces. She was glad they were gone, so they could never be used to hurt anyone again, but she also found herself surprisingly sad, because the people could have used them to speak directly with Denit, and she was all alone now. Nieva didn’t think Denit would like being alone. 
 
    “What is what?” Vray asked, smiling at her. 
 
    “That thing on your arm. It wasn’t there before,” she told him. She had already known that she was right, but the expression on his face when he said it confirmed that it was new, and that he hadn’t known it was there. He held his arm away from himself as soon as he saw it, looking frightened, then he looked angry for a moment, as if he was mad it was there, and finally, a long moment later, he drew a deep breath, putting his lips together. Nieva knew the expression meant that he had accepted it was there, as well as the meaning behind it. 
 
    “It looks like a green vine,” she volunteered. “Like a tattoo that isn’t a tattoo,” she added. 
 
    Vray’s mouth formed a half-smile, then he shook  his head saying, “You see everything, don’t you?” 
 
    “A lot,” she agreed, “but not everything. Did Denit give it to you when she used magic to destroy the shields?” 
 
    “I think you may be right,” Vray agreed. “What do you think it means?” 
 
    She was quiet a moment, while she was thinking, putting pieces together. She knew he had his own thoughts in the matter, and was asking to see if she could figure it out without being told. “You’ve been a Fire Tender your whole life, always taking life away from people, because that’s the way you were made. But since Denit is the Sun Goddess now, she wants everyone to have better lives, so she has changed you so that you give life to others, instead of taking it away. And,” she continued, “I think she put it on your left arm because it is closest to your heart, so you will remember to use your heart in your work.” 
 
    “Ha!” Vray barked a note of laughter out loud, giving her a real smile. “You do see everything!” 
 
    “Do you know what else I think?” she asked him. 
 
    “I can’t imagine,” he chuckled. 
 
    “I think that instead of calling yourselves Fire Tenders you could call yourselves Megami,” Nieva told him. “It’s a very old word that means …”
  
 
    “Hands,” he supplied, making a smile race across her face. “I listen too,” he nodded at her with a wink. “Maybe even Megami no te,” he suggested, thinking out loud. 
 
    “Hands of the Goddess?” she asked, then smiled again. “I like it!” 
 
    “Will you be staying here, in Nohoyo?” he asked. “We could use someone smart like you.” 
 
    “No,” she shook her head. “My Grandmother the Goddess will be lonely. I need to visit her, and my grandfather, too. But not at the same time.”  She paused then, looking down with a thoughtful look on her face. “I hope my mother will come back so I can see her too, but I’m not sure if she will.” 
 
    “Who is your mother?” Vray asked, looking around, realizing he automatically assumed such a young child would be accompanied by her parents. 
 
    “Her name is Hadia. She is really my grandmother, but she raised me, so she is my mother too. She was with Giya when Denit changed into the Firebird, but then she changed into a hawk and went to save her from Sov and Lumas, and she hasn’t come back, so she might have gotten hurt or died.” 
 
    “Oh,” Vray said, blinking rapidly. It was disconcerting to have a child talk of her mother’s probable death with such calm fortitude. “Let’s go find your grandfather. His name is Oculis, yes? Perhaps he will know.”  He held his hand out to her, grateful to have something purposeful to do, and genuinely concerned for his new, young friend. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Finally, it was beginning to get dark out. The sun was “setting,” and soon her brother would rise for the first time as Raito, his light shining for all to see. It would be the first sunset and moon rise Siri Ventus had seen in hundreds of years through her own eyes. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four – Epilogue 
 
    Hadia turned the flatbread over on the griddle, stirred the beans, then reached for the pitcher of sun tea she’d made yesterday. It was good to be home. Her husband, Moyo was still outside, but would be in to wash his hands shortly before joining her for dinner. Later, they would walk under the moonlight as they often did these days, their fingers entwined as they made their way through the village, talking of small things. They would have time now. And so they took great pleasure in spending as much of their days and nights together as they could. Before long, the moon would wane and Raito would call upon her again, to be his eyes. He didn’t like the dark time, when the moon seemed to be hidden from this part of the world. Even though he shone with brilliance at all times, this, he’d told her, was his favorite part of their world. And he didn’t like being alone then. 
 
    It was during those two or three nights each moon cycle that she knew he would be there, with her, watching the world through her eyes. It was a small price to pay in thanks for his having saved her when she was exhausted beyond measure when she’d been left alone in the skies above the planet when he had taken Lumas’ place. No matter that he had been the one to abandon her there, she had been responsible for her own actions. Nor did she mind flying through the night in her hawk form. Siri would be waiting for her to arrive, of course, somehow feeling as though she was closer to her brother because she was there. 
 
    And she’d seen that Nieva was thriving under Siri’s care. Hadia smiled to herself, still surprised her granddaughter was such an amazing young woman. She still called her “mother” though, because her “Grandmother the Goddess” didn’t like it when she called her “grandmother.”  Clever girl. She hoped Aidena would join them before too much longer, even though she knew it was a foolish wish. She was helping to re-establish Rhian’s rule in Bila, and likely wouldn’t return for a long time. 
 
    “There you are,” she smiled at Moyo when he kissed her cheek, then turned the flatbread over again, making sure it didn’t burn. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    Transforming his hand into a claw, Kani cracked open the nut he’d found growing earlier, curious as to whether it would be bitter or sweet. As he crushed the nut, he remembered he had wanted to talk to Borja about bringing in some scallops and a few other things he missed from the sea, here to Nohoyo. The work on the water tunnel leading to two of the seas was progressing rapidly, now that Savaar had been convinced to help them. Kani was pleased to find that he’d been right. He could easily live out of the sea in human form, as long as he was able to return to the water from time to time. Fresh water wasn’t as bad as he’d thought it might be, but once the tunnel under the sands was completed, he thought he might return to the sea for a while. More Bahari were beginning to make their way to Nohoyo, and some who had stayed after Denit became the Sun Goddess were leaving. He would miss Umi the most, but it was good to have choices, so he couldn’t begrudge her decision to leave. 
 
    Borja was still quiet and what he would call “secretive,” not to mention far too vague as to what she was planning, but she didn’t answer to him, so there really wasn’t much he could say about it. Still, he would have preferred if they could have established a closer friendship, but that might still come in time. He was amused to find that as a human, he craved more interaction with others than when he’d been a crab. He had mostly wanted to be left alone while in his crustation form. He chuckled to himself, happy to find that he was actually beginning to enjoy people. He sobered when he thought of Shio though. She had become very quiet after Denit had transformed into the Sun Goddess. After a bitter argument with Savaar, she had left, walking off into the desert. He often wondered where she was, and hoped she would come back before long. 
 
    Spitting the pieces of the nut out, he decided it was too bitter after all. Shrugging, he transformed his claw back into a hand, knowing he would have the chance to find something new tomorrow. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    The woman walked along the beach, delighting in the waves washing over the tops of her feet, and sometimes as high as halfway to her knees. Her long hair was alternating between whipping in her face and flying behind her, depending on how the breeze moved. It was nearing sunset, so anyone watching her probably would have assumed she wouldn’t be there much longer, even though she was obviously enjoying herself, by herself, perhaps lost in her own thoughts. 
 
    The woman in question purposefully avoided looking over her shoulder at the city by the sea, remembering the last time she’d stood here, on this beach. Of course, it was a simple matter to determine she was exactly where she’d been that last time, given that the wound in the earth left by Denit was still an obvious scar on the land. At least it had stopped vomiting sand, and the people from the city had begun cleanup efforts. The beach would never be the same again, though. Too much sand had spilled from the wound, raising the sand level to an alarming level. She wondered what Giya would do about it, or if she would leave it alone for the sea to eventually reclaim. The Earth Goddess was a difficult one to predict with any certainty, she knew. Especially these days. 
 
    And her apprentice/heir had his hands full. She doubted poor Eruitt would be making his way to the city by sea any time in the next couple of years, while he mastered his new role the hard way. Giya had left him untrained, uneducated, and unready for the most part, she knew. But he had been quite willing, so perhaps that would make enough of a difference. Perhaps, when he’d had more time and experience, she would offer her own services in helping him. But it was too soon for that. He would be both suspicious and frightened. 
 
    Amphedia turned herself back towards the sea, walking deeper and deeper into the water until she disappeared from anyone who might be watching from the city. There was a quaint little underwater cove she knew of that might serve her purpose for a time. Unless Jarles had decided to make his home there. If so, she would leave him alone and find another place to rest and heal. Giya really should have given control of the seas to him, she thought for the hundredth time. With her buried somewhere recovering from the loss of Lumas and Jarles hiding himself somewhere from the rest of the world, it was quite possible something unexpected might happen. She smiled to herself as she allowed her human-like body to dissolve into water. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “You know who that was, don’t you?” Easif nudged her companion. 
 
    “I know who I think it was,” Ishtar replied. 
 
    “Why do you suppose Amphedia would be here?” she asked. “Everyone thinks she left the planet after defeating with Sov.” 
 
    “Maybe she was homesick?” he suggested. 
 
    “Or maybe she’s here to cause trouble again,” Easif countered. 
 
    “But she doesn’t control the seas anymore,” Ishtar pointed out, “so maybe it doesn’t matter. Besides,” he added, “maybe she already had a talk with Giya or Eruitt or something, and so she has permission to be here.” 
 
    “Permission?” Easif scoffed  “Do you honestly think someone like her – a goddess like her – is going to ask permission to do something? To do anything? Not likely.” 
 
    “Well, what are we going to do about it?”  
 
    “I think we should tell someone,” she replied, “I just don’t know who. Maybe the high priest or something?” 
 
    “Okay,” Ishtar agreed, shrugging. “If you think it will do any good, go ahead.” 
 
    “Tomorrow morning,” Easif decided. “We’re going to be late for dinner if we don’t get over there soon, so it can wait until morning.” 
 
    “I really like Yeni, but I think he’s pretty scared,” Ishtar told her, as they started to walk back into the city. 
 
    “They’re always scared when they first arrive; that’s why we’re here,” Easif reminded him. “I wish they would stop coming in from the desert though,” she sighed. 
 
    “Me too,” Ishtar agreed. “Jarles was already named as the “Savior,” so they should stop soon.” 
 
    “I know,” Easif agreed, “but he was more than twenty years old when Amphedia named him as her heir, and there were a lot of boys born between the time he was born and the time Amphedia accepted him, so there are still going to be a lot of them coming for years to come.” 
 
    “At least they’re not alone when they get here now,” Ishtar smiled. “And most of them are pretty helpful in getting all this sand out of the city!” he chuckled. 
 
    “Come on,” Easif smiled in return. “Let’s get moving. We still need to decide whose roommate Yeni is going to be.” 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    It was dark in the vast cavernous-like space once known as the Shield Room, and utterly devoid of all human occupation for the first time in a very long time. Even those who had been removing the debris of the most-incredible devices ever created were absent, now that night had fallen. The suggestion had been raised that the building itself should be destroyed, because no one could possibly look upon it without the memory of what it had been used for affecting them in way that caused distress. Hundreds of thousands of lives, perhaps more, had been cruelly snuffed out inside its walls. Another suggestion had been made to transform it into a place where children’s laughter would ring out, in an effort to transform the vile memories into new ones. Let a new beginning rise from the ashes of the old, one enthusiastic observer had suggested. 
 
    Very little time had passed, though, since the Sun Child had risen to take her place above them. One day, the new leaders would decide what to do with the building one way or another, but today was not that day. This evening, as Raito, the Moon God began his silvery ascent, trailing in the glorious, fiery wake of the Sun Goddess, new life stirred outside of the temple which housed the Shield Room. 
 
    When she was falling to the planet, Denit had fumbled with the crystal while in her Firebird form, her talons scraping three small slivers from the body of the crystal. Like her, they had been wrapped in the “blanket” of magic Honsa and his fellow Mezhdu had created. Unlike Denit, these three tiny pieces had gone unnoticed amid the chaos accompanying her return, falling, unchecked, onto the ground. Landing separately, each had bounced in different directions. With dozens of people gathered together, each had been stepped on, kicked, and otherwise moved many times, unseen by the men and women who had caused their movements. When each had finally come to rest, they lay inert, unobserved, and unlooked for. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    Two of the shards began to quiver, as if taking on lives of their own. The third remained unmoving. By the time the full moon had reached its pinnacle in the night sky, the shards had grown into human-sized pieces. Before the sun rose again, the crystalline casings had cracked and splintered, releasing their precious cargo. 
 
    There are times when those among us cling so fiercely to the past it seems as though their memories walk with them. Rarely does one possess the means to cross the barrier between what is and what was in order to reanimate that which has been lost to time. Denit, though, with the crystal which held all the memories of every man, woman, and child who had ever lived upon the planet, had been determined to bring back her son, even while she was transforming into the Sun Goddess. And so did Jonath hold out his hand to Drena as she emerged from the remains of her crystal shard, a look of bewilderment and disbelief on her face. A short time later, no one saw them as they walked hand-in-hand into the desert together, leaving behind nothing but the crystal shards and their footprints. 
 
    * * * * * * * * 
 
    “I like these new chairs you got,” Tyran told Honsa, sharing a smile with him. For his part, he was pleased to see her smiling more often these days, no matter that she was still prone to be argumentative.  
 
    “It’s nice to be able to have all four of us sit down instead of only two at a time,” Ceirat agreed to quiet chuckles all around. 
 
    “Is there any more soup left?” Honsa asked Ordan.  
 
    “It’s wonderful. I want to make sure to get every last drop,” Tyran said, reaching for another chunk of bread. 
 
    “Thank you,” Ordan smiled, getting up to check the pot. A moment later he said, “Just enough for one more bowl. Who wants it, or should I share it out?” he asked, just as an unexpected knock came at the door. Looking at each other, as if to ask if anyone was expecting another visitor, Honsa got up from the table to answer the knock, as they each shook their heads negatively. 
 
    “Do you have enough for me?” Denit asked, letting herself into the house. She laughed, delighted at their stunned expressions. “I told you I would come when I understood how,” she explained. “I was just waiting until you made more of your wonderful soup.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Glossary 
 
      
 
    Ahadi – “Promise” in an ancient language.  Eternal beings Lumas has used to keep Giya safe. 
 
    Alqamar – “Moon” in an old language; most commonly used to describe a type of flower which only blooms at night. 
 
    Arak – An alcoholic beverage. 
 
    Bahari – Race of individuals who live in the sea. May be part human and part sea creature. 
 
    Baraka - Blessing 
 
    Bila – Empire south of the desert. 
 
    Campania – A group of desert people traveling together who may or may not be related. 
 
    Candentis Vine – A rare fruit-bearing vine which grows only in arid/desert regions only propagated by those cuttings which give off illumination after harvesting of the fruit is completed. 
 
    Fire Tender - People of Nohoyo who are born with the ability to suck the life out of one thing to transfer it to another living thing.  The term is a bastardization of an ancient title for those who were to tend fires through the night so that the others of their clan or family would be safe and warm. 
 
    Havah – A type of plant which can be used as an intoxicant. Often used for ceremonial and/or religious purposes. 
 
    Himitsu - “Secret” in a language long dead. 
 
    Kasais – In Nohoyo, those who are in charged with enforcing laws.  The term is a bastardization of an ancient tile for those who were to guide others in how to serve Sov. 
 
    Kinji - All of the land, including the desert, north of Bila. 
 
    Laknor – A type of nut, native to the desert, said to be sweet. 
 
    Magami – “Hands” in an old language. Those formerly known as Fire Tenders. 
 
    Magami no te – Hands of the Goddess 
 
    Merlarn – A man who is specifically tasked with the holy duty of impregnating women from the desert in an effort to produce the prophesized savior. 
 
    Mezhdu - Those whose spirits are born into the wrong-gendered body. 
 
    Midbar – That area of the known lands which is mountainous; it lies between the desert and the sea.  Can also be used as an adjective to describe a person who lives in this region. 
 
    Nohoyo - A land long hidden in which only Sov may be worshiped. Also known as Taiyo no Hoyo, which means “Embraced of the sun.” 
 
    Puj’hom – An individual who lives near the sea. 
 
    Qatyeh – A head wrap used by desert dwellers to protect an individual from excessive heat. Also used to absorb sweat. 
 
    Sylnad - “Flower” in an old language. 
 
    Taiyo no Hoyo – Also known as “Nohoyo,” a place for Sov to teach his people how to worship him. 
 
    Tulki – “Fox” in an old language 
 
    Tuq’deb – An individual who lives in the desert. 
 
    Uchawi - A certain kind of magic used by those from Bila, using words, gestures, and grid lines. 
 
    Undia – A person from the desert who can feel the water beneath the sands. 
 
    Yahlah – The leader of a compania. 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 People 
 
    Abalah – High Priest of the Blue Dolphin Order 
 
    Afdal - From Bila / Magic Maker / Sahil’s son 
 
    Aidena – Tuq’deb / heir to Siri Ventus / daughter of Hadia / mother to Nieva / Undia 
 
    Amphedia – Goddess of the Seas 
 
    Ashika - Bahari / shark 
 
    Batal – Priestess of the Silver Swordfish Sisterhood / True daughter of Amphedia/ Bahari 
 
    Borja - Ahadi / Female / water goddess in Nohoyo 
 
    Ceirat - Mezhdu / From Midbar / female spirit in male body / knows the potential of a thing. 
 
    Chared – Tuq’deb / son of P’onyem / son of unknown man from Bila / Undia / Chained Man 
 
    Dayam - Kaya’s mother 
 
    Deiserin - First Empress of Bila 
 
    Denit / Maw’ki – Tuq’deb / Jarles’ paternal grandmother / Kerr’s lover / Jonath’s mother / created by Giya 
 
    Drena / S’ray – Tuq’deb / Jarles’ mother / Jonath’s lover 
 
    Easif – Tuq’deb / Warrior / Female / Picked by Kerr to accompany Jarles  
 
    Eruitt – Tuq’deb / companion of P’onyem / apprentice of Giya 
 
    Fumaini - From Bila / assistant to Councilor Tojiru 
 
    Giya – Goddess of the Earth / Lumas’ other self 
 
    Hadia – Tuq’deb / Aidena’s (human) mother / acts as eyes for Siri Ventus / Nieva’s grandmother 
 
    Honsa - Mezhdu / From Midbar / male spirit in female body / knows the land 
 
    Iruka - Bahari / Dolphin 
 
    Ishra – Tuq’deb / Warrior / Male / Picked by Kerr to accompany Jarles  
 
    Jahari - Ahadi / goddess of Nohoyo / first to pledge herself to Giya 
 
    Jarles – Tuq’deb / son of Drena and Jonath / the Savior/Heir 
 
    Jonath – Tuq’deb / Jarles’ father / Drena’s lover 
 
    Kani - Bahari / Crab 
 
    Kaya – From Bila / former prince 
 
    Kerr / Sabbah – Tuq’deb / True son of Amphedia / Jarles’ paternal grandfather / Denit’s lover / Jonath’s father 
 
    Loris – Kaya’s (fake) brother 
 
    Lumas – Goddess of Beauty / mate to Sov / Other Self of Giya 
 
    Maji - Puj’hom / very old woman who met a bahari 
 
    Masu - From Nohoyo / Fire Tender 
 
    Mizu - Puj’hom / very old man who met a bahari 
 
    Moyo - Husband of Hadia 
 
    Muuaji - From Nohoyo / Kasais 
 
    Nieva – Tuq’deb / Aidena’s daughter / transforms into an owl 
 
    Oculis – Acts as the Eyes of Siri Ventus / Drena’s (unknown) father / Jarles’ maternal grandfather / Aidena’s (unknown) father / enchanted owl creature / grandfather/(unknown) father to Nieva 
 
    Ordan - Mezhdu / From Midbar / male spirit in female body / knows the emotions of others 
 
    Ozahm - Ahadi / Lord of Death 
 
    P’onyem – Tuq’deb / Jarles’ maternal grandmother / Chared’s mother / Oculis’ lover 
 
    Quarn – Kaya’s (fake) brother 
 
    Ramil – Tuq’deb / Warrior / Male / Picked by Kerr to accompany Jarles to the city by the sea 
 
    Raito - Moon God / Serat Caeli 
 
    Rajesh - Ahadi / god of Bila / firstborn son of the first Empress of Bila, Deiserin 
 
    Rhian - From Bila / emperor’s daughter / Kaya’s intended as a child 
 
    Rigam – Kaya’s father 
 
    Sahil – From Bila / extremely powerful magic maker / Afdal’s father 
 
    Sakari - From Bila / secret student to Sahil 
 
    Sabbah / Kerr - Tuq’deb / True son of Amphedia / Jarles’ paternal grandfather / Denit’s lover /  
 
    Jonath’s father 
 
    Sashio - From Bila / magic maker / accompanied Afdal to find Sahil 
 
    Savaar – True son of Amphedia 
 
    Serat Caeli – Twin brother of Siri Ventus / Moon God 
 
    Shio - True daughter of Amphedia 
 
    Shihoru - Bahari / seahorse 
 
    Sina - From Nohoyo / daughter of council member / Fire Tender 
 
    Siri Ventus – Goddess of the Air / blind 
 
    Sora – From Midbar 
 
    Sov – Sun God 
 
    Tadashi – Kaya’s family name 
 
    Tako - Bahari / octopus 
 
    Than - From Bila / magic maker / accompanied Afdal to find Sahil 
 
    Tyran - Mezhdu / From Midbar / female spirit in male body / knows the dreams of others 
 
    Umi - Bahari / Water 
 
    Vray - From Nohoyo / Fire Tender / has red eyes 
 
    Yeni - Tuq’deb / new to the city by the sea 
 
    Zaria - From Nohoyo / Fire Tender 
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